critical realism paradigm

The critical realism paradigm offers a powerful philosophical lens through
which to understand the complexities of the social and natural worlds, moving
beyond simplistic positivist or interpretivist approaches. It acknowledges
the existence of an objective reality, independent of our perceptions, while
also recognizing that our knowledge of this reality is always mediated by our
social and conceptual frameworks. This approach delves into the underlying
structures and mechanisms that generate observable phenomena, seeking to
explain why things happen, not just that they happen. Understanding the core
tenets of critical realism is crucial for researchers aiming to conduct
rigorous and insightful investigations across various disciplines, from
sociology and economics to psychology and political science. This article
will explore its foundational principles, key concepts, and practical
applications, providing a comprehensive overview of this influential
philosophical framework.
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What is the Critical Realism Paradigm?

The critical realism paradigm represents a distinct philosophical approach to
understanding knowledge and reality, positioning itself as a sophisticated
alternative to both positivism and radical constructivism. At its heart,
critical realism posits that there is a real world that exists independently
of our minds and our perceptions of it. However, unlike positivism, which
seeks to uncover universal laws through empirical observation, critical
realism argues that our access to this reality is always indirect and shaped
by our social contexts, conceptual schemes, and theoretical understandings.
It's not just about observing what happens, but about digging deeper to
understand the underlying structures and generative mechanisms that produce



those observed events. This paradigm is inherently "critical" because it
seeks to identify and critique the social, political, and economic structures
that may constrain human agency and lead to undesirable outcomes, advocating
for change based on a more accurate understanding of reality.

Core Tenets of Critical Realism

The critical realism paradigm is built upon a foundation of several
fundamental assumptions about the nature of reality and how we can come to
know it. These tenets distinguish it from other philosophical stances and
guide its application in research. Understanding these core principles is
essential for anyone seeking to engage with or apply critical realist
thought.

Ontological Assumptions

Ontology, in philosophy, is the study of being or existence. Critical
realism's ontological assumptions are central to its distinctiveness. It
firmly asserts the existence of a mind-independent reality, meaning that the
world exists whether or not we are here to perceive it or think about it.
This reality is not a static, uniform entity, but rather a complex, multi-
layered, and deeply structured phenomenon. This means that objects, events,
and social formations have an existence and properties that are not solely
dependent on being observed or conceptualized. For instance, gravity existed
and operated long before humans discovered or named it, demonstrating an
objective, underlying reality.

Epistemological Considerations

Epistemology, the theory of knowledge, is where critical realism diverges
significantly from positivism. While acknowledging the existence of an
objective reality (ontology), critical realism is deeply concerned with the
limitations and complexities of human knowledge (epistemology). It argues
that our knowledge is always fallible, socially mediated, and theoretically
informed. We can never have direct, unmediated access to reality. Instead,
our understanding is shaped by our existing beliefs, theories, cultural
backgrounds, and the tools we use to investigate the world. This doesn't mean
that knowledge is purely subjective; rather, it means that knowledge
acquisition is a process of striving to understand an independent reality, a
process that involves interpretation, critique, and refinement. We build
models and theories that approximate reality, but these models are never a
perfect mirror of it.



The Layered Structure of Reality

A cornerstone of the critical realism paradigm is its conception of reality
as being stratified or layered. This is not a mere metaphor but a fundamental
ontological claim about the nature of existence itself. Instead of a single,
undifferentiated plane of events, critical realists propose that reality
consists of distinct but interconnected layers or domains, each with its own
particular characteristics and modes of operation. This layered structure
allows for a more nuanced understanding of causality and change, recognizing
that observable events are the product of deeper, often unobservable,
processes.

Stratified Ontology

The concept of stratified ontology suggests that reality is composed of
different levels of being or existence, from the most fundamental physical
structures to complex social phenomena. These layers are not necessarily
hierarchical in a strict sense, but they are distinct and possess their own
emergent properties. Understanding these different strata is key to unlocking
the generative mechanisms that produce observable outcomes. Think of it like
an onion; peeling back the layers reveals different components, each
contributing to the whole but having its own distinct nature.

The Domain of the Actual

The domain of the actual refers to events that occur. These are the
happenings that we can, in principle, observe or experience. This is the
level of reality that most empirical sciences initially focus on. For
example, a specific stock market crash, a particular social protest, or a
patient experiencing a fever are all events within the domain of the actual.
Critical realism acknowledges this domain but emphasizes that it is not the
entirety of reality; rather, the actual is the outcome of deeper processes.

The Domain of the Empirical

The empirical domain encompasses all that can be experienced through the
senses, whether directly or indirectly through instruments. This includes
observations, measurements, and sensory data. It is the raw material that we
gather about the world. For instance, the fluctuating stock prices on a
ticker, the visual images of a protest, or the temperature readings from a
thermometer all belong to the empirical domain. However, critical realism
cautions against equating the empirical with the totality of reality, as many
underlying causes are not directly observable.



The Domain of the Transfactual

Perhaps the most distinctive and crucial domain in critical realism is the
transfactual. This refers to the underlying structures, mechanisms, and
powers that exist and operate independently of whether they are currently
manifesting in any observable events. These are the "real" causal powers
that, under certain conditions, can produce events in the actual domain. For
example, the underlying economic principles that govern market behavior, the
social inequalities that fuel dissent, or the biological processes that cause
illness exist as transfactual structures. They are "real" even when they are
not actively causing something to happen. The goal of critical realist
research is often to identify and understand these transfactual mechanisms.

Mechanisms and Causality

Critical realism understands causality not as a simple relationship of
constant conjunction (as in positivism, where event A is always followed by
event B) but as the operation of underlying generative mechanisms. These
mechanisms possess the tendency or power to produce certain effects under
specific conditions. For example, the mechanism of inflation may exist within
an economy, possessing the tendency to erode purchasing power. However,
whether inflation actually occurs and to what extent depends on a complex
interplay of other mechanisms and contingent factors. Critical realists are
interested in identifying these mechanisms, understanding their properties,
and explaining how they interact to produce the events we observe.

Explanatory Power of Critical Realism

The critical realism paradigm offers significant explanatory power precisely
because it moves beyond surface-level observations to explore the deeper,
often hidden, structures that shape our world. By positing a stratified
reality and focusing on generative mechanisms, it allows researchers to
develop more robust explanations for complex phenomena. Instead of merely
describing correlations between variables, critical realism seeks to uncover
the causal powers and structures that produce those correlations. This depth
of analysis is crucial for understanding social change, inequality, and other
multifaceted issues. It provides a framework for understanding why certain
interventions might fail or succeed and for developing more effective
strategies for addressing societal problems.

Critical Realism in Social Science Research

Applying the critical realism paradigm to social science research



necessitates a departure from purely quantitative or qualitative approaches.
It encourages a mixed-methods approach that seeks to triangulate findings
from different sources to build a more comprehensive understanding.
Researchers employing critical realism are often interested in identifying
the social structures (e.g., class, gender, power relations) that shape
individual experiences and collective outcomes. They aim to uncover the
causal mechanisms through which these structures operate, often through in-
depth case studies, historical analysis, and critical discourse analysis. The
"critical" aspect of the paradigm also implies a commitment to social
justice, encouraging research that not only explains but also seeks to
transform oppressive social conditions.

Methodological Implications

The methodological implications of the critical realism paradigm are
profound, pushing researchers to adopt a more flexible and nuanced approach.
It challenges the idea that a single methodological approach can adequately
capture the complexity of reality. Instead, it advocates for a pragmatic
approach, where the research question dictates the most appropriate methods
for uncovering the relevant mechanisms and structures. This can involve a
combination of quantitative data to identify patterns and qualitative data to
explore the subjective experiences and underlying social processes that
generate those patterns. For instance, a study on educational inequality
might use statistical data on test scores (empirical) and then conduct
interviews with students and teachers (actual) to understand the role of
social class and school policies (transfactual mechanisms) in producing those
outcomes.

Strengths of the Critical Realism Paradigm

The critical realism paradigm boasts several significant strengths that make
it an attractive framework for researchers grappling with complex phenomena.
One of its primary strengths lies in its ability to reconcile the existence
of an objective reality with the subjective nature of human experience and
knowledge. It avoids the pitfalls of scientistic positivism by acknowledging
the limitations of empirical observation and the importance of theoretical
interpretation. Simultaneously, it sidesteps the relativism of radical
constructivism by maintaining that there is a reality to be investigated.
Furthermore, its focus on underlying mechanisms and structures provides a
more powerful explanatory framework, capable of accounting for change and
contingency in ways that simpler models cannot.

e Its ability to explain both social structures and individual agency.

e Tts allowance for genuine discovery and the pursuit of truth, while



acknowledging the provisional nature of knowledge.
e Tts capacity to integrate diverse research methods effectively.

e Its inherent critical stance, which can lead to impactful social and
political insights.

e Its focus on understanding the "why" behind phenomena, not just the
"what."

Limitations and Criticisms of Critical Realism

Despite its strengths, the critical realism paradigm is not without its
limitations and has faced various criticisms. One common critique concerns
the difficulty in definitively identifying and proving the existence of
transfactual mechanisms. Since these mechanisms are, by definition, not
directly observable, demonstrating their operation can be challenging and may
rely heavily on inferential reasoning, which can be open to interpretation.
Critics also point to the potential for the paradigm to become overly
abstract, leading to dense theoretical discussions that are difficult to
translate into practical research designs or actionable insights. The
inherent complexity of its ontological and epistemological claims can also
make it a steep learning curve for new researchers.

The Challenge of Empirical Verification

A significant challenge for critical realists is the empirical verification
of their claims about transfactual mechanisms. While the paradigm asserts
their existence, proving them empirically can be a complex endeavor.
Researchers must carefully construct arguments and gather evidence that
strongly suggests the operation of these underlying powers, often through
rigorous qualitative methods and detailed case studies. This reliance on
interpretation can sometimes lead to debates about the validity of the
inferred mechanisms.

Potential for Abstraction

The highly theoretical nature of critical realism can sometimes lead to a
degree of abstraction that may alienate practitioners or those seeking
straightforward methodological guidance. The intricate philosophical
arguments underpinning its ontology and epistemology can be dense and require
significant engagement to fully grasp, potentially hindering its widespread



adoption if not presented clearly. This can make it challenging to
operationalize concepts and translate theoretical insights into concrete
research steps.

In conclusion, the critical realism paradigm offers a rich and robust
philosophical framework for understanding the intricate realities of our
world. Its emphasis on a mind-independent, stratified reality, driven by
generative mechanisms, provides a powerful tool for researchers seeking to
move beyond superficial descriptions to deeper explanations. While challenges
in empirical verification and potential for abstraction exist, its strengths
in reconciling objective existence with subjective knowledge, integrating
diverse methods, and fostering a critical perspective make it an invaluable
approach for scholars across numerous disciplines.

FAQ

Q: What is the main difference between critical
realism and positivism?

A: The main difference lies in their view of reality and knowledge.
Positivism assumes a directly observable reality and seeks universal laws
through empirical verification. Critical realism, however, posits a mind-
independent, stratified reality with underlying generative mechanisms that
are not directly observable. It acknowledges that our knowledge of this
reality is fallible and socially mediated, focusing on explaining why things
happen rather than just that they happen.

Q: How does critical realism handle causality?

A: Critical realism understands causality not as a simple constant
conjunction of events, but as the operation of underlying generative
mechanisms that possess the tendency or power to produce certain effects
under specific conditions. It seeks to identify these mechanisms and explain
how they interact to produce observable outcomes.

Q: Can critical realism be used in quantitative
research?

A: Yes, critical realism can inform quantitative research by guiding the
selection of variables and the interpretation of findings. While critical
realists often favor qualitative methods to uncover mechanisms, they can use
quantitative data to identify patterns in the "actual" domain, which then
prompt further investigation into the underlying "transfactual" causes.



Q: What is the role of "structures" in critical
realism?

A: Structures, in critical realism, refer to the underlying, often
unobservable, social, economic, or physical arrangements that possess causal
powers. These structures shape and constrain human actions and are generative
of social phenomena. Identifying and understanding these structures is a key
goal of critical realist research.

Q: Is critical realism a form of relativism?

A: No, critical realism is not a form of relativism. While it acknowledges
that our knowledge is socially and conceptually mediated, it firmly believes
in the existence of a mind-independent reality. It argues that we can and
should strive to gain more accurate knowledge of this reality, even if our
knowledge is always provisional and fallible.

Q: What does "transfactual" mean in the context of
critical realism?

A: The transfactual domain refers to the underlying structures, powers, and
mechanisms that exist and operate independently of whether they are currently
manifesting in observable events. These are the real causal powers that can
produce events, even if they are not currently doing so.

Q: What are some common criticisms of critical
realism?

A: Common criticisms include the difficulty in empirically verifying
transfactual mechanisms, the potential for the paradigm to become overly
abstract and complex, and the challenges in translating its theoretical
claims into practical research methodologies.

Q: How does critical realism contribute to social
justice?

A: The "critical" aspect of the paradigm implies a commitment to
understanding and challenging oppressive social structures and inequalities.
By uncovering the underlying causes of social problems, critical realism aims
to provide the knowledge necessary for effective social change and the
promotion of justice.
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