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Critical realism is very useful for sociologists. I did social research from 1983 to 2009. 
Each year I became more concerned about seeming contradictions between the two 
main kinds of sociology: positivism - definite facts to be counted as observed evidence; 
and interpretivism – the belief that we construct reality through our experiences.  

 

 Then I started attending Roy Bhaskar’s seminars on critical realism. Roy showed how 
positivism and interpretivism make sense together when they are combined into a 
larger whole with a third level of reality. He provided a wealth of other ideas to help 
researchers to deepen and strengthen their analyses. 

 

 Critical realism texts are known for being very dense and difficult! My first career was as 
a schoolteacher with special needs students, and I have always been interested in 
explaining complex ideas and interpreting them into simpler terms. So, over the past 16 
years, I have been teaching university students the basics of critical realism.1 

 

 Last year I met Harry Hubbard, an A-level student. We became interested in seeing how 
critical realism could work for him and his peers. I wrote four videos, each lasting about 
10 minutes, on central concepts in critical realism. Harry considerably revised them, 
and his critical challenges were invaluable. Then we worked together on co-presenting 
the videos for use in schools.  

  

I will summarise the contents here and I do hope you will consider that they're very 
relevant to your students’ studies.  

  

Video 1 is on three levels of reality. Positivists might ask, “How many students are in the 
school?” But if they ask, “How many friends does each student have?” they can run into 
problems. Who counts as a friend? Do the students all agree on who is friends with 
whom? If two of them fell out yesterday, are they still friends? Interpretivism deals with 
these complexities more effectively. Critical realism separates our empirical 
experiences, and how we understand, count or describe them, from the actual, 
independent people, things and events. An often unseen and neglected third level is 
powerful influences, which are real when they create effects. They include gravity, or the 
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virus behind a pandemic. (Critical realism works in every discipline.) With friendships, 
influences may include loneliness, anxiety or rewarding happiness as motives for having 
friends. Critical analysis might examine how racism or sexism influences friendships. I 
hope the video clarifies this brief summary.  

Video 2 looks at the new light critical realism casts on different approaches sociologists 
take to Agency and Structure: weak Agents and strong Structures; strong Agents and 
weak Structures; blurring together of Agents and Structures. Critical realists take a 
fourth approach: how Agents and Structures are different but interacting, like a river and 
a landscape. For example, students/agents are changed and rechanged by their 
school/structure, and schools are changed by students, as each year group flows 
through the school. Powerful structures outlast agents, but they can only exist and work 
through them. Structures can keep agents down or help them to rise. The other 
concepts considered in this video are Open and Closed Systems, Values and two 
meanings of Power.  

Video 3 is about the four planes of human social being: bodies in relation to nature; 
interpersonal relationships and interactions; the social structures we live within; our 
inner being, heart and mind. These four planes can be very useful when analysing lots of 
mixed data. For example, Kate Martin researched young people in mental hospital, with 
many interviews, observations and lots of background reading.2 How could she begin to 
sort all her hundreds of pages of data? Would the four planes of social being help? 
“Though maybe not the first one, bodies,” she thought. “Young people were there for 
their minds to be treated, not their bodies.” Or were they? Kate found that bodies and 
how they were ignored and neglected were central to young people’s wellbeing and their 
poor health. Almost any social topics can be more deeply understood through four 
planes analysis.  

Video 4 is about dialectic, often an unpopular word. Yet I think it is one of the most 
valuable of all methods of social analysis. Too much social research ignores time. With 
variables, it’s often not clear which ones arrived earlier or later. It is then impossible to 
analyse cause and effect, as these are processes over time. Traditionally, dialectic has 
been the discussion that searches for truth through three stages: thesis, antithesis and 
synthesis. Roy Bhaskar added a fourth stage of introspection, learning and being ready 
to repeat the cycle. Critical realism begins with thesis, deeply searching the topic or 
problem and its often-unseen causes. Second, antithesis involves intervening to negate 
problems. The third stage looks at the larger context. The value of the four stages is 
shown in typical politics, such as: “Stop the boats.” “Build the wall.” Politicians tend to 
start and end at stage two, intervene. This does not work, so they try again, harder. To 
resolve these problems, they need to start at stage one with deep inquiry. Why do 
people emigrate and take such dangerous routes?  Our video shows further use of the 
four-stage dialectic.  



We do hope you and your students enjoy watching the videos, and I welcome any 
comments and inquires.  

The four videos are available now to view on YouTube:  Critical Realism for A level 
students - YouTube 

You will also find some useful resources here:       

A recording of the ten-part course, created with Rob Faure Walker, is on: 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCeod4lGHw8s18DVo7t-w5KQ. 

Link to Kate Martin’s PhD These:  https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10071358/ 
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