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1. What’s wrong with positivism? 
 

Let me say first that when I use the term ‘positivism,’ I’m talking about general features 
of the position commonly known as logical positivism or logical empiricism, the original 
leading proponents of which were associated either with what was called the Vienna Circle 
(e.g., Rudolph Carnap) or with the Berlin Circle (e.g., Carl Hempel).  For social scientists, the 
key figure is probably Hempel, who, along with Paul Oppenheim, was the author of the 
deductive-nomological (or ‘covering law’) model of explanation – though I suspect that A. J. 
Ayer’s success at introducing a somewhat popularized version of positivism into the intellectual 
culture at large has had an equally important, if tacit, effect on the background assumptions of 
mainstream social scientists.  Positivism has both an epistemological face and an ontological 
face.  It’s a theory about what qualifies as knowledge about the world (paradigmatically: 
generalizations regarding observable data), but it’s also the account of reality that is implicit in, 
or secreted by (pick your metaphor), that same epistemology.  
 

The main thing that’s wrong with positivism, if you ask me – which I guess you did – is 
that it’s false.  Positivism as an institutionalized ideological practice is also problematic 
politically, but that’s a different (albeit not unrelated) matter.  As an epistemology, it’s a flawed 
account of knowledge – which, because it’s flawed, serves to impede the explanatory efforts of 
those who adopt it.  As an ontology (viz., the ontology that is associated with that same account 
of knowledge), it’s a bad model of the basic features of the world, beginning but certainly not 
ending with what causation is.     
 

This isn’t the place for a lengthy discussion of these shortcomings, though I can 
elaborate just a little bit.  Still by way of preface, though, I want to reiterate that the term 
‘positivism’ isn’t simply a place-holder for whatever approach one most wants to reject.  One 
might think that Hegel, for instance, got it all wrong.  But Hegel isn’t a positivist just because 
he’s a systematic or totalizing thinker.  (Hegel’s not a positivist at all.)  Conversely, there are a 
lot of ways to tweak a conceptual framework without actually abandoning it, or even calling it 
into question.  For example, to say that one isn’t a positivist because one has rejected a 
regularity theory of causation in favor of a counterfactual dependence theory of causation is to 
cite a difference that doesn’t make a difference.  I’ll come back to this issue, but for the moment 
the point is just that you haven’t rejected positivism simply because you don’t agree with 
Hempel in every detail.  
 

In my view, to ask what’s wrong with positivism is to ask what’s wrong with classical 
empiricism (that’s the epistemology) and with key features of what is sometimes called 
Humeanism (that’s the ontology), in particular with positivists’ default commitments to 
passivism, anti-essentialism and atomism.  Note that empiricism is not simply the belief that 
knowledge about the world must be empirical, i.e., the product of a posteriori rather than a priori 
inquiry.  One can reject rationalism without being an empiricist, as did both Kant and Aristotle, 
for example.  Empiricism is a narrower view, to the effect that empirical knowledge is 
exhausted by sensory input combined with principles of logic (though the latter are not 
customarily thought to be empirical themselves).  A social scientist who adopts a positivist 
methodology can be expected to assume that explanations consist of descriptive generalizations 
regarding what s/he is likely to think of as ‘facts,’ i.e., bits of information about observable 
phenomena.  Classical empiricists tended to be phenomenalists in their metaphysics, in that 
they identified the being of the external world with the fact of given perceptions or potential 
perceptions (though one could argue that Locke doesn’t fit this description).  Contemporary 



empiricists usually think of themselves as being materialists.  They take sensations to be 
sensations of something, something that does not itself consist solely of perception, 
consciousness or thought. 

 
With respect to the more specific ontological commitments that I mentioned, by 

‘passivism’ I mean the view that real-world activity is no different, metaphysically, from the 
apparent activity of images in a child’s flip book.  In both cases, says the passivist, it only looks 
as though something is occurring that is not simply a sequence of static stills.  This conception 
of things, amounting to what Brian Ellis has called “the dead world of mechanism,” is often 
thought to be part and parcel of the modern scientific world-view, one devoid of animistic 
forces.  By ‘anti-essentialism,’ meanwhile, I mean the view that things are not intrinsically as 
they are.  Traditionally, the essence of a thing was thought to be the “What it is” of that thing, 
its nature.  Essentialism is actually quite a complex metaphysical issue, raising a host of 
questions not just about objects, but about kinds and properties too.  For present purposes, what 
is significant about anti-essentialism is the idea that things don’t have inner natures, and that 
therefore there is nothing to phenomena other than their observable characteristics.  Last, by 
‘atomism,’ I mean the view that only simples exist; what appear to be complex or internally 
differentiated wholes, the atomist says, are in fact mere pluralities of parts.  In terms of the 
ontology of the social sciences, atomism entails the position known as ontological 
individualism, in relation to which methodological individualism is the appropriate 
methodological stance.   
 

With respect to positivism as an epistemology, I think that Max Horkheimer was right to 
remind us that classical empiricism provided a much-needed counter, in its time, to the 
deliverances of a priori reasoning.  But he was also right to reject it as a suitable epistemology for 
a critical social science – for any social science, one might think.  If nothing else, generalizing 
over observation-statements does not explain very much.  Indeed, it is not clear that such 
findings are explanations.  Nor will it do to simply add in something called a ‘theory,’ to top off 
some number of such statements – if only because, strictly speaking, empiricist ‘theories’ are 
also supposed to refer only to observable phenomena.  (If you are doing a type of social science 
in which underlying non-observables figure into your theories as real causes of observable 
phenomena, then you are already a critical realist, not an empiricist.)   

 
The lack of explanatory power in the case of putative positivist explanations is related to 

the ontological issue of what empiricists think causation is (or, more to the point, what it is not: 
viz., a matter of what anything can productively do, or bring about), so the deficiency is integral 
to the position.  But treating descriptions as though they were causal explanations is not the 
only epistemic problem.  Still at the level of epistemology, being limited to observation 
statements means that one cannot talk well, or even (one might think) at all, about a whole host 
of arguably important phenomena, ranging from that which may be present and operative but 
not visible, to that which may be real but latent – a potential of some sort, or even an existing 
but unexercised capacity.   

 
Horkheimer was especially interested in this kind of modally inflected phenomenon, as 

was Roy Bhaskar, already in A Realist Theory of Science.  The causal powers of things (which Roy 
got to philosophically via thinking about what scientific laws would have to be like, if they 
exist) are one type of modal phenomenon, though not the only type.  But there are other sorts of 
non-observable phenomena of interest, too, entities that might not involve modal considerations 
directly, though of course they do ultimately: e.g., the self, capitalism, a society.  Moreover, it’s 
not just that unobservable phenomena are not permitted to figure as real in one’s explanations, 
if one is a positivist.  The logic of the position tends toward a denial of their very existence, since 
from a positivist perspective there is, in principle, no way to gain knowledge of them.    

 



Horkheimer is not the only thinker to have criticized positivism on grounds such as 
these, but anyone who is interested in the topic really must read a number of his remarkable 
articles from the 1930s, beginning (though not ending) with “The Latest Attack on 
Metaphysics.”  Other invaluable analyses of the necessary limitations of empiricism that I 
would recommend, aside from Capital, are “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man” and 
“Neutrality in Political Science,” by Charles Taylor; several classic pieces (chapters 19-22) in 
Alasdair MacIntyre’s Against the Self-Images of the Age; and Norman Geras’ “Marx and the 
Critique of Political Economy.”  When it comes to Roy Bhaskar’s work, I would caution social 
scientists and philosophers alike to be wary of most synopses of Roy’s views, including some of 
his own quick glosses of his position.  Roy was an extraordinary thinker.  But he wasn’t a good 
writer.  Also – though it’s related, in that it probably made it even harder than it always is to 
write clearly – his writing presupposes a sophisticated and comprehensive background 
knowledge of the history of philosophy.  I think that it is safe to say, however, that Roy had 
major concerns with the way in which empiricist inquiry yields descriptions of manifest 
appearances, rather than knowledge of the underlying dynamics that give rise to them.              
 

With respect to the implicit ontology of positivism, if one adopts the tenets of 
Humeanism that I mentioned above – passivism, anti-essentialism and atomism – one has a lot 
trouble accounting for a range of phenomena that are not otherwise particularly difficult to 
theorize.  Critical realists are sometimes tempted to think that Roy Bhaskar was either the first 
or the only thinker to engage seriously with the metaphysical commitments in question.  But it’s 
not so.  The history of philosophy contains well-developed critiques of, as well as excellent 
alternatives to, these elements of Humeanism.  Continentally inclined critics, in virtue of their 
own not-always-acknowledged ontological commitments [usually some version of 
phenomenalism; sometimes the idea that there is an infinitely malleable, property-less substrate 
that conforms to our individual and/or shared perceptions of it], often wind up conflating the 
metaphysical issues with the epistemological ones, but there is no lack of very fine realist work 
on every one of the metaphysical theses in play – enough, and specialized enough, that it’s hard 
to know where to begin in terms of suggested resources.   
 

This said, even without rehearsing any individual argument against passivism, anti-
essentialism and/or atomism, we can already see some of what is at stake, conceptually, in 
adhering to a positivist ontology.  If the world is as the passivist says, then there is, by 
definition, no genuine agency – no recognizably human agency, to be sure, but no causal 
activity generally – since, properly speaking, there is no doing at all.  It follows that if passivism 
is correct, it is literally nonsensical to investigate the causal powers or capacities of things, let 
alone the unrealized powers or capacities of “things” such as human beings.  If things have 
causal powers but no natures, meanwhile, then it is hard to understand how it is that different 
kinds of things are capable of such different kinds doing.  Nor will it make any sense to try to 
discover their natures, if things have no natures.  We can go on: if nothing exists beyond that 
which is presently observable, then latent possibilities and unexpressed capacities once again 
turn out not to not exist.  And if there are no bona fide wholes, then there are no irreducibly 
social facts (and also no corporate entities), and Durkheim will have been wrong to have 
thought that there is a need for a social science in addition to a science of individuals.  (In fact, if 
there are no wholes period then it will be difficult to defend the rationality of any scientific 
endeavor other than the study of sub-atomic particles.  One will be forced to maintain that the 
only real objects of inquiry are part-less, singular entities, since it will be only such entities that 
exist.)           
 

I’m working now on a book for Bloomsbury that I hope will be out within the next year 
or two, called A Critical Introduction to Causal Powers and Dispositions, which I hope will be a 
helpful overview to the critique of passivism, especially.  I am a big fan of two early to mid-20th 
c. philosophers, Sterling Power Lamprecht and Roy Wood Sellars, both of whom take on key 



components of Humeanism.  Rom Harré and E. H. Madden; Nancy Cartwright; Brian Ellis; 
Stephen Mumford (recently with Rani Lill Anjum); Anjan Chakravartty; and E. J. Lowe are 
contemporary metaphysicians and philosophers of science who, along with Roy Bhaskar, 
should be read carefully by anyone who is interested in contesting the metaphysics of 
positivism.  All of these authors reject passivism, though not all of them also reject anti-
essentialism and atomism, as Roy did.    
 

Now that I’ve given you the long version, the short answer to what’s wrong with 
positivism is that it necessarily constrains meaningful inquiry into (a) structural power; and (b) 
the individual and collective agential capacities of human beings, including our as-yet 
untapped capacity to create and maintain a just world.  Positivist methods can, however – and I 
mean this sincerely – be very useful for collecting certain kinds of data.  Doug Porpora made 
this point very nicely in his now-classic “Do Realists Run Regressions?”             
 
 
2. Why do we need metaphysics? 
 

I think that the first thing that I want to say is that the question is not well formed, in my 
view, in that it suggests that it’s possible to somehow do away with the having of metaphysical 
commitments, or even that not having such commitments is the default condition.  In Ontology 
Revisited I dubbed this assumption ‘the Myth of Metaphysical Neutrality.’  (For an application 
of that analysis to the concept of causation, see my 2015 Cheryl Frank Lecture, published in the 
Journal of Critical Realism as “The Myth of Metaphysical Neutrality.”)  Social scientists seem to 
be particularly attracted to this myth, though it appeals to some philosophers too.  But it’s not 
possible to do away with such assumptions.  You can refuse to think about what your implicit 
metaphysical commitments are, but you can’t get out of having them.    
 

So I’m going to presume that what you really mean to be asking is “Why should we be 
aware of our metaphysical commitments, rather than not be aware of them?”  Properly 
formulated, the question is a bit of a reductio -- but it’s still worth addressing.  The answer is that 
we should be aware of what our basic metaphysical commitments are because it actually 
matters what they are.   
 

For one thing, not every higher order and/or more empirical claim is consistent with 
every ontology.  You might develop an excellent sociological account of phenomenon x but 
unselfconsciously sign on to claims about the world at the level of metaphysics that are flat-out 
inconsistent with your analysis -- perhaps even precluding the very existence of x.   For 
example, you might want to talk about the effect of patriarchy on gender norms, but at the same 
time endorse atomism.  That would be bad.  Although so long as no one ever noticed that your 
position was fundamentally incoherent, you could probably get away with it.  So I guess that it 
wouldn’t matter all that much until someone did.   
 

Another consequence, though, of not recognizing what the metaphysical commitments 
are that are presupposed by your account – one that might matter more – is that it’s likely to put 
you at a disadvantage when it comes to defending your account from criticisms that are 
themselves products of a different set of underlying commitments.  And it will be even worse if 
you yourself have unreflectively bought into the very metaphysics that cannot sustain your 
account, as in the example I just gave.    
 

Finally, and to my mind most important, if you insist upon holding your metaphysical 
views unselfconsciously, your thinking at other levels of abstraction, i.e., in the domains that are 
of interest to you, will be equally unselfconsciously shaped, and potentially distorted, by those 
same unquestioned assumptions.  If you’ve been trained to think that entities of a given kind 



don’t actually exist, you’re less likely to study them than you would be if you thought that they 
existed.  And if you do study them – whatever that would mean, exactly – you’re less likely to 
say true things about them.  Again: someone who is an ontological individualist is in a very bad 
position to grasp the nature of structural power.  Similarly, someone who believes in the 
existence of social phenomena but who thinks that any real entity must be an undifferentiated 
simple will have to think of societies as necessarily being akin to Rousseau-style Sovereigns, 
with singular General Wills, rather than, say, Aristotelian or Marxist associations.  This will 
matter politically, as well as scientifically.  
 
3. What does a causal powers account of causation give us that other accounts don’t? 
 

Causal powers.   
 

Seriously, that is what a powers account of causation gives us, as you put it, which other 
accounts do not.  Although (since how the world is or is not, in this regard, is not a function of 
which metaphysics one prefers) it’s more accurate to say that what proponents of powers 
accounts and those who reject such accounts disagree about is whether or not things do have 
causal powers.  Passivists say no; those who reject passivism say yes. 
 

This is not something that one can have both ways.  You either believe that things in the 
world have the capacity to be genuinely, non-metaphorically, active -- thereby productively 
bringing about change (and that causation consists in precisely such displays of powers-to-do), 
or you don’t.   
 

For some reason, and I don’t know why, sociologists, especially, often do not see that 
counterfactual dependence is not simply an elliptical way of talking about the causal powers of 
things.  Counterfactual dependence theories of causation are completely different from their 
powers-based competitors; this is not remotely controversial.  As I say, I can’t figure out why 
there is confusion about it.  It’s a shame, frankly, because philosophers who are interested in 
social phenomena should listen more to sociologists, and this is the type of rudimentary 
confusion that gives them an excuse not to.  If the powers position is correct, and causes do, in 
fact, genuinely produce outcomes, then given outcomes may indeed depend counterfactually 
upon given causes having behaved in given ways.  But counterfactual dependence is not the 
same thing as productive causation.  The former is a claim about sequences; the latter is an anti-
passivist claim about activity.  If you believe that causes do something, something that produces 
given outcomes, then you already hold a powers-based account of causation.    
 

The biggest “payoff,” theoretically, of a powers-based account of causation – though I 
hate that way of thinking about why an approach may or may not be true – is that one is not left 
with the job of explaining why what seems to be productive causation isn’t actually that at all; 
why the very use of the verb-form, for that matter, is fundamentally misleading.  Etcetera.   
 

Hume claimed that he searched high and low and couldn’t find a causal-power-
impression.  But I think that the problem for the Humean is actually the opposite.  It’s 
functionally impossible not to have causal-power-impressions.  We see, feel, infer and react to 
the activity of things, including ourselves, all the time.  Denying that this is so is actually a 
much tougher row to hoe, as it were, than is affirming it.  It requires claiming that every single 
thing that looks like activity is actually not activity – that in fact there is no difference in this 
regard between reality and an animated flip-book, as I said earlier.  It’s a wildly implausible 
thesis.  As soon as he tried to say anything very much about the world, even Hume couldn’t 
sustain it, as I argued in Ontology Revisited.  
 



There are also plenty of finer-grained problems with passivist treatments of causation, 
though, and lots of work on them in addition to Roy Bhaskar’s A Realist Theory of Science.  In 
fact, Roy’s main concern with Humean regularity theory wasn’t its proponents’ passivism per se 
(although his position in RTS was certainly anti-passivist).  As an aside, one has to be very 
careful, even in reading what are purported to be powers-based criticisms of such treatments, 
that what an author is presenting as a powers-based alternative is not cloaked passivism still.  
For instance, it is fairly common for people to confuse the phenomenon of essentialism with 
that of activity, the upshot of which is authors who imagine that they think that things have 
causal powers, when really they are passivists who happen also to be essentialists (often 
essentialists about properties, not even about propertied-things).  
 

Anyone who is interested in productive accounts of causation should immediately read 
Sterling Power Lamprecht’s wonderful articles published as The Metaphysics of Naturalism, as 
well as G. E. M. Anscombe’s “Causality and Determination.”  For a next step into the 
contemporary literature (though not a last step), I recommend Brian Ellis’ Scientific Essentialism 
or Stephen Mumford’s Laws in Nature.  And again: soon, I hope, I will be able to refer people to 
the introductory book that I’m writing now.   
 
4. Does this help to resolve issues in the free will-determinism debate? 
 

Yes.   
 

A powers-based approach (of the right type) shows the contemporary free will debate to 
be an artifact of a passivist, event-causal metaphysics.  Properly speaking, it dis-solves, rather 
than re-solves the issues that figure in such an architecture.  I’ve made this case in fairly 
exhaustive detail in a lengthy article in Synthese (2016), called “Sublating the Free Will 
Problematic: Powers, Agency and Causal Determination,” which is presently available in on-
line-first format. (https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11229-016-1124-y)  I think that 
my analysis in that paper is actually a good place to start.  I also wrote about the issue in 
chapter 5 of Ontology Revisited.  The article and the chapter are complementary, but if I could 
only recommend one of them it would be the Synthese piece.   

 
The bottom line, in terms of the metaphysical infrastructure of the debate, is that if 

causation is about the powers of things (including us) to engage in activities of given kinds, 
then, since most things don’t behave in lock-step ways (certainly sentient things don’t), there is 
no rubric of nomological necessitation that has to be either escaped or explained away, in order 
for it to be that we have free will -- just as one doesn’t have to worry about the Fates having 
predetermined what one will do, if there aren’t any Fates.  Though in the present case one is 
also relieved of the inverse problem, one that is had by those who believe in nomological 
determinism but which was not a part of the story about the Fates: viz., that of free agency 
supposedly having to be non-causal.     
 

More concretely, at least one version of a specifically neo-Aristotelian powers-based 
account (you can replace Marx with Aristotle, if Aristotle makes you uncomfortable) allows one 
to say that human beings are emergent, irreducibly conscious, material substances, capable of 
intentional action.  We aren’t omnipotent, relative to the causal capacities of other kinds of 
powerful things, but neither are our actions (a) brought about (deterministically or otherwise) 
by events rather than by us, as per event-causal compatibilists and hard determinists; or (b) 
uncaused, as per event-causal libertarians.  There’s some overlap between this position and that 
of what is called agent-causation, whose proponents defend a passivist event-causal account 
generally, but make an exception for agents.  The standard agent-causal view is harder to 
defend, though, since one has to explain why causation is two completely different types of 
phenomena (the fact of order, in the case of everything but agents; active production, in the case 



of agents).  Plus it includes all of the weaknesses of passivist event-causal theories when it 
comes to everything other than the intentional behavior of agents.     
 

I do think that my own approach is a good one.  But there are also several book-length 
treatments of free will from a powers-based perspective that are in print now, in addition to 
important earlier works by E. J. Lowe and Tim O’Connor (though O’Connor’s commitment to 
substance causation is more equivocal than is that of others).  Stephen Mumford and Rani Lill 
Anjum (at least once with Svein Anders Noer Lie), handle the topic differently than I do.  They 
leave too much of the original ill-conceived problematic in place, for my taste, and their 
approach is too much like defenses of compatibilism (or sometimes libertarianism) that are 
based on the existence of probabilistic laws (though, to be clear, they do not invoke such laws).  
But Anjum and Mumford have a book on the topic coming out soon, which I’m sure will be of 
interest. 

 
 

5. How does a re-vindication of ontology relate to critical or political projects? 
 

Theories have ontologies built into them whether we like it or not.  Thus here too, as 
before with your question about the importance of metaphysics, what you’re really asking is if 
it matters, politically, whether or not one is aware of (a) the ontological assumptions that are 
built into one’s own theories; and/or (b) the default ontology that implicitly frames the 
discussions in which one is likely to find oneself as a matter of disciplinary or even broader 
ideological convention (note that often this framing occurs via the very notion that there can be 
ontology-free social science).   
 

I’m old-school, with respect to the role of true beliefs about the world vis-à-vis struggles 
for justice.  I think that it is necessary to accurately grasp how things are, what with how we 
make history but not in conditions of our own choosing.  As I said earlier, there are straight-up 
epistemic costs to remaining unselfconscious about one’s underlying assumptions, and/or 
about the dominant conceptual framework in a given intellectual context.  But in terms of the 
politics of it, it is not merely that one is disadvantaged in the generic sense of lacking insight or 
critical perspective.  Unselfconsciously held metaphysical commitments give rise to 
determinate, politically significant distortions, with concrete implications.   
 

I am no doubt beginning to sound like a broken record, but if you deny the existence of 
emergent wholes, for example, you can’t possibly understand what a bargaining unit of a labor 
union is – and that may very well make you less inclined to support one, let alone apt or able to 
to form one.  And to reference Durkheim again, if you think that ostensibly social facts are 
actually spontaneous voluntaristic creations of individual persons, it is not only that you will 
have no need for sociology; you will also engage in a very different type of politics in the hopes 
of changing those facts than you would if you presumed a different social ontology.  The list 
goes on.  If you think that the world is such that any claim about it may be properly said to be 
true so long as someone (or some group of people) believes that it is true, then you will have a 
hard time understanding what a disinformation campaign is.  

 
Being attentive to the operative underlying metaphysical commitments in a given 

discursive space (I can’t believe that I’ve used the phrase ‘discursive space’; that’s how 
important this is) allows one to assess what those commitments do and do not allow one to 
coherently say at other levels of abstraction.  Analysis of this type is the most basic form of 
ideology-critique.   
 



But again, I don’t think that we are well-served by the locution of “recovering” 
metaphysics.  Everyone has been implicitly metaphysically committed all along.  The question 
is what those commitments are, and whether or not they are sound.      
 
 
6. One of the most popular terms you find in literature about science is the concept of laws of 
nature.  Disposition realists have been critical of the concept of laws.  Is there any room for laws 
in natural or social science?  Or is it a language and way of thinking we should abandon. 
 
 I don’t think that laws in this sense of the word are actual entities that exist in addition 
to the phenomena that they supposedly govern. “The laws of nature” is a reification.  What 
there are, I think, at least at the relevant levels of non-reductive organization, are propertied 
things that behave in different kinds of ways, relative to other propertied things, given the 
causal powers had by all of the different things.  Some of these behaviors, and relationships 
between behaviors, are regular enough that it may make sense to describe them as law-like, and 
to represent them accordingly.  That’s fine.  Though as Roy Bhaskar and Nancy Cartwright 
have both argued: even in candidate cases for nomological talk, what actually happens is not 
invariant.   
 
 I also don’t think that so-called laws productively cause anything – which is to say that 
for the governance metaphor not to be misleading, it really needs to be backed up by the belief 
that laws are expressions of God’s causal powers (or those of some other all-powerful entity).  
Historically, that’s what laws of nature were thought to be.  In that model, the actual governing 
is being done by the reigning powerful agent, viz., God; the laws are potent because they 
enforce God’s will.  Absent laws conceived in these terms, I think that it is better to think of 
reality as a self-governing collective (I can’t help but smile, saying this, thinking of the 
wonderful peasant scene from Monty Python and the Holy Grail).  It is powerful things (“things” 
as a count noun), behaving as they do, given their natures and the natures of other things, that 
are causes of outcomes – not idealized descriptions of that behavior (or of relationships between 
the behaviors of things).  In keeping with the neo-Aristotelian tradition into which Marx, Rom 
Harré and E. H. Madden, Roy Bhaskar, Nancy Cartwright and Brian Ellis all fall, it seems to me 
that the ultimate aim of science is to understand those natures.         
 
 Arguably, there is less (warranted) occasion in the social sciences to engage in 
descriptions of regular (but not actually invariant) behavior than in the natural sciences.  This 
since (a) even if one thinks that social science is different from psychology, the object domain of 
social science does involve human beings, and human beings, in virtue of being sentient, are not 
the kind of entity that tends to behave in invariant ways; and (b) the mere fact of regular 
behavior in the case of sentient things, even when it does occur, is often not very interesting.  I 
refer readers to some of the early work by Alasdair MacIntyre and Charles Taylor that I 
mentioned before, for trenchant critiques of the search for constant conjunctions by social 
scientists.  
 
 All in all, I guess that what I’ve just said puts me in the “Laws, meh” camp.  Most often, 
talk of laws invites confusion – suggesting, as it does, both that laws are added bits of furniture 
in the world and that they are themselves causes.  Plus, especially in the social sciences, I think, 
the search for regularity distracts from inquiry into the natures of things.  As I said, however, 
I’m not on a mission to ban the term, so long as it’s clear that laws are simply idealized 
descriptions of the doings of some kinds of things in some kinds of situations.          
 
7. One of the more controversial issues, particular in the philosophy of social science, is whether 
social kinds or essences exist.  Do you think there a place for essences in social science? 
 



 The answer depends upon two things, right?  First: whether or not there are any social 
phenomena that have natures in virtue of which they are a this rather than a that.  That’s 
crucial.  Second: whether or not it’s ever worth trying to figure out what those natures are.  I 
think that there are such phenomena, and that it is worth investigating their natures, so my 
answer to your question is “Yes.”    
 

Discussions of this topic are sometimes not so clear.  For instance, it’s common to hear 
people say that there aren’t social kinds because (a) social properties borne by individuals (e.g., 
being a wage-laborer) aren’t natural properties; and (b) propertied macro-level social 
phenomena (e.g., a capitalist society) are just that: social things, not natural things.  I’ve phrased 
this objection a little bit more sharply than it is normally put, so that you can see just how 
unhelpful it is, but only a little bit – and I haven’t changed the point.   

 
Social things are different from natural things (or, more precisely, from non-social 

natural things).  We already knew that.  If they weren’t, we’d be asking if natural kinds are 
relevant to social science, not whether or not social scientists should be interested in social 
kinds.  To say that there are social kinds, and that social scientists should care about them, is to 
say that there are natural kind analogues at the level of the social.  Whether or not social 
scientists should care about natural kinds is a different issue.   

 
Necessarily, social kinds will differ from natural kinds in at least two crucial respects.  

First, the nature of non-social natural things is not dependent upon the conceptual practices of 
human beings.  Sodium chloride doesn’t need us to think of it in one way or another in order to 
have the nature that it does.  It wouldn’t have a name without us, of course, and our knowledge 
of it might be mistaken, but it doesn’t need human subjectivity in order to be the way that 
sodium chloride is.  I’ve always liked Roy Bhaskar’s use of the term ‘concept-dependence’ to 
describe this difference between social things and non-social things.  In general, social things are 
what they are partly in virtue of what Charles Taylor called the ‘intersubjective meanings’ that 
we might describe as being borne by the material component of social things (though in reality 
these aspects are not proper parts of social things; the distinction between the material and the 
conceptual aspects is an analytic abstraction vis-à-vis integrated concept-dependent 
phenomena).  Note that this is not to say that social things are purely conceptual; that would be 
an idealist error.  Social things may very well be material phenomena, and usually are (some 
would say that they always are).  It is, however, to say that subjectivity is a constitutive element 
of such things.  Second, and related, non-social things are not artifacts.  Not only does the 
nature of sodium chloride not depend upon our thoughts about sodium chloride, the existence 
of sodium chloride (unlike processed table salt, or rayon, or even a garden, say, let alone a 
police-state) does not depend upon our having brought it into being. 

 
Whatever it is that natural kind analogues at the level of the social have in common with 

natural kinds, then, it won’t be (a) that social things are what they are independent of human 
subjectivity; or (b) that social things could have, would have or have ever existed in the absence 
of human beings.  I should add that people sometimes say that social kinds don’t exist because 
kinds have to be eternal.  That doesn’t seem right to me either.  Since neither the earth nor the 
universe itself has existed forever (so far as we know), I wouldn’t want to say that there is a 
difference in this respect between natural kinds and social kinds. 
 
 As I see it, though I’m mostly just channeling Aristotle here, what the notion of a ‘kind’ 
picks out, be it a natural kind or a natural kind analogue, is the following.  First, the fact (and I 
think that it is one) that at some levels, at least, reality does not consist of formless goop.  On the 
contrary, things are thises or thats.  (There is a tradition of thinking of ‘this-ness’ as something 
akin to a property or fact of self-identity; I don’t mean to be invoking that tradition when I say 
that things are thises or thats.)  Second, that some of the thises or thats that it is possible for a 



thing to be, other things are too.  It is this intermediate degree of individuation that is captured 
by the concept of a kind of thing, I think, and it seems to me that the conditions in question do 
sometimes obtain at the level of the social, notwithstanding the distinctive features of social 
phenomena that I just mentioned. 
 
 People seem to be especially drawn to the question of whether or not what gets called 
‘gender’ and ‘race’ are natural kind analogues.  I’m wary of that question (though I am a fan of 
work by both Charlotte Witt and Sally Haslanger, both of whom say things that I like very 
much in the context of addressing it).  I’m more interested in the issue of whether or not 
patriarchy and something like modern white supremacy are kinds than I am in whether or not 
people who are gendered or racialized in one way or another are, or are of, a kind.  Similarly, 
I’m more interested in whether or not capitalism is a kind (i.e., a kind of social formation) than I 
am in determining whether or not being a member of the working class amounts to being a kind 
(of person).  It may be that I’m just less convinced that there is a natural kind analogue 
involved, in the case of identity-related properties had by individuals.  There might be, but I’m 
less sure of it.   
   

I probably think that if class identity, or (though in reality it would be “and,” not “or”; 
and really not even that – really, it would be a gendered class identity or class-specific gender 
identity) – I probably think that if class identity or gender identity or racial identity are kinds, 
they are kinds the real definitions of which are derivative of the real definition of the associated 
power structure, rather than definitions tied to the meanings attached to the identity properties.  

 
For example, if there is anything essential about gender identity (assuming gender 

identity to be a social rather than biological phenomenon), I think that has to do with the 
relationship between the bearing of such an identity (itself a sociological phenomenon, be it a 
hard-won achievement, an unwanted mantle or anything in between) and one’s objective 
location within a certain kind of power structure (here patriarchy), and nothing very much to 
do with whether or not a person (qua social being) thinks of themselves as being, or is thought 
be others to be, made sufficiently of snakes and snails and puppy dog tails versus sugar and 
spice and everything nice.  Such meanings, and the categories that they do sustain, are crucial 
and real and social.  I just don’t think those categories are what I’d invoke were I to make the 
case that the identity terms direct us to kinds.   
 

At any rate, yes.  I do think that there are natural kind analogues at the level of the 
social, even if it might be that not everything that is an appropriate object of social scientific 
inquiry is one.  And in terms of that caveat, I’d like to add that while identifying the natures of 
things, including their causal powers, is – or ought to be – central to social science, I don’t think 
that it is or ought to be the only element of social science.  At a minimum, it’s also important to 
know what things mean.  To the extent that natural kind analogues at the level of the social 
have meanings built into them, interpretation is central even to a kind-based social science.  But 
in addition to not thinking that every social phenomenon that is worth studying is itself a social 
kind, I think that there is also an independent role for interpretation in social science.   
 
8. Is there anything else that you’d like to add about positivism or about critical realism? 
 

Two things, maybe.  First, I would like to encourage social scientists to be less dismissive 
of philosophy.  Philosophers can be obnoxious.  And most philosophers have no background at 
all in sociology or political economy, which can make their brand of obnoxiousness all the more 
annoying.  Still, it’s very close to being in the nature of the case that you will not be able to 
effectively challenge positivism if you are allergic to philosophical analysis.  Plus, many 
philosophers are smart and nice.  

 



Second, I urge people who are interested in critical realism not to be put off by any of the 
various trappings of the approach.  Don’t adopt them, either, for that matter (she said, 
affectionately).  It’s a sophisticated framework, but it’s possible to state the core ideas, and their 
merits, very plainly.  Aim for that.   

 
 
 

 
    
 
 
 
 
      
 
 
 
 


