Critical Realism: 
Core Assumptions, Key Theorists, Methodological Approaches, and Empirical Applications

Notes by Professor Susan L. Robertson*

Core Assumptions

Critical Realism (CR), primarily developed by philosopher Roy Bhaskar, rests on several foundational assumptions that distinguish it from both positivist and interpretivist approaches to social science. The most fundamental assumption is ontological realism—the belief that a real world exists independently of our perceptions, theories, and constructions of it. This means that objects of scientific study, whether physical matter or social structures like class or patriarchy, exist regardless of whether we have knowledge of them. However, CR is "critical" because it acknowledges that our access to this reality is always mediated and fallible; we actively construct our knowledge of reality, and reality itself provides a constraint on our theories.

Perhaps the most distinctive assumption of CR is ontological stratification—the claim that reality is deeply layered into three overlapping domains. The empirical domain consists of our observations, sensations, and perceptions of events. The actual domain includes all events that occur, whether or not we experience them. The real domain is the deepest level, comprising structures, mechanisms, powers, and liabilities that exist independently and possess causal tendencies. These mechanisms, though often unobservable, generate the events we experience. This stratified ontology leads CR to assert the primacy of ontology over epistemology: we must first ask "What must reality be like?" before considering "How can we know it?"

CR further assumes that objects possess inherent causal powers and liabilities—tendencies to act in certain ways by virtue of what they are. Water has the power to quench thirst; capitalist markets have the power to generate price signals and the liability to produce crises. Crucially, these powers are tendencies, not deterministic laws, because they operate in open systems where multiple mechanisms interact simultaneously. The social world is precisely such an open system, meaning we cannot expect constant conjunctions of events. Finally, CR embraces epistemic relativism—acknowledging that all knowledge is socially produced and fallible—while rejecting judgmental relativism, maintaining that we can rationally choose between theories based on their explanatory power and practical adequacy.

A further crucial assumption concerns the role of philosophy itself. CR adopts what Bhaskar, following John Locke, called the under-labourer conception of philosophy. This holds that philosophy's task is not to produce substantive knowledge of the world—that is the domain of empirical science—but rather to clear away conceptual confusions and obstacles that impede the progress of science. The philosopher acts as an under labourer to the scientist, removing the "rubbish that lies in the way to knowledge"—such as positivism's mistaken reduction of reality to experience or constructivism's erroneous denial of an extra-discursive reality. This modest yet vital role means CR does not prescribe specific research methods or generate substantive theories; instead, it provides the ontological and epistemological grounding that enables empirical research to proceed more effectively. The under-labourer metaphor captures CR's commitment to philosophical clarity in service of, rather than in place of, substantive scientific inquiry.

Key Theorists I Enjoy Reading on CR

The critical realist tradition features several influential thinkers who have developed and extended Bhaskar's foundational work. Bhaskar's own intellectual journey produced distinct phases: early Bhaskar established transcendental realism and critical naturalism; middle Bhaskar introduced dialectical CR with concepts of absence and four-planar social being; late Bhaskar turned toward spirituality and "meta-Reality," a controversial move many critical realists have not followed.

Margaret Archer has significantly developed CR through her theory of morphogenesis, which analytically separates structure and agency to study how they interact over time. Her Transformational Model of Social Activity (TMSA) posits that society is both the ever-present condition and the continually reproduced outcome of human agency. Structures precede agents, shaping their conditions of action, while agents' activities either reproduce or transform those structures.

Bob Jessop and Ngai-Ling Sum developed Cultural Political Economy (CPE), integrating CR with attention to discourse and semiosis. They argue that CR must adequately theorize how we constitute social relations through language and ideas, focusing on how economic and political imaginaries are selected and come to dominate.

Feminist critical realists like Caroline New and Lena Gunnarsson have used CR to theorize gender as a real social structure with causal powers, avoiding both biological determinism and purely discursive constructions of gender. This allows feminist analysis to claim that patriarchy is a real, emergent structure while still accounting for human agency and embodiment.

Douglas V. Porpora stands as a leading sociological voice applying early Bhaskarian CR to sociological practice. His 2015 book Reconstructing Sociology critiques mainstream American sociology's flawed accounts of truth, culture, structure, and causality. Porpora defends a robust concept of social structure as real and causally powerful, while also championing a humanistic conception of personhood against postmodern and trans-humanist trends. Working closely with Archer, he engages seriously with how quantitative methods might fit within a CR framework, extending CR into analyses of political discourse, morality, and "post-truth" phenomena.

George Steinmetz is a historical sociologist who has used critical realism as a means of undertaking comparison – over time. The comparison in his view comes by comparing the structuring mechanisms in contexts to produce outcomes. His paper called “Odious Comparison” is really valuable.  


Methods

CR employs two distinctive modes of inference that work in sequence to move from observations to explanations of underlying mechanisms. Abduction, or theoretical redescription, is the creative act of recontextualizing an observed phenomenon within a new theoretical framework. It answers the question "What different meaning can we give to this observation?" For example, one might abductively redescribe rising youth unemployment not merely as a statistical trend but as an instance of "systemic exclusion from the labour market." Abduction provides the theoretical framing that clarifies the nature of the object to be explained.

Retroduction is the central and most distinctive mode of CR inference—the logical process of moving from a description of a phenomenon to a description of the underlying structure or mechanism that must exist to produce that phenomenon. It answers "What must the world be like for this to be possible?" through a form of reverse engineering. To explain systemic exclusion, one might retroductively argue for deep structures like class relations or racialized hierarchies. Though these structures are not directly visible, their existence can be inferred because they would generate the observed patterns. Retroduction thus postulates real, trans-factual mechanisms.

In practice, these modes operate sequentially: a puzzling phenomenon is abductively redescribed within a theoretical framework, then retroduction asks what structures must exist to generate it, and finally empirical research gathers evidence for these postulated structures. CR research typically employs intensive methods like case studies, in-depth interviews, and ethnographic observation, though there is growing debate about how quantitative methods might identify "demi-regularities" pointing toward underlying mechanisms. The goal throughout is causal explanation in open systems, not prediction.

Susan’s Students’ Work

A number of the students who have worked with me have used critical realism as a way of thinking about how to approach their studies, including what might constitute the empirical. In essence, they have sought to delve deeper in order to make more visible, discernible, and explicable the structuring mechanisms at work in particular contexts.  As examples they collectively demonstrate CR's practical value in educational research: moving beyond description to provide contextualized causal explanations that identify underlying mechanisms shaping policy implementation, pedagogical practices, and educational outcomes across diverse international contexts.

Some students have developed what might be called a critical theory approach, which differs from but also intersects with critical realism. Critical theory draws attention to the hermeneutic dimension—the way we interpret the world, rather than simply reflecting what we see. While this is an important element of critical realism, it does not represent the full scope of the project.

One of my students began his work drawing on the critical realist ideas developed in my book A Class Act (2000) on teachers. He was particularly interested in understanding how teachers in Greece, who aspired to become civil servants, strategised to get onto ‘the list’ and, from there, to be placed in a teaching post. The broader aim of the project was to begin identifying structuring mechanisms, which included not only ‘the list’ itself but also wider factors such as clientelist politics, longstanding conceptions of the relationship between civil servants and the state, the benefits attached to state employment, and so on.

Another of my students working on language policy in an East Asian context became interested in using critical realism to understand the structuring mechanisms that generated phenomena such as the Confucius Institutes and the design of specific language programmes in particular settings in China. That proved to be a particularly fruitful line of inquiry.

Another student linked a study of critical junctures—understood as a method—with an attempt to uncover the conditions that made it possible for a regional organisation like Mercosur to emerge, while also attending to its inherent liabilities. In doing so, she was able to point to local political dynamics within Brazil that constrained the kinds of investments the country’s size might otherwise have enabled within Mercosur. 

Other students have focused on teachers’ labour. One, for example, examined the work of teachers in Chile and the structuring mechanisms operating over a long period, noting that these mechanisms varied across time. Another study, also using a critical realist lens, traced the forty-year construction of a market in Chile and the range of mechanisms deployed over that period, showing how these differed over time and together shaped a terrain of struggle. Yet another project offered a comparative study between England and Chile, exploring the incorporation of digital and rich mediatised technologies and how these shaped the mediation of teachers’ labour. 

A further student put the work of Archer into conversation with Bernstein; Bernstein has a range of concepts that complement Archer’s Transformational Model of Social Activity and was able to show how we can keep the development of critical realism alive as an important project in the social sciences by being open to bringing several theorists into conversation with each other.  A final, though not exhaustive, example is a student who used realist interviews in their analysis of the OECD’s TALIS programme to get at the strategic choices of the OECD and how these need to be reflected in explanations.

These are just a few of the many graduate studies that have engaged with a critical realist approach. They have been remarkably fruitful, offering insight through empirically grounded accounts of how different methods can be used in practice. What ties them together is the philosophical under-labouring that enables a more insightful form of explanation—one that remains, nevertheless, fallible. This recognition of fallibility is central to thinking in critical realist terms. 
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