Journal of Critical Realism

ISSN: 1476-7430 (Print) 1572-5138 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/yjcr20

The normative foundations of critical realism: a
comment on Dave Elder-Vass and Leigh Price
Frédéric Vandenberghe
To cite this article: Frédéric Vandenberghe (2019) The normative foundations of critical realism:
a comment on Dave Elder-Vass and Leigh Price, Journal of Critical Realism, 18:3, 319-336, DOI:
10.1080/14767430.2019.1638607
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/14767430.2019.1638607

Published online: 12 Jul 2019.

Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 42

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 1 View citing articles

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=yjcr20

JOURNAL OF CRITICAL REALISM
2019, VOL. 18, NO. 3, 319–336
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767430.2019.1638607

The normative foundations of critical realism: a comment on
Dave Elder-Vass and Leigh Price
Frédéric Vandenberghe
Institute of Philosophy and Social Sciences, , Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

As a comment on the debate between Dave Elder-Vass and Leigh
Price, I propose a dialogue between Bhaskar and Habermas. If we
could introduce critical realism into critical theory, we might be
able to strengthen its critique of positivism. Conversely, if we
introduce critical theory into critical realism, we might be able to
defend with more force judgmental rationalism and moral realism.
The intuition that will guide my reﬂections is that the dialogical
reconstruction of Habermas and Bhaskar can uphold the ‘holy
trinity’ of ontological realism, epistemic relativism and judgmental
rationalism in the ﬁeld of ethics. If we succeed in defending moral
realism and judgmental rationalism, we will avoid the spectre of
moral relativism.

Critical theory; Habermas;
explanatory critique; moral
realism; judgmental
rationalism; discourse ethics

As professional anthropologists, sociologists and political scientists, we all know the
meaning, the sense and the relevance of Max Webeŕs doctrine of axiological neutrality (Wertfreiheit). It is one of the idols of our tribes. We pay respect to it when we refuse to transform
the universities into militant strongholds, when we push back against the anti-intellectualism of campus radicals who judge theory and research solely in ideological terms, and when
we do not allow the sciences to become a mere auxiliary of revolutionary politics. Does it
contribute to the struggle of the oppressed minorities at the intersection of caste, class,
race, gender and sexuality? The question is obviously an important one, but it is not the
only one. There’s a lot of good and interesting research that does not need to posture
and ﬂaunt its activist credentials to show that it is also socially and politically relevant.
While the world at large dangerously tilts to the (far) Right and the whole political spectrum
is dislocated as a result, the social sciences and the humanities mostly lean to the Left. Even
when social scientists work on more philosophical, abstract and abstruse issues, like the ontology of values, their ethics and politics come to the fore. This is inevitable. In times of radical
trouble and transition, when everything becomes politicized, one cannot be a bystander.
Even when we’re not directly working on the ontology of the present, when we are not thinking and worrying about populism, post-truth and other Trumpisms, the present seeps in.
Against this background of increasing irrationalism, I will seize the opportunity of a
debate between Dave Elder-Vass and Leigh Price about moral realism and social conservatism to reopen a dialogue between critical realism and critical theory. I will argue that
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the ‘holy trinity’ (moral realism, epistemological relativism and judgmental rationalism)
constitutes the gold standard in ethics. With Dave Elder-Vass, I will welcome Habermas’s
discourse ethics as a form of judgmental rationalism and I will defend it against Leigh
Price’s identiﬁcation of a consensus theory of truth with moral conservatism. Conversely,
with Price and against Elder-Vass’ rejection of moral realism, I will propose a realist reading
of Habermas and introduce the idea of a transcendent critique of existing societies as a
vindication of the existence of an ideal realm of values that is real, albeit not actual or
empirical. From my cross-reading of Bhaskar and Habermas I will conclude that a realist
interpretation of discourse ethics as an ontology of transcendent values oﬀers the best
normative foundations for a critical theory of society with emancipatory interests that
seeks to release the potential of reason in history.

Critical realism, Marxism and moral conservatism
Critical realism and Marxism
As a philosophy of and for the sciences, critical realism has from its beginning oﬀered a
metatheory for the analysis, diagnosis and metamorphosis of social structures through transformative social action. It is precisely because he thought that standard economics was autistic and had nothing to say about the real world – though with its liberal-individualist bias it
helped to shape it – that Bhaskar and Hartwig (2010, 22–34) got interested in the critique of
positivism, as exempliﬁed in Popper’s deductive-nomological model and his championing of
rational choice. His insistence on the necessity to uncover the causal power of generative
mechanisms was also, in part, motivated by his Marxism. The Althusserian legacy and the
idea that French historical epistemology (Bachelard, Canguilhem, Foucault) needed to be
put ‘back on its feet’ instigated his realist inquiry into the ontological conditions of possibility
of science. The passage from transcendental realism to critical naturalism and explanatory critique, which he explored at length in his unpublished Ph.D. (id.), can also be read backwards
in my opinion, with his espousal of Marxism opening the way to his structuralist critique of
the Humean account of causality, the introduction of generative mechanisms and the critique
of positivism as an ideology that systematically absents human agency from science.
When he transposed his analysis of causal mechanisms from the natural to the social
sciences, probing the ontological, epistemic and existential limits of naturalism, he
immediately tied critical realism to Marxism. The philosophical ontology of critical naturalism coincided with the scientiﬁc ontology of historical materialism. He could have
embraced hermeneutics, structuralism or even psychoanalysis as harbingers of a new philosophy of science. Instead, he chose Marx. Not any Marx, though but Marx the scientist
who theorized capitalism as a historically emergent system of internal relations
between capital and labour. To humanize this structuralist version of Marxism and put
the theory of social formations in movement, he joined an Aristotelian model of transformative agency to it. Creative, productive action involves work on pre-existing social structures that are transformed in the process. Underneath the Aristotelian model of causality,
we encounter the humanist philosophical anthropology of the young Marx. The human
being is endowed with causal powers and capabilities. Productive, creative, communicative action that consciously intervenes in the world to transform it is praxis. In capitalist
societies, praxis turns into alienation and transformation into reproduction.
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In his massive analytical treatise on dialectics, Bhaskar (1993) explored at length the
transformative dialectics between agency and structure through the integration of two
concepts of power into a single framework: ‘Generalized master-slave relations’ (power2)
impede the release, realization and actualization of the essential transformative capacities
of the human being (power1). In accordance with the ‘emancipatory interest’ of the social
sciences, critical realism deﬁned its research agenda: To investigate the degenerative features of social structures and ﬁnd out how they function, not simply to increase our knowledge of the social word, but in order to open them up to collective praxis so that,
eventually, the transformative capacities of human beings can be released and activated.
At the horizon of emancipation arises the eudemonic society in which the free and full
development of all can be realized as a necessary, but insuﬃcient precondition of the
self-realization of each.
After the spiritual turn, in fact a return to the perennial philosophy of the East, the dialectics would go on, leading upwards to the cosmos and inwards to the soul. Through the introduction of ever-higher spirals of implication, the totality of Being was eventually reached and
anchored deep into the soul. The transition from the New Left to the New Age did not mean
that Bhaskar gave up his radical politics. Rather, reverting to a more originary form of utopian
socialism, he grounded the struggle against injustice in a struggle for love. In any case, the
connection between realism and socialism was there from the beginning and till the end
Bhaskar has been supportive of progressive social movements. This is part of his persona
and explains to a certain extent his appeal among critical social scientists.

Critical realism and moral conservatism
In his short, but rather thoughtful paper, Dave Elder-Vass (2017) does not question the
values that Bhaskar espouses.1 He accepts his social critique of capitalism, subscribes to
his political radicalism, and also approves his moral universalism. His disagreements go
deeper and concern the very foundations of philosophical ethics. He questions the possibility of naturalism in ethics and dismisses Bhaskar’s moral realism too. What he argues
against are not the ethics and the politics of critical realism, but the way it philosophically
justiﬁes its normative positions. Although Dave Elder-Vass does not say it in so many
words, he wants to maintain the critique, but not the realism of critical realism.
The question now is if it is possible to throw out moral realism, while avoiding the slope
of relativism. What is needed is a strong defence of moral universalism. Elder-Vass ﬁnds it
in the discourse ethics of Jürgen Habermas. According to Habermas, in rational dialogue
and discussion, participants can exchange their points of view and evaluate the merits of
each other’s argument without intervention of force (power2). In discourse, the ‘force of
the better argument’ is the only force that is allowed to prevail. Counterfactually, discussions invoke a future community of rational beings that critically evaluates the present
from the point of view of a real, but not actual or empirical community of judgment.
Thanks to the reciprocity of perspectives and the anticipation of a larger community
that evaluates the truth claims of the participants in the discussion, an element of real
transcendence is introduced in the actual situation. A stronger, realist reading of Habermas’s discourse ethics than the one that Elder-Vass provides, suggests that the German
philosopher not only defends a strong version of judgmental rationalism that allows us
to keep relativism at bay. He does more. With his introduction of a real, but not actual
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community that can access a realm of values that transcends existing societies, he also
oﬀers an example of moral realism.
In her reply to Dave Elder-Vass’ crisp and powerful critique of ethical naturalism and
moral realism, Leigh Price, the editor of this journal, defends the realist orthodoxy.2
Against Elder-Vass’s dismissal of Bhaskar’s explanatory critique, she presents an exegesis
of Bhaskar’s moral realism and aﬃrms that it has successfully dissolved and resolved
the naturalist fallacy. With some amendments, the fact-to-value transition becomes
once again not only thinkable, but commendable. The defence of the realist orthodoxy
in explanatory and axiological matters comes, however, with a direct attack on the
moral and social conservatism of religiously inclined fractions within critical realism.
In a single swoop, Margaret Archer, Pier-Paolo Donati and the Bishop of Canterbury are
singled out for their rejection of feminism, gay marriage and LGBTQI-rights. Once the
opposition between moral conservatism and social progressivism is installed, Leftism
with its dual defence of equality and identity becomes the only option. In the process,
not only the theologians, but also Habermas is excoriated – not only because of his
alleged positivism, but also, and even worse, because of his social conservatism – as if
the revolt of the majority against the excesses of identity politics of minorities could be
countenanced by soft consensualism!
Although I understand Leigh Price’s fears and sympathize with her political positions, I
think her amalgamation of moral and social conservatism is misplaced. As far as I can see,
within the critical realist community, there’s no right wing. We are all socialists of sorts;
even the Catholics are staunch anti-capitalists. As a post-secular humanist, I feel closer to
the atheist-immanentist than to the theist-transcendentalist pole of the religious spectrum.
The question of identity politics is a more diﬃcult one. Often, it comes with signiﬁcant poststructuralist and deconstructivist baggage, which is anathemized by some realists. I personally don’t mind, but I would certainly object if someone started to use critical realism, not to
pinpoint racism and patriarchy as generative mechanisms, but rather to reintroduce chromatism into race studies or to reposition sex against so-called ‘gender ideology’.
Critical realism is a broad church. I appreciate and treasure its pluralism. I’ve met postmodern critical realists, Christian socialists and even integral metarealists. Over the years,
I have also come to value the orthodoxy of the British realists and the Journal of Critical
Realism. Their insistence on the necessity to take in the whole Bhaskarian system lock,
stock and barrel, without possibility of skipping a phase, may seem at ﬁrst counterproductive. The entrance via Dialectic (Bhaskar 2002) guarantees, however, not only the connection
with the ﬁrst and the last wave; it also makes critical realism unpopular and unsellable. That
is not a weakness; it is part of its strength and its continuous appeal to serious scholars in the
margins of the academic system who come to the Annual conferences of the IACR.
The same observation holds for the religious associations, provided, of course, that critical realism remains on the Left and retains its critical edge. By nurturing its pluralism, critical
realism also fosters its radicalism. Notwithstanding its intellectual force and its conceptual
traction, it was not meant to join the mainstream of academia. Critical realism thrives in the
margins of the system. As a rigorous philosophy of science (realism), it has a hard side. As an
emancipatory critique of structures of domination, it also has a soft side (utopia). As soon as
it becomes a substitute and a stand-in for positivism, it risks incorporation. But as soon as
incorporation looms, the soft underbelly comes back to the fore. That is what makes critical
realism relatively immune to opportunism.
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The normative foundations of critical theory
Immanent and transcendent critique
Critical theory, broadly understood, is a German-based interdisciplinary research programme that, for four generations now, has combined philosophical and social scientiﬁc
reﬂection with emancipatory interests.3 At the intersection of philosophy, social theory
and social critique, it analyses existing societies from the point of view of their historical
potential. In the name of reason, it probes why a just social order does not exist and investigates the structures of domination and oppression that impede its realization. For any critical theory worth its name, the question of the philosophical foundation of its normative
claims is a crucial one (Benhabib, 1986). It is never suﬃcient to say that one defends, say,
‘freedom, equality and fraternity’ or ‘human rights’, and then to indict social structures
that impede the full realization of these values and principles for being oppressive. This is
what we often do in practice; in theory, things are rather more complicated. The beliefs,
values and emotions one expresses have, one way or another, to be grounded in reason,
society, history or any other instance of justiﬁcation that removes the sting of emotionalism,
decisionism and relativism that make beliefs, values and emotions seem arbitrary.
For critical theory, the question of the foundations of critique and judgment has been a
recurrent one. For four generations now, it has wavered between ‘immanent’ and ‘transcendent’ forms of critique (Stahl, 2013). When the critique is immanent, the historical and social
index of the criteria of judgment is more overt. The rational is real, and already partially actualized in existing institutions. The assumption is that within existing culture and society, there
is a reservoir of values and utopian energies that is not spent. One can rely on them to criticize
existing arrangement in the name of the values they proclaim. Thus, one can, for instance,
criticize capitalism in the name of freedom or happiness it promises, yet fails to deliver.
A problem arises, however, when society no longer believes in its own normative principles and values. This can happen when the dominant classes turn cynical – and with
Peter Sloterdijk (1983), we can deﬁne cynicism as ‘Enlightened false consciousness’. It
also happens when the principles of civility and the basic values of society are openly
questioned, and brutality becomes the norm.4 In such cases, one must have recourse to
higher ground and turn to transcendent critique. As the name indicates, a transcendent
critique invokes a priori principles that are eternally or universally valid and that hold
for all (including devils) and for all situations (including war).

Justice and the good life
Since the founding of the Frankfurt School during the interwar up till today, critical theorists have adopted various strategies that try to combine Kant, Hegel and Marx into a normative theory of society that oﬀers a benchmark for a diagnosis and critique of the
present. Critical theory usually combines a critique of injustice and inequality with a critique of social pathologies (Honneth, 2000, 11–69). Like the distinction between immanent
and transcendent critique, the distinction between theories of justice and theories of social
pathologies is relatively ﬂuid, though Habermas and Forst clearly prefer the former, while
Honneth and Rosa go for the latter. What is important here is to notice the normative foundations of both forms of critique. Whereas the critique of inequality presupposes a theory
of justice, the critique of social pathologies presupposes a theory of the ‘good life’.
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Theories of justice usually invoke the utopia of a fair distribution of rights, universal satisfaction of needs and guarantees of autonomy. Contemporary versions of Left-Kantianism, like Habermas’s discourse ethics and Rawls’ theory of justice as fairness, are
strongly universalist in intent. Their historical index is rather weak and they also tend to
be more formal. To formalize the conditions of possibility of critique, they use thought
experiments that envision the basic principles of a well-ordered society. They invent ‘original positions’ or invoke ‘ideal situations’ that transcend existing conditions, yet at the
same time oﬀer strong standards for their evaluation.
Theories of the ‘good life’ are more substantive in content. Inspired by a revival of Aristotelian virtue ethics or neo-Hegelian theories of ethical life (Sittlichkeit), they sketch out
the contours of a decent society in which the individuals can live a good life and realize
their aspirations of self-realization and self-fulﬁllment. When the basic conditions for
self-realization are not satisﬁed, social pathologies like alienation, anomie and disenchantment ensue as expressions of a ‘damaged life’.
Over and against the liberalism of Left Kantianism and the communitarianism of Left
Hegelianism, post-structuralists and post-modernists intentionally deconstruct the normative claims of both parties, arguing with Nietzsche and Foucault, that any attempt to normatize and normalize is repressive. Left Nietzscheanism is not necessarily against justice or
authenticity, though it is suspicious of any morality that homogenizes identity and eﬀaces
diﬀerence, be it in the name of justice or the common good. Critical theory, therefore,
reconstructs the normative conditions of social critique and speciﬁes the principles,
norms and values that make rational judgment of structures of domination possible,
but ‘with a genealogical proviso’ (Honneth, 2007). Critique must be reﬂexive and aware
that the values it espouses may backﬁre. Instead of leading to liberation, they may lead
to forced inclusion or exclusion. Notwithstanding their best intentions, they may trigger
perverse eﬀects. Critique may become an integral part of the system. To avert that the critique of domination itself becomes a form of domination, critique often turns into hypervigilance and hypercritique, deconstructing itself in the process.

The normative foundations of critical realism
Critical realism continues the continental tradition of critical theory by analytical means.
Like his predecessors, Bhaskar has explored various strategies of normative foundation
of critique. Expanding the ontological arguments he has advanced, ﬁrst, in the natural
sciences (transcendental realism) and, then, in the social sciences (critical naturalism),
he explores the possibilities and limits of the realist argument in the domain of axiology
(explanatory critique). Moral realism holds that values objectively exist in reality and
cannot be reduced to states of mind, neither at the individual nor at the collective level.
As a search for an ‘intransitive dimension’ for morality, it involves a claim that there’s an
ideal realm of values that is not invented, created or constructed, but discovered by
humans. The claim that this realm is real, even if it is not actual or empirical, is a standard
argument since Plato, etc.
While Bhaskar’s moral realism is appealing, it is not easily vindicated. As one follows
through the diﬀerent waves of critical realism, the argumentative strategies notably
shift. In the ﬁrst wave (basic CR, third moment), Bhaskar develops an explanatory critique
with the intent to refute Hume and to show that one can move from facts to values and,
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thereby, overcome the so-called naturalistic fallacy. In the second wave (dialectical CR), he
brings in a philosophical anthropology that is inspired by the young Marx and invokes
basic needs and essential powers of human beings that will be satisﬁed in a future
society. In the third and last wave (the philosophy of metaReality), he grounds his normative vision in a higher state of consciousness that can access a subtler reality. It is the world
of the Buddha-nature within and without us beyond duality.
Like Dave Elder-Vass (2017), but for slightly diﬀerent reasons, I think that the three
argumentative strategies fail. Like Dave, I think that Habermas’s discourse ethics are
more promising. Unlike Dave, however, I want to defend a form of moral realism and
I will do so through a realist reformulation and interpretation of Habermas’s moral
theory.

Explanatory critique
Far more analytical in its approach than the Frankfurt Schools, it proceeds by other conceptual means and theoretical references. In a book that was announced – Hume, Kant,
Hegel, Marx – but never published, Bhaskar has added Hume as a fourth and obligatory
reference. Having already tackled the Humean conception of law as a regular, yet contingent succession of events without internal necessity that explains them, he now takes on
‘Hume’s Law’, according to which one cannot derive values from facts, as a second shibboleth of the analytical tradition. In Scientiﬁc Realism and Human Emancipation (Bhaskar,
1986), he develops the concept of ‘explanatory critique’ as a direct engagement with,
and refutation of, Hume. Pointedly, he argues that we can pass from a negative evaluation
of beliefs, to negative evaluation of actions informed by them, and thence to a negative
evaluation of their causes and ceteris paribus to a positive evaluation of action rationally
directed at the removal of their causes.
I confess I am not convinced by this argument. I can see at least three counterarguments. First: If a belief leads to oppression, but one can show that the suppression of
oppression may lead to civil war and dictatorship, it is perhaps better not to put the
reasoning into practice. A certain prudence is required, especially when one wants to
improve society through radical transformation. The invocation of the ceteris paribus
clause acts as an acknowledgment that things are not that simple, which brings me to
a second counterargument. As a matter of fact, the question of normative foundations
should not be confused with the question of its application. Diﬀerent arguments are
necessary to pass from fundamental ethics – (‘part A’), according to Karl-Otto Apel
(1988, 267–271), to applied ethics (‘part B’). Pragmatism could help here to ﬁll in the conditions of transition from beliefs to action and from the foundation of values to their application in concrete contexts of action. John Dewey’s The Public and its Problems (Dewey,
1927) is all about the necessity of public discussion of values and the series of unintended
consequences they almost invariably bring about.
Finally, there’s a suspicion that the conclusion of the argument only follows because
Bhaskar has already smuggled the values into the facts. Indeed, the premise that a statement is false can hardly said to be neutral. Truth is a value, and as a value it is constitutive
of science itself. It is only if one could establish a secure link between the values of science
and those of society, and show that both share the same values, that the critique of society
could be grounded in the values that are constitutive of science itself. It is not Bhaskar,
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though, but Habermas who has made this argument. In dialogue with American pragmatism, he has made it forcefully and convincingly. I will return to this point later.

Philosophical anthropology
Like his German predecessors, Bhaskar has tried to combine immanent and transcendent
approaches to ethics. Like them, he has tried to interweave a theory of justice with a theory
of the good life (eudemonia). His idea that a ‘free development of each’ is only possible in a
society that guarantees ‘the free development of all’ (Bhaskar, 1993, 663) is more than a
reformulation of Marx’s famous slogan in the Critique of the Gotha Programme – ‘From
each according to his ability, to each according to his needs!’ It is a conscious attempt
to dialectically integrate the self-realization of the individual with a just distribution of
basic goods, so that each can pursue his or her own good and satisfy his or her own
needs in solidarity with the others, without it being to their detriment.
This argument presupposes a philosophical anthropology, a normative view of what it
means to be human, fully human and not alienated, and anticipates the advent of a new
kind of human being in a future communist society. The humanist vision of the young
Marx (1968) of the human being as a generic being (Gattungswesen), endowed with
basic powers or capacities (to transform nature, to act with will and consciousness, to cultivate the senses, etc.) and basic needs (like food, shelter, clothing, but also higher needs
like welfare and well-being) that have to be at least minimally satisﬁed for life to be worthwhile, is the template for a critical analysis of societies. Societies that stunt the full development of the person’s capabilities and thwart human ﬂourishing are to be analysed,
diagnosed, criticized and, ultimately, transformed by collective action.
While generic conceptions of human nature, basic needs and capabilities make sense,
problems arise, however, as soon as one tries to specify what they are and to ﬂesh out a full
vision of human ﬂourishing.5 There’s no need here to rehearse the debates in Marxist
circles of yore about real and false needs. Times have changed and the tables have
been turned. The onus is now on the essentialist: She’s got to demonstrate that she has
taken into account all possible objections (from feminism to animal rights) and avoided
two types of surreptitious identiﬁcations of the human being – on the marked side of identity – with the stereotypical white, middle class male from the West, and – on the
unmarked side – with the miserabilist view of the subaltern, almost subhuman creature
from the South. After Foucault, poststructuralism, postcolonialism and posthumanism, it
has become almost impossible to defend strong conceptions of human nature. At best,
one is accused of paternalism; at worst, of dogmatism.

Buddha-nature
Following Bhaskar’s spiritual turn, the interconnection between justice and happiness that
dialectical critical realism defends will take on a more Buddhist hue. As long as there’s
injustice and suﬀering in the world, one cannot be happy. The ﬁrst step to happiness is
to understand that suﬀering is universal and that my suﬀering is inherently connected
to the suﬀering of others. Universal compassion follows almost automatically. The
second step is to let go and to access through meditative techniques a deeper and
subtler reality of non-duality that connects the inner life to the cosmos. Life within and
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life without are one. Bhaskar (2002) calls this altered state of being the ‘ground state’. In
the ground state, reality disintegrates into a rain of diamonds. Those who have accessed
this ultimate realm of reality attain a higher level of consciousness.
To those who have no access to esoteric knowledge, all this wisdom from the East will
appear as New Age Mysticism. It will not convince those who have not seen, not felt, not
experienced the ultimate reality and will, therefore, hardly oﬀer the normative foundations
of critique one is looking for. In spite of the popularity of post-colonial and subaltern
studies, the holistic argument is only valid on the Indian subcontinent and in the yoga
& kundalini courses in the West.

Realism, hermeneutics and positivism
I have scrutinized Bhaskar’s various attempts of philosophical justiﬁcation of the normative
claims of his moral and political judgment. Like Elder-Vass, I came to the conclusion that
they are well meant, but not suﬃciently worked out to be fully convincing. Also like ElderVass, I think that Habermas’s moral theory is more promising. Nevertheless, Price’s scathing critique of Habermas’s discourse ethics – which she argues is a soft consensus model
that conﬁrms and justiﬁes what the majority thinks and that has, therefore, conservative
implications that bring Habermas in close vicinity of the Vatican – shows, however, that
more work needs to be done to clarify Habermas’s positions.6 Her critique is somewhat
similar to critiques advanced by orthodox critical theorists; who sympathize with the
radical critique of society that the ﬁrst generation of the Frankfurt School have directed
at Habermas, the successor of Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse. It is true that over the
course of a lifespan, Habermas has increasingly distanced himself from Marxist orthodoxy
to defend a reformist position that radicalizes the democratic and redistributive aspects of
social democracy by transposing it to the level of the European Union. Like Bhaskar, Price
defends a more orthodox version of Old School Marxism.
In the remainder of this article, I want to propose a dialogical reading of Bhaskar’s critical realism and Habermas’s critical theory. My intention is not to play the one against the
other, but to explore their mutual strengths to overcome their mutual weaknesses in
ontology and ethics. Both have been strongly inﬂuenced by Kant, Hegel and Marx, and
both remain faithful to the tradition of the Enlightenment. Both have worked at the intersection of social theory and philosophy, and both have argued against positivism. I have
always felt that the strength of critical realism is to be found in its contribution to ontology
and its ﬁnal rebuttal of positivism. Similarly, when it comes to normative questions, I have
always thought that Habermas’s approach to politics is more promising than that of his
predecessors in Frankfurt and that his approach to ethics is more solid than that of
Bhaskar.

The realist critique of positivism
The importance of critical realism comes from its refutation of positivism and its revindication of ontology. Through a critique of its conception of law, understood with Hume as an
invariant succession of events, and its replacement by dispositional ontology of ‘causal
powers’ (Harré) and ‘generative mechanisms’ (Bhaskar), critical realism has developed a
real alternative. Another philosophy of science is possible. In comparison with the other
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classic traditions in epistemology (Anglo-Saxon post-positivism from Popper to Lakatos;
French historical epistemology from Bachelard to Foucault and Bourdieu; German Erkentnistheorie from Cassirer to Habermas), critical realism has attacked positivism where it was
supposed to be strongest: scientiﬁc experiments.
By means of a transcendental investigation into the conditions of possibility of scientiﬁc practices, in a Realist Theory of Science, Bhaskar (1978) has shown that scientists set
up experiments in order to be able to rigorously control the variables at work. Through
closure of the system, they insulate the laboratory from its natural environment and
construct an artiﬁcial situation that conﬁrms the positivist philosophy of science: an
event x is mechanically produced and its causal eﬀects on another event y can be
observed, measured and dutifully registered. By making abstraction of the causal intervention of the scientists who set up the experimental situation, positivists are thus led
to identify the laws of nature (if x, then y) that they observe in their lab with the laws in
nature.
If experimental activity is to be rendered intelligible, one must make an ontological distinction between sequences of events, which are man-made, and causal laws, which occur
in nature. To make sense of experiments, one should conceive of scientiﬁc activity not as a
search for laws, but as an investigation into the nature of things and the structure of the
universe. Once a regular sequence between events has been observed, scientists move
from the manifest phenomena, through abduction, i.e. through imagination of models
of reality, to their generative causes. If they can establish through research that the
models of reality exist in reality, and identify the causal mechanisms behind the observed
regularities, the latter lose their contingent status. By establishing the existence of a causal
mechanism that binds the real cause to the observed eﬀect, the connection between the
events becomes a necessary one.
For us, social theorists, the refutation of positivism in the natural sciences is crucial, for
two reasons. The ﬁrst one is evident. If positivism doesn’t even work in the natural
sciences, then we can immediately discard it from the human sciences as well. The
second reason is that if realism is the working philosophy of the natural sciences, then
we should try to transpose its conceptual instruments to the human sciences or, at
least, explore its possibilities and limits. This is exactly what Bhaskar did in the The Possibility of Naturalism (1979) and the resulting position is appropriately called ‘critical naturalism’. By means of a systematic comparison of natural and social structures, he
established the ontological limits of naturalism for the social world. Unlike natural structures, social structures are human-made. They are, therefore, agency-, concept- and
context dependent.
Bhaskar has often quipped that he could have entitled his second book The Impossibility
of Naturalism and that, instead of critical realism, he could have called its position ‘critical
hermeneutics’ (Bhaskar, 2016, 45). That would indeed have foregrounded the conceptdependency of both agency and structure. Through a careful articulation of the notion
of concept-dependency, which he got from the neo-Wittgensteinians, with the German
tradition of the Geisteswissenschaften, from Dilthey and Heidegger to Gadamer, he could
have followed Habermas and taken a full linguistic turn. Although I cannot elaborate it
here, I think hermeneutics is perfectly compatible with critical realism (see Vandenberghe,
2014). It represents its idealist counterpart. As such, it oﬀers a better grounding for critical
humanism within the social sciences.
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Knowledge and human interests
At this point, we can return to Habermas and to his critique of both positivism and hermeneutics. Intervening in (the second round of) the positivist debate of the sixties that
opposed the critical theory of Horkheimer and Adorno to the critical rationalism of Karl
Popper and Hans Albert, Habermas (1970) has extensively criticized the deductive-nomological model.7 Like Bhaskar, he scrutinized scientiﬁc experiments and submitted the covering
law model to an immanent critique. Experimental activities can only be understood if the
activity of the scientist is properly theorized. We have already seen that positivism does
not take the causal intervention of the scientist into experiments into account. Habermas
now uncovers another systematic blind spot: the communication among scientists. By conceiving of the world as an assemblage of inert things that interact and collide with each other
(like billiard balls), scientiﬁc activity becomes unthinkable. In positivism there is simply no
space for rational discussion of scientiﬁc inputs and results. Presupposed in practice, yet
denied in theory, it leads to the ‘performative contradiction’– a theory-practice inconsistency,
as Bhaskar would say. The ‘fallacy of methodological solipsism’ (Apel) can only be overcome if
one explicitly introduces the hermeneutic element within the philosophy of science. It is true
that Habermas accepts the positivist view of science. He accuses Popper of a lack of reﬂexivity, but otherwise he does not contest its hegemony in the natural sciences. Rather, he seeks
to limit its scope, so that it does not overreach and start to colonize the human sciences.
In Knowledge and Human Interests, Habermas (1968) presents a transcendental-pragmatic reconstruction of the sciences. With the pragmatists, he reconnects the sciences
to common sense and ordinary practices: Science is the continuation of ordinary practice
by other means. In real life, human beings try to control their environment (labour) and
interact with each other (communication). The natural sciences can be considered extensions and systematizations of the human interest in things. Through observation, manipulation and experimentation, they try to ﬁnd out how things work in nature to transform it
and increase the capacity of adaptation of humans to their environment. Their object
domain is constituted by a ‘technical interest’.
Similarly, the human sciences can be considered extensions and systematizations of the
human interest in the interpretation of meaning. The human sciences are historical and
interpretative sciences. They are historical because they deal with meanings bequeathed
by tradition, and they are hermeneutic because their method works via the interpretation
and understanding of texts. Their object domain is constituted by a ‘practical interest’ in
interpretation and mutual understanding.
Having criticized positivism’s scientistic claim to epistemological hegemony in his
dispute with Popper, Habermas (1973) next engages in a polemic with Hans-Georg
Gadamer. Now he questions the universality of hermeneutics. He accepts the claims of
hermeneutics but questions its reach beyond the human sciences. A hermeneutics that
universalizes its pretensions inevitably falls into ideology, for it assumes that the world
in which subjects communicate and reach understanding without the intervention of
social constraints already exists. Social constraints act on language and distort communication. Since language is not only a medium of cultural transmission, but also a medium of
domination and social power, the human sciences must give way to the social sciences,
while hermeneutics must transform itself into a critique of ideology and the powers of
domination that aﬀect language.
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Habermas assumes that the social sciences are constituted by an ‘emancipatory interest’. They deal with social structures of domination that ﬁnd their sedimentation in power
structures and ideologies that distort communication from within. Through systematic
objectivation of structures of domination and elucidation of how they work, they want
to increase reﬂexivity of society and contribute to the liberation from oppressive structures
and ideologies. Although Habermas doesn’t explicitly say that the critical analysis and
diagnosis of structures of domination will eventually lead to their dissolution, it is nevertheless implied by his argument. When the structures of domination and the ideologies
are dissolved, society will once again become coextensive with a life-world in which the
subjects encounter each other as subjects and communicate with each other without
the intervention of ideology or power.
This projection into the future of a transparent, harmonious, rational society that is integrated through language and communication is not very realistic. At the end of the 1970s,
Habermas arrived at the conclusion that the Marxist-Hegelian-Fichtean theory of emancipation in which humanity becomes eventually conscious of itself, and discovers that domination is nothing but a form of alienation that can be overcome thanks to and through the
self-reﬂexivity of humanity, is unsustainable. During a decade, he abandoned the philosophy of consciousness. Taking the linguistic turn, he completely reworked his normative
intuitions and formulated them in terms of a philosophy of language. In the Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas, 1981), the idea of a rational world without domination will
no longer be projected as an ideal form of life that will emerge in the future. It will instead
reappear as a transcendental presupposition of communication and discourse.

The holy trinity in ethics
A realist theory of truth
We have seen that Bhaskaŕs exploration of the limits of naturalism has led him to hermeneutics. Conversely, Habermas’s exploration of the limits of hermeneutics has led him to
the critique of domination. If we accept Bhaskaŕs claim that realist concepts can be transposed from the natural to the social sciences, we can not only put critical theory on a
realist footage, but we can also introduce hermeneutics as an ontology of meanings,
values and expressions. With Bhaskar (1993), we can correct Habermas’s neo-Kantian
theory of the constitution of the world by knowledge interests. The knowledge interests
disclose the world in diﬀerent ways, but they do not constitute it. Rather, it is because
the natural, the human and the social world have a certain structure that the corresponding sciences are possible. Following this line of thought, we can also correct Habermas’s
consensual theory of truth (1984). In accordance with Pierce’s model of inquiry, the
German philosopher argues that a scientiﬁc statement can only be true if and when the
community of scientists come to a universal agreement of the community. This agreement
is not factual, however, but counterfactual. It represents the consensus of a real, though
not actual community of discourse that corresponds to an ideal, ‘unlimited community
of communication’ (Apel).
Once again, Habermas underplays the ontological dimension and assumes that the consensus among scientists is an index of the truth. From a realist point of view, we must introduce with force the referential dimension of truth. Judgmental rationalism only can temper
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epistemological pluralism when we assume that the scientists do not only talk among themselves, but that they argue about the state of the world. It is only if we presuppose that they
rationally discuss about the same world and consider all the necessary evidence that they can
arrive at a consensus. Ontological realism undergirds judgmental rationalism, which tempers
epistemic relativism. It is not because the scientists arrive at a consensus that we can presume
that they have arrived at the truth. Rather, it is the reverse: it is because all the evidence points
to the truth that the scientists can arrive at a consensus.8

The ideal community of communication
In his discourse ethics (1983), Habermas extends the pragmatist model of the ‘unlimited
community of communication’ that is always already presupposed by scientiﬁc practice
from the domain of facts to the domain of values. He explicitly defends moral cognitivism.
Not only cognitive, but also moral validity claims are susceptible of truth. The validity of
values can be explicitly tested and submitted to critique in practical discourses. In everyday life, normative claims are usually not submitted to explicit critique. They are part of a
shared cultural background and are taken for granted. They structure the context of interaction and, through implicit validation, they help actors to coordinate their actions.
Critical of conservative normative traditions that are handed over to succeeding generations, Habermas has developed ‘universal pragmatics’ and built it in, as it were, as a critical ﬁlter into Gadamer’s hermeneutics. People are always already part of a tradition, but in
every act of language, there’s a possibility of open contestation of the validity of norms
and values. When a question comes up, actors always have a possibility to explicitly problematize the normative background and bring it to the foreground to critically inspect it.
That is what happens in everyday life when we enter into discussion and debate. We bring
in arguments, listen to counterarguments, and try to come to an agreement of sorts.
Whenever we speak, we invoke truth claims and presuppose that these could muster
the support of an ‘unlimited community of communication’. This presupposition of an
ideal community that transcends the bounds of actual communication is built in language.
It is the lever that connects and projects historical communities of argumentation with a
transhistorical ‘tribunal of reason’ that can judge the actual situation from the point of view
of the future, if not from eternity.
In an attempt to formalize the conditions in which a rational discussion of normative
validity claims can be tested, the German philosopher introduces his famous concept of
the ‘ideal speech situation’. The formal conditions of the ideal speech situation, basically
symmetry and reciprocity among speakers and listeners, guarantee not only that all concerned can participate in the discussion, but also that systematic deformations of communication are excluded. The only force that is allowed to prevail is the force of
argumentation and persuasion – the ‘force of the better argument’. For Habermas, the
formal conditions of the ideal speech situation are suﬃcient conditions for rational agreement. Of course, Habermas is aware that any empirical discussion is subject to fundamental restrictions that exclude the complete attainment of ideal conditions – that is precisely
why the situation is called ideal, in a Kantian sense. Faced with all the objections that
emphasize the empirical constraints obstructing real communication, it is, however, essential to emphasize the fact that just because there is no ideal communication does not
mean that there is no communication ideal.
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Habermas’s discourse ethics has shown that the presupposition of an ideal community
is at the same time immanent in language use and transcendent in society. This is the real
immanence in transcendence and the actual transcendence in immanence that critical
theory was looking for. By invoking a real, but not actual community that involves counterfactually all rational beings into a community of discourse, Habermas has provided a critical standard that makes it possible to examine whether any existing consensus satisﬁes
the conditions of felicity of a rational consensus without constraints. By implication, it
also allows one to specify the normative criteria that allow one to qualify social structures
as structures of domination that thwart the realization of its values and its ideals.
If we reformulate the distinction between immanent and transcendent critique of the
Frankfurt Schools in terms of the tripartite division of the real, the actual and the empirical
(Bhaskar, 1978), we could say that moral realism is an ontological doctrine that argues that
transcendent principles and values are real, even if they are not actual or empirical, at least
not yet. ‘The rational is real’, as Hegel famously phrased it. That does not mean, though,
that the real is also actual or empirical. Values that transcend existing societies are real,
but due to countervailing mechanisms, like capitalism, racism, colonialism and patriarchy,
that block their actualization in social institutions, as well as their empirical registration in
surveys or election results, the values in question remain virtual: real and ideal, but waiting
for the right occasion to be actualized by social actors and social movements who seek to
institutionalize them in real life. They exist in some ideal sphere to which not only philosophers, but also ordinary citizens have access, even though their full potential hasn’t yet
been realized or actualized.

Four-worlds theory
So far so good. But can we also follow critical realism and its quest for an intransitive
dimension for morality that would exist independently from our knowledge of it? Can
we assume that this realm of ideas and ideals that is real, but neither actual nor empirical,
exists beyond history, society and personality? Those are, no doubt, diﬃcult questions, and
I am not sure I have the right answer. Dave Elder-Vass ﬂatly denies moral realism. For him,
values are, by deﬁnition, cultural, social and personal. They are historically contingent
social and human products. Objective values do not exist. Neither is there an ideal
realm out there that we can discover and that exists independently of our knowledge.
In an exchange with Margaret Archer (Archer and Elder-Vass, 2012) about the ontological status of culture, understood with Popper as ‘the corpus of existing intelligibilia’ and
corresponding to the Universal Library of Mankind, he denies the existence of an independent realm of ideas. For him, intelligibilia only exist either as material things (books, ﬁlms,
documents, etc.) or in the brain of individual persons (consciousness). There’s no collective
consciousness, no objective spirit, no ‘World 3’ in Poppers’s sense. The only things that
exist in the Human Library, he says (id.:105), are ‘physical books (in Popper’s Word 1)
that, in interaction with readers, produce ideas in those people’s heads (ideas, that is Poppers’s World 2)’.
For our purposes, namely to ground the possibility of critique of actual societies in a
real, but not actual community of communication that discloses a realm of ideal values,
this ontological minimalism does not work. Not only does it unduly restrict the cultural
system to the books and ideas that are available at any time on the World Wide Web
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(rather than in Jorge Luis Borges’ virtual library of Babel). It also squarely locates ideas in
people’s consciousness, not to say their brains. For a normative foundation of social critique, we need at the very least a collectivist position on culture and morality. If we
rethink the issue of values from a more hermeneutical point of view, we can easily overcome the ontological strictures and avoid sliding back into individualism.
Hermeneutics is more than a method of understanding. It is the very ontological condition of life in society as such (Gadamer, 1999). It is only because the world is always
already pre-interpreted, pre-understood and pre-structured by the background of a
shared context of meaning and values that human action is possible. The world is disclosed to us as a meaningful and valuable one that is always already there. Yet, in
another sense, the world of meanings and values is disclosed through us. We are as it
were the prisms through which a world of meaning and values is refracted. As actors,
we give meaning and value to the world. Yet, these meanings and values were there
before us, in a double sense: We inherited them and actualized them, but did not make
them. We didn’t produce them. We found them. We could even say that they found us.
The ideas and values are now also in front of us. Thanks to them, the world is now disclosed to us in all its splendours.
Just like ideas, values do not only exist in the minds of individuals. They are part of the
Objective Spirit that deﬁnes a collective culture. As such, they transcend the individuals
and even the particular communities they belong to. They pre-exist and pre-date the individuals, but these, as we’ve have seen with Habermas, do not simply reproduce them. They
continuously question them and submit their validity claims to discussion in private
(internal conversations) and in public (the public sphere). Those discussions are themselves part of a more encompassing discussion that spans the ages. This is how reason
comes into world. Through dialogue and discussion, but also through struggle against
the countervailing mechanisms that block the release of its potential, the real is actualized
in existing societies.
Note that the question of the ontology of values is not about the actuality or factuality
of values, but about their validity. The question of validity is not a sociological one, but an
eminently philosophical one. While social scientists tend to assume that everything that
exists is socially constructed, philosophers disclose the existence of an ideal realm that
transcends the social realm. The realm of validity is the realm where actual values ﬁnd
their justiﬁcation and are thereby lifted to the level of generality and rationality.
Between the elimination of World 3 and the reintroduction of the Absolute Spirit, there
somehow must be a middle way. With Habermas and Bhaskar, but against Elder-Vass, I
am, therefore, tempted to revise Popper’s ‘three-world theory’ and to introduce a
Fourth World: World 1 (physicalia, i.e. the physical realm of natural objects), World 2 (psycicalia, the psychological world of states of consciousness), World 3 (sociabilia, i.e the social
realm of social relations and institutions) and World 4 (intelligibilia, i.e. the ideal realm of
ideas and ideals). As it is both immanent in and transcendent to society, the ideal realm
of World 4 can no more be eliminated by society than culture can be reduced to things
and minds. If humanity were to face extinction, World 4 would continue to exist. Presumably, extraterrestrial communities that are endowed with reason would be able to access it.
Like us, humans, they may not be able to access it all at once. It may be that the values
become accessible to society in and through history. Or, perhaps, who knows, the aliens
have realized them all at once and have always been living in a rational society. For us
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humans, the real and the actual do not coincide. We should not presume that, because the
real is not actual, the rational is not real. Presupposed by society, it animates society, projects it in the future and holds it up as a mirror, a promise and a project.
Critical realism and critical theory are complementary parts of a single project: to
develop a critical theory of society that is able to analyse, diagnose, criticize and transform
society. Through mutual correction, the ontological and the normative projects converge
in a robust defence of the real and the ideal. The holy trinity of ontological realism, epistemic relativism and judgmental rationalism is also valid in the ﬁeld of ethics. If we succeed
in defending moral realism and judgmental rationalism, we will avoid the spectre of moral
relativism. Without diversion and in spite of the ontology of present, we will be able to
continue our ﬁght for universal rights, collective justice and individual happiness.

Notes
1. The longer version of the argument was published in the Journal of Critical Realism. See ElderVass (2010).
2. Price (2018), “Moral Realism Revindicated: Response to Elder-Vass” (Manuscript, available on
academia.edu).
3. Four generations indeed: From Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Erich
Fromm and Herbert Marcuse (ﬁrst generation) via Jürgen Habermas, Karl-Otto Apel and
Albrecht Wellmer (second generation) to Axel Honneth, Seyla Benhabib and Nancy Frazer
(third generation) and Rainer Forst, Rachel Jaeggi and Hartmut Rosa (fourth generation).
4. This is what is happening in Brazil, where I am stationed. Human rights have become contentious. An extreme extreme right has won the elections. President Bolsonaro alleges that
human rights only protect criminals and he proposes a basic restriction of its remit: ‘Human
rights for the right humans’, to quote a widespread slogan. Another slogan ‘A good bandit
is a dead bandit’ goes in the same direction. In the state of Rio de Janeiro, the governor
has allowed snipers and drones to shoot criminals and target ‘their little heads’ when they
wear their arms in public.
5. For a critique of theories of human ﬂourishing within critical realism, see Vandenberghe (2017).
6. The forthcoming publication of a massive work of 1700 pages by Habermas (2019) on faith
and religion in the Western philosophical tradition will only increase the suspicion that, like
Bhaskar, Archer and Bishop Rowan, the old Habermas will also have his ‘spiritual turn’, introduce the transcendent in a transcendental approach, and return to the Church before he dies.
7. For a superb rational reconstruction of, and intervention in the positivist debate, see also Apel
(1979).
8. In ‘Realism after the Linguistic Turn’, the long and rather diﬃcult introduction to Truth and Justiﬁcation, Habermas (1999, 7–64) arrived at the same conclusion. To overcome his idealist tendencies, he drew heavily on American pragmatism and reintroduced the referential dimension
of materiality that is inherent to the sciences. He extensively engages Random, Putnam and
Rorty, but, most unfortunately, he does not once quote Bhaskar, most probably because he
has never heard of him.
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