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[Some] determinations will be shared by the most modern epoch
and the most ancient. No production will be thinkable without
them; however, even though the most developed languages have
laws and characteristics in common with the least developed,
nevertheless, just those things which are not general and com-
mon, must be separated out from the determinations valid for
production as such, so that in their unity—which arises already
from the identity of the subject, humanity, and the object,
nature—their essential difference is not forgotten. The whole
profundity of those modern economists who demonstrate the
eternity and harmoniousness of the existing social relations lies
in this forgeuting.

Marx, Grundrisse

The loss of memory is a transcendental condition of science.
All reification is a forgetting.

Horkheimer and Adomo, Dialectic of Enlightenment

According to Roy Bhaskar, the fundamental problem within the
philosophy of social science centres on the degree 10 which society can
be studied in the same way as nature. In The Possibility of

AUTHOR'S NOTE: I would like to thank Leo Panitch, Michael Stevenson and an anony-
mous reader for providing helpful comments on an earlier drafi of this paper.
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Naturalism—through a critique of both positi\{isr.n and her_n_neneutic.s—
Bhaskar attempts to delimit the terrain for a hfmted or grmeal realism
in a manner similar to Kant's efforts to ascertain the llmnt_s of pure rea-
son (Cf. Kant, 1934). Bhaskar’s critical real_:sm agrec.as wnh_ posmv.lsm
as to the essential unity of scientific logic anq wgth ph.ﬂOSO[.)hlcal
hermeneutics in terms of its sensitivity to the specnt."xcny of its object (')f
inquiry.! In this paper, I propose to ouﬂinfz the rudnments.of 1}ha_skar s
bold attempt to elaborate a critical naturalism, before §ubjcct1ng ittoa
critical interrogation. The question I wish to p9se is the fol]owmg:
does social scientific naturalism, however critical, naturalize, and
hence ontologize, social relations?

Critical Naturalism

Bhaskar’s critical naturalism, based on a transcendental rgalist
ontology and a corresponding epistemology, attempls to char'l a middle
path between positivism, on the one hand, and hermeneutfcs on l!lc
other. Bhaskar makes the somewhat dubious claim that despite the (_ilf-
ferences between the two positions, in terms of their substantive
methodological approaches to the study of socict.y, they are bot.h based
on an empiricist ontology; that is to say, both discourses conS{der the
“real” to be that which is immediately given to sense-perception and
experience.2 Against such an empiricist onlolpgy, Bh.asl_(ar argues
emphatically that the “real” must not be conceived of in immediate
terms; reality is not comprised of the phenomenal or surface for.ms
which present themselves to sense-perception. Rather,.rt?a.hty consists
of the underlying, transcendental conditions of possnbnhty fo.r suc.h
forms. It is in this manner that Bhaskar endeavours to distinguish his
transcendental realism from the empiricist realism of positivism and

1. This attentiveness to the specificity of the object is the comerstone of Aristotle’s sci-
ence of politics. In the Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle argues, against hlS. mentor Plato,
that “Our account of this science will be adequate if it achieves such clnmy as the‘ sub-
Ject-matter allows; for the same degree of precision is not to be ex.pecled in all discus-
sions, any more than in all products of handicrafts” (emphasls‘added). For the
Aristotelian influence on hermeneutical approaches to the social sciences, see Taylor
(1985a) and Gadamer (1975). ) ) .

This is a dubious characterization because hermeneutics, quite unhlfe posmvxsn?.
holds that the object is never given in an unmediated way 1o sense-perception. Rather, it
is alwaye already interpreted and constituted through language.
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hermeneutics.

This distinction between the transcendental ontological structure of
objects and their empirical forms is made clearer still by Bhaskar’s dis-
tinction between the “transitive” and “intransitive” dimensions of
objects. The latter constitute the possibility conditions of science; they
are the necessary causal relations which hold independently of the
knowledge of them. Thus the intransitive dimensions of objects are
analogous to Kant’s conception of nonmena—the Ding-An-Sich (or
thing-in-itself)—though, for Kant, these were not knowable. In
Kantian discourse, the noumenal forms thus constitute a fundamental
limitation to the aspirations of “pure reason”. Similarly, in Bhaskar’s
view, there exists an ontological gap beiween causal laws and their
empirical manifestation which is overlooked by positivism and
hermeneutics alike. The transitive dimension of social objects are his-
torically contingent, they are constantly in the process of transmuta-
tion. While this dimension of social objects falls under the rubric of
philosophical sociology, the intransitive dimension constitutes the sub-
iect-matter of philosophical ontology. Here, it is possible to detect a
close resemblance between Bhaskar's formulations and the base-super-
structure metaphor within historical materialism; this is a relation (o
which we will return below. In Bhaskar's view, il is imperative 1o
establish a distinction between the necessary and contingent dimen-
sions of the object in order 1o avoid reducing being to thought.

It follows from this that science is the production of knowledge of
the intransitive dimensions of objects. Scientific method consists of
“the movement at any one level from knowledge of manifest phenome-
na to knowledge of the structures that generate them™ (Bhaskar, 1979:
17). Objects of scientific inquiry are never merely given empirically
nor are they “determinate chunks of the world”. Rather, they are real
structures whose actual presence and appropriate concept must be gen-
erated by the theoretical and experimental work of science. In order 1o
study societies and people, we must know what kinds of things they
are in order to attain scientific knowledge of them.?

Bhaskar thus poses the following question: what properties do soci-

3. Now this is an obvions paradox—one which Bhaskar inherits from Kant, In Hegel's
view, this Kantian injunction—"to know before we know, is as absurd as the wise reso-
lution of Scholasticus not 10 venture into the water until he has leamed 10 swim" Hegel
(1975).
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eties and people possess that might make them possible objects of
knowledge for us. In contrast to Kant, whose “transcendental deduc-
tion” moves from the object to its subjective conditions of possibility,
Bhaskar does the exact opposite. He begins with the subjective factici-
ty of scientific knowledge and then deduces the possibility conditions
of that knowledge which are located in the object. This is precisely the
difference between Kant’s critical idealism and Bhaskar’s critical real-
ism. For Kant, the transcendental possibility conditions inhere in the
knowing, constitutive subject.4 For Bhaskar, in contrast, the object is,
in light of its intransitive dimensions, transcendental. Bhaskar’s task is
thus to do for the object, what Kant does for pure reason or transcen-
dental subjectivity in his first critique. That is to say, he must show
that

not only in explanations in the domains of the human sci-
ences (and psychological) predicates are irreducible
(which is consistent with a transcendental idealist interpre-
tation of their status), but that a realistic interpretation of
social scientific (and psychological) theory is in principle
acceptable; that is that some possible objects designated
by social scientific (and psychological) theory are real
(Bhaskar, 1979: 18-19).

Bhaskar goes on to delimit the properties of societies and individu-
als and their interrelation. He singles out three models for considera-
tion, subjects them to a critique, and then posits a model of his own.
Model I is Weber’s theory of social action, in which social objects are
constituted by intentional or meaningful action. In Bhaskar’s view,
this model is undermined by its voluntarism insofar as it accords pri-
macy to the agency of atomistic individuals in the constitution of soci-
éty. Model II is Durkheimian theory which, in contrast to the
Weberian approach, understands the social totality as possessing a life
of its own, standing over and above the individual. What characterizes
this model is a reification of the social. According to Bhaskar, these
two antinomic models to a large extent structure the field of social the-

4. This is what Kant means when he refers 1o his “Copemican revolution” in meta-
physics. Tt establishes the primacy of the subject, in opposition to the primacy of the
object in both rationalism and empiricism.
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ory—the various schools of phenomenology, existentialism and even
Marxism are variations on these two themes.

The third model is what Bhaskar calls the “dialectical model” and is
represented by the work of Peter Berger and his collaborators. This
model attempts (o synthesize the antinomic poles represented by
Models I and II. In the dialectical model, there exists a circular rela-
tionship—as opposed to the linear logics of Weberian and
Durkheimian discourses—wherein society forms the individuals who
themselves form society. In this view, it is not possible to characterize
the social structure apart from the human activity that produces it.
Berger's Marxist-Hegelian model implies that there is a qualitative dif-
ference between social and natural facts.5 The social is an objectifica-
tion of the man, while man is the interalization of the consciousness
of the social.

At first glance, argues Bhaskar, the dialectical mode! appears (0
account for both the subjective or internal aspects of society as well as
its objective or external dimensions. The respective problems of vol-
untarism and reification in Weberian and Durkheimian social theories
are thereby avoided. On closer inspection, however, this model is
revealed to be seriously flawed. In Bhaskar’s words “in seeking to
avoid the errors of both stereotypes, Model HI succeeds only in com-
bining them” (1979: 42). People and society are not, according to
Bhaskar, dialectically related, “they do not constitute two moments of
the same process. Rather they refer to radically different kinds of
thing” (1979: 42). This, of course, has to do with the distinction
between transitive and intransitive dimensions of the social. While
individuals comprise the historically-contingent or transitive dimen-
sions of the object, society, as a totality, constitutes the intransitive or
transcendental dimensions of the object of social science.

The fundamental weakness of the dialectical approach is that it pos-
tulates that men make or create society through action. However,
according to Bhaskar, it is only accurate to state that men transform or
reproduce what is already made. Social life cannot therefore be
reduced 1o the creative activity of the individual: society is, rather, a

5. Such a separation shows up most clearly in the work of Lukacs in which there is a
qualitative split between history and nature. This is arguably a violation of Marx’s con-
stant emphasis on the metabolic relation between humanity and nature. Cf. Marx
(1977:133-34; 1978). Fora critlique of Lukacs, see Adomo (1982).
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necessary condition for any intentional action at zﬂl (19793 43). 'Ithis is
what Bhaskar calls the “transformational model” of society whlch.ls
symbolized by the analogy of the sculptor who m’us‘t‘ work only .wnh
the materials and tools available to him.6 Bhaskar’s transfo’rmauonal
model” incorporates both a notion of the “duality of sm,l,cture " as well
as a conception of the “duality of praxis”. *“Society”, according to

Bhaskar,

is both the ever-present condition (material cause) and the
continually reproduced outcome of human agency. And
praxis is both work, that is conscious producti'o.n, and (nor-
mally unconscious) reproduction of the conditions of pro-
duction, that is society (1979: 43-44).

Bhaskar therefore makes a sharp distinction between the genesis of
human actions which lies in the reasons of individuals, on the one
hand, and the structures governing the reproduction and transformation
of social activities on the other. This is a distinction, then, be'twgen ‘lhe
social and the psychological sciences paralleling Kant’s dls!mct.non
between the transcendental and empirical subject. Though society is a
necessary condition for intentional action, and vicc-\./ers.a, unlike the
dialectical model which conceives of this relationship in cu'cula‘r terms,
in Bhaskar’s modet, ultimately, since the social pre-exists individuals it
is the transcendental ground for the latter.

Marx’s Critique of Political Economy

As alluded to eartier, Bhaskar’s critical realism bears marked affir}i-
ties with Marx’s critique of political economy which is presented in its
most systematic form in Capital. Geras argues that there are two theo-
retical foundations on which Marx’s “science” rests (Geras,. 1972:
285-86).8 The first is based on a conception of the m§k of scientific
discourse per se, it deals with the concept of scientificity. For Marx,

6. This is an Aristotelian analogy. . )
7. Bhaskar acknowledges the influence of Giddens' “structuration” theory on his own

transformative model. . ] ]
8. Bhaskar compares his own critical realism favourably to Geras. interpretation o
Marx’s critique of political economy. As shall be made clear below, it will be suggested
that Geras' reading of Marx points in a direction opposite to that of Bhaskar's.
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this concept is premised on a dualism between appearance and reality;
if no such dualism existed, the notion of science would be superfluous.
The task of science as such is to move from the level of appearances 1o
the underlying reality concealed by it. This understanding of science is

as applicable 10 the study of nature as it is'to political economy for, as
Marx states,

a scientific analysis of competition is not possible before
we have a conception of the inner nature of capital, just as
the apparent motions of the heavenly bodies are not intelli-
gible to any but him who is acquainted with their real
motions, motions which are not directly perceptible by the
senses (cited in Geras, 1972: 285).

According to Geras, this conception of scientificity is hardly satis-
factory for it provides no concrete justification as to why it is equally
applicable 1o the critique of political economy; it does not, in other
words, explain why there exists such a rupture between the essence of

social relations and the form in which they appear to the subject.
Geras argues that

taken on its own, this answer is not entirely satisfactory. It
makes of Marx’s primary methodological injunction—to
shatter the obviousness of immediate appearances—an
abstract procedural rule which must form part of the
equipment of every science regardless of the content of

that science, of the natre of the object of study (1972:
286).

Hence, this first theoretical foundation, does not specify how the
nature of the object of social science must also be premised on an anti-
nomic relationship between sense-pesception and cognition.

In Geras® view, it is the second theoretical foundation—the doctrine
of “commodity fetishism”—which establishes precisely the conditions
of possibility of the antinomic structure of the understanding within the
particular mode of production characterized by generalized commodi-
ty production. The essence of fetishism is that it constitutes a disjunc-
ture between social relations and the manner in which they are experi-
enced by its agents. The commodity, in its abstracmess, conceals the

28

Critical Naturalism or the Naturalization of the Social

fact that it is the objectification of human labour power, lhe? en?bodl-
ment of social relations of production. Henge, the fetlshlzauon of
commodities gives rise to a frame in which soc1.a1 r.elanf)ns tqke on the
appearance of relations between things. Fetishism is ultimately a
thingification or a misrecognition of hum@ powers. As Lukacs (cf.
1971) and Adorno (cf. 1982) have argued in very different ways, this
of reification of the social process is reflected at the level of
thought. The antinomic relation between real social re.lations ar.Id tl}e
form in which they appear to sense-perception, finds its rgﬂectnon in
the “antinomies of bourgeois thought”. It is reflected, for instance, in
the Kantian antinomies—between transcendental and empirical sub-
ject, fact and value, is and ought, phenomenon and noumenon, form
and content, etc.—which establish the finitude of hum'an understzfnd-
ing. This antinomic structure, reflective of the dirempuor}s of ca;.)nz.\l-
ist social relations, is universalized and is said to characterize the limits
and possibilities of human rcason per se. It is precisely this type of
thinking that thinkers from Fichte to Gramsci have attempted o over-
come. _
Tuming our attention back to Bhaskar, we can see that tht,:rc exists
a very close similarity between his critical realism and Marx s first or
universal conception of science. Both discourses agree that science as
such is premised on an asymmetry between being a\'nd thought, essence
and appearance. The modus operandi of science is lo move from tl.lc
level of manifest content, to the latent structures which give rise 1o it.
The real cannot, therefore, be understood as immediacy, but is, rather,
that which makes possible manifest phenomena. The relation between
philosophical sociology and philosophical ontology—the former de:al-
ing with the “transitive” dimension of objects and the latter dealing
with the “intransitive” dimension of objects—has as its analogue
Marx’s base-superstructure metaphor. It is important here tc empha-
size that in this context, base is understood as production in general.
The production and reproduction of social life is thus a tran§cendental
condition of possibility of human existence. This dimension of tI.\e
social is irreducible and therefore intransitive. The particular forms in
which social relations of production manifest themselves are, in con-
trast, historically contingent. As Bhaskar states, “although it can be

29



PROBLEMATIQUE

established a priori that material production is a necessary condition of
social life, it cannot be proved that it is an ultlmalely determining one”
(1979: 53).

The Naturalization of the Social?

Despite the similarities between Bhaskar’s method and Marx's con-
ception of science, there are also considerable differences. Insofar as
Marx grounds his social science on a specific understanding of com-
modity fetishism, he, by extension, limits its scope. Marx’s concept of
social science is fundamentally dialectical, as opposed to transcenden-
tal (for the difference between dialectical and antinomic methods, see
Hegel’s critique of Kant in Hegel, 1977), for it makes provision for its
own self-overcoming, its own negation; that is to say, Marxist theory is
hermeneutically linked to praxis. This is precisely what Anthony
Giddens means when he asserts that social science, by its very nature,
participates in a “double hermeneutic”: social science emerges within a
historically and philosophically delimited social field and subsequently
has determinate, material effects on that horizon (Giddens, 1982: 1-
17).

It is the aim of Marxist theory to contribute to the revolutionary
overcoming of the conditions of its own existence as such-—capilalist
social relations. For instance, in the “Postface” to the second edition
of Capital Vol. I, Marx states that

in its rational form (the dialectic) is a scandal and an
abomination to the bourgeoisie and its doctrinaire spokes-
men, because it includes in its positive understanding of
what exists a simultaneous recognition of its negation, its
inevitable destruction; because it regards every historically
developed form as being in a fluid state, in motion, and
therefore grasps its transient aspect as well; and because it
does not let itself be impressed by anything, being in its
very essence critical and revolutionary (Marx, 1977: 103).

Because dialectical method is based on the dynamic unity of form
and content, not only is the object conceived as being vulnerable to
negation, but so too must dialectical thonght give way to ils own nega-
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tion (Adorno, 1973).9

Marxist theory thus demonstrates (despite positivistic interpreta-
tions) a hermeneutical sensitivity to the specificity of its object. As
Geras makes quite clear in his critique of Althusser’s hypostatization
of the antinomy between science and ideology, Marx leaves open the
possibility of a reconfiguration of the relationship between manifest
and latent content in a post-capitalist social order. Geras reminds us
that “Marx anticipates a social formation where, precisely, men will
control their relations of production, rather than being controlled by
them, where they will, therefore cease to be functionaries and bearers”
(Geras 1972: 291). In other words, in this post-capitalist social forma-
tion the antinomy between science and ideology, latent and manifest
content, will be radically reconfigured.

Geras’ critique of the binary oppositions within structuralist
Marxism is equally applicable to critical naturalism. Bhaskar takes a
particular understanding of science which is suited 10 a specific object
and universalizes il. Hence, the relationship between the transcenden-
1al and the empirical is hypostatized and, ultimately, naturalized; it is
shown to inhere in the very structure of societics as such. Because it is
based on a forgetting!0 of its own siluatedness within specific social
relationst!, Bhaskar’s critical realism ultimately does not serve as an
adequate propaedeutic for ideology critique, but, rather, merely perpet-
uates a reification which bears the marks of those relations.

As Marx indicates in the Grundrisse, bourgeois political econo-
mists reify capitalist social relations precisely because—in their forget-
ting of the historicity of social relations—they universalize the particu-
lar. As we have suggested above, this is precisely what we see in the

9. G. A. Cohen makes a similar argument, although from radically different premises,
when he suggests that Marx's social science makes provision for its own “withering
away”. See Cohen, (1978b).
10. This is one thing that Bhaskar has in common with Geras. Geras does not believe
that the overcoming of reification has anything at all 10 do with anamnesis. In his cri-
tique of Berger's and Pullberg’s suggestion that at the heart of alienation is a forgetting,
TAS argues, in a rather simplistic manner, that “What [the agents] themselves ‘forget’
in that, if forgetfulness were all that was involved, a reminder should be sufficient to deal
with the constituent problems of alienation” (1972: 292). He seems not to think that
there exists an even deeper relation between memory and historicity.
1. Ironically, Bhaskar (1989) more recently sets his critical realism in polemical con-
trast 1o the “New Reality” propagated by Marxism Today.
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Critique of Pure Reason, in which Kant universalizes the cognitive
Timitations of human relations as they existed at a particular historical
moment. Just as Kantian philosophy must be historicized, Bhaskar's
philosophy of science can be said to be applicable only as a method 10
a particular object—capitalist society—in which there does exist a rup-
ture between manifest and latent content. Bhaskar is quite right in
emphasizing that the task of science is to push beyond the level of
manifest content, in order to arrive at its underlying or latent possibili-
ty conditions. However, when this method is universalized as a philos-
ophy of social science per se, il betrays ils own emancipatory intent; it
eternalizes the specific relation between essence and appearance, sci-
ence and ideology. Despite Bhaskar’'s attempt to incorporate
Aristotelian insights into his discourse, he fails to pay attention enough
to the particularity of the object. His critical naturalism therefore
demonstrates far more affinities with positivism in its emphasis on the
unity of scientific method. Because il refuses to acknowledge its own
historicity!2 and the possibility of its own dialectical negation, critical
naturalism actually contributes 10 a reification of the social. 1t does not
admit of the possibility of a structure of scientific consciousness of a
qualitatively different nature in a post-capitalist social formation in
which the direct producers are not estranged from the producis of their
labour-power. A necessary condition of the philosophy of social sci-
ence, in contrast with Bhaskar's critical naturalism, is a remembrance
of its own embeddedness in social and political struggles.!3 As
Adomo once wrote, the conception of truth is inextricable from the
creation of a true society.
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