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Being Being. Critical realism, Science and Beyond
Frédéric Vandenberghe

This is an article about Roy Bhaskar, the British-Indian philosopher of science whose name is associated with critical realism.
 Like feminism, critical realism comes in three waves. In the first and biggest wave (1975-1993), Bhaskar investigated the foundations of the philosophy of sciences. In a series of highly influential books that launched him into the orbit of intellectual stars, he sequentially developed the system of transcendental realism for the natural sciences (A Realist Theory of Science, 1975), the system of critical naturalism for the social sciences (The Possibility of Naturalism, 1979) and also outlined an explanatory critique of positivism as an ideology (Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation, 1986). When this critique of positivism morphed into a metacritique of all previous philosophies, from Plato to NATO or, perhaps more accurately, from Iona to Iena, critical realism took a dialectical turn and lost a good deal of its initial followers. 

Investigating the causality of voids and the work of absenting, critical realism of the second wave (1993-2000) developed dialectical critical realism as a more encompassing system that subsumes critical realism into a new totalizing philosophy that pretends to overcome all the dualisms and contradictions. As Bhaskar parsed out dialectics in more analytic fashion in Dialectics. The Pulse of Freedom (1993), the philosophical system became more and more complex and cumbersome, idiosyncratic and esoteric, more like a gothic castle than a gothic cathedral. 

With the publication of From East to West in 2000, critical realism has taken a spiritual turn and entered its third wave. Passing from the transcendental to the transcendent, Bhaskar has developed a new age philosophy that foregrounds the oceanic experience of oneness. Since he started to freely sprinkle his text with words, like karma, moksha, shakra and kundalini, which your yoga teacher will explain to you if you ask her, he lost once again a good deal of erstwhile believers of critical realism. 

While the Marxists were dismayed by this spiritual turn, I, for one, was rather intrigued by this spectacular return to the philosophy of ancient India. In my rejection of narrow minded empiricism, I had been ‘turned on’ by the first wave, ‘dropped out’ by the second and ‘tuned in’ again when the third wave came rolling in. In this paper, I want to offer an ‘esoteric’ reading of Bhaskar and argue that his ultimate concern with ‘being being’ is not just a feature of his excursions into meta-Reality. Not unlike Leo Strauss´s (1958) intricate interpretations of Plato, Alfarabi, Spinoza, and Hobbes, I want to read the text between the lines and reveal its hidden meaning. The “esoteric” reading I propose is at the same time meant as a “strong” interpretation of Bhaskar’s texts. In line with Dilthey´s famous dictum that the interpreter knows the author better than the author himself, I will not hesitate to reproject and retrodict insights of the later period into the middle and the early period.
 Provided one reads the Bhaskariana backwards, the indication a deeper and subtler reality that sustains all that exists as its ground and that can be experienced through meditative participation, can be found at all stages of his intellectual development. In the same way as Mervyn Hartwig, his most faithful disciple, has emphasized time and again that the dialectical turn of the second wave was already ‘implicit’ in the first, I want to underscore that the spiritual turn was already adumbrated in the first two waves of critical realism. Necessary to overcome the restrictions that a posterior reading will detect in the preceding ones, the spiritual turn was as it were present and its absence. To make my case, I will read his musings on non-duality through the lens of alethic truth and reconnect critical realism to post-Heideggerian hermeneutics, which offers a strong experiential grounding of the ontological claims of critical realism. The presentation of my text is oceanic and sequential– I´ll start with the first wave, surf on the second and round off my presentation with the third one.    

From experiments with to the experience of nature 

In everyday life, reality refers to the universe that exists independent of our thoughts. Quarks and viruses, castles and capitalism are not just figments of my/our imagination, but exist out there and persist, whether I/we want it or not. Every critical realist knows that the distinction between the “transitive” and the “intransitive” dimension of knowledge (Bhaskar, 1978: 21-24) is the linchpin of critical realism. The intransitive dimension refers to entities in the world which are real and exist independently of what we think (externalism), while the transitive dimension refers to things which are real, but whose existence is dependent on what we think (internalism). By acknowledging the duality of knowledge, critical realism manages to combine and reconcile ontological realism, epistemological relativism and judgmental rationality. Reality can only be known to us under certain descriptions, which are socially and historically variable, but that does not mean that these descriptions constitute reality as such. If that were the case, there would be as many words as descriptions of it and, consequently, the very idea of science as a reflexive and controlled search for the truth would become meaningless. 

So far so good, but if our access to reality is always and invariably mediated by these descriptions, then we cannot completely exclude the Kantian conundrum. We know that reality exists independently of our categories and philosophies; yet as humans we cannot directly experience reality as such. In the absence of a clear indication of the relation between the transitive and the intransitive dimension of science, the access to that reality that exists out there, independently from our descriptions, remains murky. Like in Kant, the Ding an sich is, therefore, ultimately, unfathomable. Always presupposed by us as the ground of our knowledge, reality eludes us. While it is always presupposed as an underlying reality, it is, however, also always and inevitably covered by a categorical veil. 

Although the young Bhaskar resists the “epistemic fallacy”, the reduction of questions of ontology to epistemology, his acceptance of the regulative role of categories, philosophies and other descriptions leads him to the edge of conventional conceptions of reality – as theorized by esoteric traditions within and outside of the Western tradition. In the Preface to A Realist Theory of Science, he wonders 

“what the course of intellectual history might have been if Gestaltpsychology had been established in place of Hartley´s principle of the association of ideas; or if the phenomena of electricity and magnetism had come to be regarded as more basic than those of impact and gravity; or if sounds and smells had been taken as constitutive of the basic stuff of reality and the rich tapestry of the visual tactile world had been regarded like a Beethoven symphony or the perfume of rose?” (Bhaskar, 1978: 7).
 

The questions are indeed dazzling ones. What if the scientific revolution had not happened and the sciences had not cut the umbilical cord that tied it the supernatural; what if science had tried to enlarge and deepen the experience of reality rather than submit it to controlled experiments? Formulated as such, these questions point not only to another conception of reality, beyond science, but also to another experience of it, before, underneath and outside of science – to a poetics of nature.

As is only too well known, the early Bhaskar offers a transcendental investigation of the conditions of possibility of the experimental natural sciences. “What must the world be like for science to be possible?” (Bhaskar, 1978: 23)– this is the question that guides the realist assault on the positivist interpretation of science. Interestingly, the formulation of the question takes the extant sciences as given. The possibility of another science, another experience of nature is not explored. However radical the critique of positivism may be, it nevertheless remains within the bounds of the modern sciences as they have emerged within the West in the last three centuries. Like Jürgen Habermas in his critique of Popperianism, Bhaskar questions the interpretation of the sciences of nature, not the sciences as such.
 By introducing generative mechanisms into the picture of nature, he offers an alternative interpretation of explanation; remark, however, that he does not propose an interpretation of nature. In spite of its radical critique of positivism, transcendental naturalism does not question the scientific approach to nature as such. As a socialist, Bhaskar may want to criticize the capitalist exploration of nature, but he does not criticize the scientific domination of nature. Nor does he suggest a more interpretative approach in which nature would be contemplated as an object and encountered as a subject with whom one can potentially enter into communication. Rather than breaking with the mechanistic worldview that marks the modern sciences, his realism seems to confirm it in its search for generative causal mechanisms. 

Interpreting nature, listening to it and speaking to it, that is indeed what mystics, poets and artists do. Scientists do not contemplate nature; they run experiments that force nature to reveal its internal structure, its causal powers and how they function. That was not always the case. Even within the Western tradition, there´s an esoteric, subterranean current that does not seek dominate nature, but to contemplate it and to participate in it. Following Pierre Hadot´s (2004) erudite investigation into the history of the idea of the secret of nature that has to be unveiled, I will call this tradition the Orphic tradition and oppose it to the Promethean tradition. Whereas the latter experiment with nature to extract its secrets, the former experiences it as a mystery of which it partakes and wonders at its marvels. 

Unlike scientists in the Promethean tradition who seek to discover the existence of laws, deep structures and generative mechanisms behind the appearances, scientists in the Orphic tradition discover the mystery of existence in the appearances. The secret of reality is not hidden and does not have to be extracted from science through the protocols of inquiry, but it appears in its manifestation and is visible to all those who can see it. Like in Spinoza (but one finds similar intuitions in Schopenhauer, Schelling, Goethe, Bergson and Simmel among others), scientists in the Orphic tradition interpret nature sub specie aeternitatis, from the point of view of eternity or the internal necessity in and as it manifests itself in the transient and the contingent. Spontaneously, through intuition, they discover a hidden connection between the appearances and the essences, the empirical and the metaphysical, the contingent and the necessary. Transfiguring the kaos of impressions into a well-ordered kosmos, they see, like William Blake, “a world in a grain of sand, and a heaven in a wild flower”.

Alethic truth

I am not a big fan of second wave dialectical critical realism. I find it unnecessarily obscure and I get easily lost in the forest of multiple diagrams, neologisms and TLA’s (three letter acronyms, to use a felicitous quip of Steve Woolgar). I was quite pleased, however, with the introduction of the Heideggerian concept of aletheia. 

In Bhaskarese, alethic truth refers to “the real reasons, grounds or causes of things [intransitive dimension], as different and perhaps even opposed to the truth of propositions [transitive dimension], possible by virtue of the ontological stratification of the world and attainable by virtue of the dynamic character of science” (Bhaskar, 1993: 394; Hartwig, 2007: 24-30). It can be understood as the ontologically deep truth of the things themselves that all sciences necessarily presuppose, but that can hardly be captured in scientific propositions. What scientific propositions presuppose is that there´s an underlying reality -the hypokeimenon, as Heidegger would say - that corresponds to what they say it is and that this truth is the real reason for the phenomenon they describe. Once I know the crystalline structure of emeralds I know why they manifest themselves to us as green (rather than, say, ‘grue’). Through “referential detachment” scientists can look through their theories and perceive the deeper reality they indicate – like a pointer that indicates the way to the valley, science points to an intransitive reality that grounds its propositions.  

As a complement to alethic truth, I would like to introduce the notion of “indicative meaning”. While alethic truth refers to the ontological substrate of science as it is referentially detached from the propositions (intransitive dimension), the indicative meaning of a proposition refers to an experience of that which confirms the existence of the referent (intransitive dimension). When truth and meaning are intimately united, being and knowing blissfully converge into evidence. Like in Wittgenstein, it is that what cannot be spoken of, yet must always be presupposed as the ultimate ground of being. In more expressive vein, I would say that is that what one cannot remain silent about once one has seen it with evidence and experienced it as the real ground of existence.

Bhaskar´s introduction of alethic truth as the real ground of the things themselves that science indicates as it uncovers layer after layer of reality in its ongoing search for the causal powers of causal powers and the generative mechanisms of generative mechanisms is important. It points to a solution to the problem of the relation between our knowledge of things and the things of our knowledge. With its suggestion that the truth is attained when the knowledge of the object is grounded in the object of knowledge itself, which is now understood as the real cause or reason that necessitates, justifies and warrants our description of the thing, the notion of alethic truth hints as at an evidential relation of correspondence between the intransitive object and the transitive description scientists offer of it. Instead of suggesting that our descriptions of the world constitute it, alethic truth and the corresponding notion of ‘referential detachment’ point to something that the description indicates, that it shows, but that it cannot represent. By doing so it reverses the perspective. Truth is not something that science brings into the world, but something that belongs to the world. When it discovers and reveals the truth of the things themselves, being is uncovered as a deep reality that expresses itself in science, but that science cannot grasp. We should therefore not say that knowledge reveals the truth, but that the truth reveals itself to us in science, even if science cannot but cover the truth of the things themselves under the veil of its scientific propositions.  

With the affirmation that science covers reality under a veil of abstract ideas (Husserl´s Ideenkleid), I am only invoking the phenomenological call to “return to the things themselves” (zu den Sachen selbst). With Husserl, Heidegger and Gadamer – but against Bhaskar – I´m also suggesting that the alethic truth of things cannot be properly captured by science. In accord with the Orphic tradition of nature, the deep truth of things has to be experienced firsthand. It is through loving surrender and mimetic participation in nature rather than scientific observation of and experimentation with it, that the secret of nature can be revealed. As Merleau-Ponty (1945: 3) says with unusual eloquence: “To return to the things themselves is to return to that world which precedes knowledge, of which knowledge always speaks, and in relation to which every scientific schematization is an abstract and derivative sign-language, as is geography in relation to the countryside in which we have learned beforehand what a forest, a prairie or a river is”. 

Unlike critical realism, which privileges science (Wissenschaft) over knowledge (Erkentniss), the phenomenological and hermeneutic traditions operate with a broader conception of knowledge that is not restricted to science, but that encompasses both ordinary and extra-ordinary experiences of nature. In Heidegger, aletheia or unconcealment is inseparable from his metaphysical questioning concerning the essence of Being that grounds, surrounds and encompasses the existence of concrete beings (the meta of metaphysics indicates what comes after or above the existent).
 It refers to the mystery of Being that surrounds everything, when it comes into the open. This mystery can only be invoked and evoked poetically, almost mystically, as something that is veiled by language, yet that in the veiling reveals itself as what is always forgotten and overseen in everyday life. The privative a of a-letheia refers to the removal of the oblivion of Being that marks not only our encounter with things in everyday life, but also in philosophy, which ignores the “ontological difference” and always tends to identify being (Sein) with concrete extant beings (Seienden) in which it shines forth.

What is interesting in the late Heidegger – the one after the Kehre- is that we only get to the things themselves and their alethic truth through language. Although he foregrounds language, he does not identify Being with language. Rather he suggests that language is the medium in which Being discloses itself to Man, Man being only the opening or ‘clearing’ (die Lichtung) in which the truth will make its concealment manifest. In his attempt to fee Western thought of its anthropomorphism, Heidegger intimates that is not man who speaks meaningfully, but that it is language itself that speaks to Man. Although I do not endorse Heidegger´s anti-humanism, I must recognize that it successfully avoids collapsing the intransitive into the transitive dimension. Language does not speak about itself, but about being and beings – whether this being is a fellow, a stone on the road or a flickering flame in the darkness of night. What comes to language, what is expressed and presents itself in language is the mystery of the world itself – the simple fact that it is. Thanks to language, we can get glimpses of the world itself beyond language. Even if this world always and inevitably appears to us as an adumbration of the world in itself in and through language, this does not mean that all is language or that there´s nothing outside of language. If anything, language points beyond itself to alethic truth and, by doing so, it makes us aware of our own finitude. 

III. Being being

With is intimation of a perfect union of being and knowing, alethic truth was not without mystical overtones. If we define mysticism with Lalande (1968: I, 496) as “the belief in the possibility of an intimate and direct union of the human spirit with a fundamental principle of being, a union which is at the same time a mode of being and mode of knowing that is unknown and superior to normal existence and knowledge”,
 then indeed the invocation alethic truth comes close to it. What was still missing, though, was the typical mixture of exaltation and rapture, peace and serenity that comes when one discovers that the truth is, that it is one and that one is in the truth. 

Dialectical critical realism was not without the visionary thing – if anything, the convoluted, overambitious and increasingly hasty nature of his writing were testimony of the fact that Bhaskar thought he was on to something unheard of. It was still largely a cognitive and academic endeavour, however. In spite of its pretention to solve all the problems of Western philosophy, the pathos and the impetus of the second wave was mainly political I would say. While the acolytes of the first hour were increasingly relinquishing critical realism, the old Marxists and the new Hegelians were still hanging on in the hope that Bhaskar would soon publish a major treatise on dialectical social theory. When he published between East and West in 2000 and narrated the life of his former incarnations (he crossed the Red sea with Moses, joined Pythagoras´s community, was baptized by Saint John…), their dismay was at least as impressive as their surprise. They were waiting for the Proletariat, not for Buddha, Sankara or Krishnamurti! And although the book, and the ones that were to follow on the philosophy of meta-Reality, were quite readable, the Marxists stopped reading. Indignant with the fact that their Bhaskar had become a New Age guru and that critical realism had converted to mysticism, they feared that the whole thing would soon degenerate into a darshan.
 While critical realism started as a philosophy of science that focused on ontological issues, it ended as an analytical philosophy in grand Hegelian style that brought the background of being to the foreground in its attempt to dialectically rethink ontology. As a successor science to critical realism, the philosophy of meta-Reality does not so much attempt to think being to overcome the contradictions of Western philosophy; true to the wisdom of ancient India, it tries to overcome dual thinking and displaces the emphasis from thinking to being being. Being being, becoming being, becoming who one is by reconnecting/grounding oneself to the deepest level of reality in which all is one and all beings are connected, that is the ultimate commandment of the philosophy of meta-reality. 

According to Bhaskar, all that exists depends on an ultimatum – an ultimate or basic level of the universe which is ingredient or immanent in all others levels of reality and sustains it. With the idea that all beings partake of this ultimate reality and that they all have a specific ground-state that connects them to a cosmic envelope, the unity or non-duality of the whole universe is guaranteed. Like everything else, we, humans, also have our own ground-state. When we are in this state of watchful passivity and connect to our inner being, we become aware that there´s something that transcends us of which we are part. Ingredient in every human being, this transcendence is immanent. It binds not only humans, but all that exists into a potentially self-conscious unity. Like in Schelling, everything in the world, including matter, is implicitly conscious and has thus consciousness enfolded. And when this implicit consciousness awakens and becomes explicit in me, by implication, every object in the universe is enfolded in my consciousness. Through a hyperconscious link I´m connected to you, the fish in the oceans and the birds in the mountains; the starry heavens are within me and I´m within them. The consciousness of this immanent transcendence is not just consciousness of as in transcendence. As such, it transcends thought and duality. Indeed, it is not sufficient to think this unity. One also has to feel and experience it, be its witness and practice it, through meditation, yoga, use of drugs or other mind expanding techniques that connect the inside to the outside, the soul to the world, knowing to being. 

The philosophy of meta-Reality does not annul critical realism, but it seriously questions it and transcends it. “Realism about transcendence necessitates transcendence of duality, realism and even thought itself” (Bhaskar, 2006: 166). Bhaskar affirms that critical realism remains the best philosophy available for the ordinary world of science and everyday life. But from the higher perspective of a deeper, subtler and more encompassing reality, this world is only a “demi-world”, an illusion that is covered by the veil of Maya. This illusion is real (causally efficacious and real in its consequence), but false nevertheless. To the extent that critical realism remains wedded to its analysis, it offers a valid account of a false world – the world we live in and will have one day to get rid of. As the true philosophy of a false world, critical realism has to be overcome – but whether it will be overcome or not, is, however, not a theoretical question, but an eminently practical one. One really has to work at it. It is only when we come to understand that this demi-world is sustained by another world of non-duality that we can decide to cut the lifeline that reproduces it and transform it from within and from without. That, however, presupposes that we stop to “I-dentify” with our ego and start to realize our true, alethic self instead. 

From the vantage point of the philosophy of meta-Reality, the basic premises of critical realism appear false: the distinction between the intransitive and the transitive dimension of knowledge, as well the idea of referential detachment, ultimately have to go. The whole idea of referential detachment smacks of duality. As if we could, by a mere act of will, separate out the intransitive from the transitive dimension! The whole distinction is definitely a transitive one. In the same way as I am in the stars and the stars are in me, the transitive is in the intransitive, and vice versa. We only get to the truth when we are in the truth and out of our mind. Beyond consciousness and beyond thought, we become who we are, truthful to our inner being. When we are in the truth, reality simply disintegrates. There is no longer an I that tries to understand a world. No longer res intensa nor extensa. Reality disintegrates into a dance of particles; the I scatters into a rain of diamonds. All that remains is single sound – OM. “In it the manifold universe disappears. It is the supreme good – One without a second. Whosoever knows Om, the self, becomes the self.”  

We have now come full circle. First wave critical realism started as an attempt to reclaim reality from the conventionalist and the superidealist philosophies of science (from Kuhn to Rorty). Second wave realism deepened critical realism and tried to anchor the transitive into the intransitive dimension of knowledge, the former appearing now as a manifestation and realization of the truth of the latter. While the second wave deepened critical realism, the third wave elevated it into another dimension altogether. From realism via dialectics to idealism and beyond, that is the trajectory we have followed in this essay. Whereas realism was initially a materialist philosophy of science that insisted on the existence of a reality that exists independent of our thoughts, the philosophy of meta-Reality is definitely more idealist and perhaps even surrealist in its suggestion that the truth is beyond thought, duality and reality. Although it is not entirely clear to me whether the philosophy of meta-Reality actually complements or substitutes for critical realism, it is evident that if one follows all the waves one ends up slightly puzzled. What should we do, for instance, with the intransitive: Should we bring the intransitive into the transitive (first wave), the transitive into the transitive (second wave), or transcend the distinction altogether (third wave)? A related question is how the ontological claims of critical realism and of the philosophy of meta-Reality relate to each other. While the ascent from critical realism to meta-Reality can be followed and understood as a radicalization of realism, it is rather more difficult to descend again to the depths of critical realism once one has reached the ethereal heights of meta-Reality. From the latter point of view, reality appears as a mere projection of shadows on the walls of a cave. Once one has seen the light, the way back into the demi-world of the cave makes less sense. That may perhaps go some way in helping to explain why Plato did not develop a biology or a sociology, but left that wisely to his successors.  
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� I am fully aware of the fact that the strong interpretation I offer goes against the grain of Bhaskar´s own self-understanding. In interviews and personal conversations with the author, he has affirmed that he had no truck with religion or spirituality before the turn of the millennium.  


� In passing, I note that the rose will reappear on the cover of From East to West.


� “My criticism is not aimed at research practices in the exact empirical sciences. My critique is exclusively directed at the positivistic interpretation of such research processes” (Habermas, 1976: 198-199).


� For a further exploration of “atheistic mysticism”, as one finds it in Georg Simmel´s sociology of religion, see Vandenberghe, 2010.


� Heidegger has written on aletheia at different stages and in different texts. “Aletheia”, a rather difficult text on an obscure fragment of Heraclitus was published in Vorträge und Aufsätze (1954: 263-288). I prefer by far his wonderful essay on the essence of the work of art in Holzwege (Heidegger, 1950: 1-72).


� T. 1, p. 496.





