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Let us remember how common the folly is, of going from one faulty extreme into the opposite. 

(Thomas Reid, quoted in Haack 1993:v) 
 

One thing that realists, relativists and postmodernists can probably all agree on is that human beings are 

storytellers. In recent times, the word 'story' has become a popular way of talking about all types of 

accounts, factual as well as fictional. And what is at issue in the debate between realism, on the one 

hand, and relativism and postmodernism, on the other, is the status of the stories told by researchers. 

The central questions are: Can they be true or false? And, if so, what does it mean to say that they are 

true or false?  

 

 

A Story of Our Time? 

 

Let me begin with a frequently told story that is directly relevant to our topic.1 According to this, once 

upon a time, indeed until quite recently, foundationalism was the dominant epistemological view in 

philosophy and the social sciences.  In other words, it was generally believed that universally valid and 

absolutely certain knowledge is possible, that it can be derived logically from a foundation of data 

whose own validity is beyond all doubt. The founder of foundationalism is often taken to be Descartes. 

He set about doubting everything that had previously been treated as known, in order to find a 

foundation whose validity was unquestionable; and he discovered this, famously, in the fact of his own 

existence. He believed that the whole of scientific knowledge could be deduced from this indubitable 

premiss. 

 Of course, Cartesian foundationalism is not the only kind, and in the case of twentieth century 

Anglo-American philosophy of science it is empiricist or positivist foundationalism that is the more 

immediate starting point for the story. Here, the basis for knowledge is provided by sense-data. And, as 

applied to the social sciences, the story runs that empiricist foundationalism privileged quantitative 

data, with statistical method being treated as the means by which theoretical knowledge could be 

induced. 

 In whatever version, this is a story in two parts, and the second half goes on to tell us that 

foundationalism collapsed as a result of fundamental criticism, with the result that today we live in a 

post-foundationalist age. We no longer believe that universal knowledge can be logically derived from 

brute facts, or perhaps even in the possibility of such knowledge. The result is that there are competing, 

even incommensurable, paradigms. Within the philosophy of science, it is said, the emphasis is now on 

how scientists construct the phenomena they study, and science's claim to epistemic superiority is 

denied. Within social science, the story tells how the collapse of foundationalism has undermined 

quantitative research, opening up the way for qualitative studies based on an anti-positivist orientation. 

At the same time, there is diversity within qualitative research, with at least three methodological 

approaches being identified: postpositivism, an umbrella term applied to work that has not fully 

detached itself from positivism; critical research, under which heading we could include much (though 

not all) feminist and most Marxist work; and relativist and postmodernist approaches, which might also 

include what is referred to as constructivism or constructionism (Smith 1989 and 1993; Guba 1990).  

 Like many good stories, this one often ends on a rather ambiguous note. Some versions treat the 

current multi-paradigmatic state as transitional, with one of the paradigms as likely to triumph 

eventually. Others see the current situation as itself representing the future, with no prospect of or need 

                                                 
 This paper is dedicated to the memory of Peter Foster, who shaped to it through initial discussions, contributed to 

the conference at which it was given, but did not live to see it published: Piper, H. and Stronach, I. (eds) 

Educational Researcd: Difference and Diversity, Aldershot, Ashgate, pp59-78. 
1 This story seems to lie behind much recent discussion of educational research methodology. See, for example, 

Guba 1990. 
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for paradigmatic consensus. Nevertheless, whichever of these two endings is chosen, the central 

implication seems to be the same. In effect, the story tells of the transition from realism to relativism, 

from modernism to postmodernism. Thus, while at the first level relativism or postmodernism is 

presented as only one among several paradigms replacing foundationalism, at the second level it is 

implied that they alone represent the true alternatives to that earlier view. 

 However, the status as well as the plot of this story about the development of philosophy and 

social science is ambiguous. We may be tempted to ask whether it is true. But, of course, some of the 

relativists and postmodernists amongst us will respond that it is just a story, that there is no point in 

asking about its validity. They will insist that if we have to choose amongst competing stories, or 

indeed among competing paradigms, we should do so according to which is the most apposite, fruitful, 

encouraging, fulfilling, solidarity-inducing, politically progressive, etc. There is uncertainty, then, not 

just about what this story means but also about what attitude we should take towards it.  

 It is worth noting that denial of the possibility or relevance of validity on the part of relativists 

and postmodernists is often not just a rejection of truth in favour of other values but also involves the 

treatment of those other values as matters of (perhaps necessarily unprincipled) judgment, a point that 

is best exemplified in the work of Lyotard.2 And, for me, this highlights the false assumption that 

underlies much relativist and postmodernist thinking. This is the idea that we must either be 

foundationalists, and believe that knowledge can be logically derived from indubitable premisses, or 

we must accept that there is no universally valid knowledge, that truth is solely a matter of judgment or 

consensus or power. In the words of Thomas Reid - philosophical defender of commonsense against 

Hume's scepticism - this is to go from one faulty ideal to the opposite: relativism and postmodernism 

are follies. What they overlook is that we can accept that assessment of the validity of stories always 

depends on assumptions and involves judgment without denying that principles (rather than rules) can 

be involved in that process, and without undercutting the possibility of universally valid knowledge. In 

other words, a non-foundationalist realism is possible.3 

 However, even though they deny the possibility of such a realism, relativists (and perhaps 

postmodernists as well) must nevertheless accept that I, as an unabashed realist, am allowed to ask 

about the truth of the story I have outlined; since this involves me in doing no more than operating 

within the framework of my own paradigm. And, from my perspective, there are certainly respects in 

which the story is sound. It is more or less true that Anglo-American philosophy of science was 

dominated by positivist foundationalism until the 1950s, and that within that sub-discipline there have 

since been influential views that are relativist  in one sense or another (those of Feyerabend, Kuhn, and 

Rorty, for example). Crudely speaking, it is also true that for much of the twentieth century educational 

research, like sociology and psychology, was dominated by quantitative approaches that were heavily 

influenced by this kind of foundationalism; whereas in the 1970s, ‘80s, and ‘90s qualitative enquiry 

became much more influential, especially in Britain, and was to a considerable extent inspired by non-

positivist ideas.  

 At the same time, this story obscures as much as it reveals. First of all, while positivist 

foundationalism has been largely abandoned in the philosophy of science, probably the most influential 

response to this has been realism (of various kinds), rather than widespread adoption of relativist or 

postmodernist views; and this reflects the fact that, contrary to common belief, twentieth century 

positivism was not for the most part realist.4 It is also not the case that the criticisms of foundationalism 

in the 1950s were new: they drew on earlier ideas, such as the work of Poincaré and Duhem (see 

Gillies 1993). Likewise, virtually all of the challenges against claims to universal knowledge that are 

deployed today by relativists and postmodernists were developed by the Greek sceptics of two millenia 

ago (see Popkin 1967 and Hookway 1990). The story misleads, then, not just in some of its details but 

also by adopting too short a time-frame. Effectively, it projects a not entirely accurate picture of 

developments during the past few decades within the philosophy of science back on to the larger 

canvas of philosophy in recent centuries.   

                                                 
2 For a useful overview of this aspect of his work, see Drolet 1994. 
3 To see this possibility it is crucial to draw a distinction between truth and our judgments about what is true. Not 

to do so is to confuse the definition of a concept with its operationalisation, in just the manner that operationists 

did when they declared that intelligence is what intelligence tests measure. Similarly, it is important not to assume 

that because there are no algorithmic rules for assessing validity there are no heuristic rules or principles. For an 

interesting recent attempt to develop a non-foundationalist realism, see Haack 1993. For an initial exploration of 

the implications of this sort of view for qualitative research, see Hammersley 1990. 
4 For an account of what happened in the United States, in the form of an autobiographical story that is designed to 

throw doubt on the standard account, see Putnam 1997. In Britain the new versions of realism developed by Harré 

and Bhaskar have been influential. For introductions, see Keat and Urry 1982, Baehr 1990, and Collier 1994.  
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 This standard account does not fit the history of social and educational research methodology 

very well either. Qualitative method can be traced back a long way; it did not begin from the collapse 

of foundationalism, and it was influenced by a diversity of philosophical ideas, foundationalist as well 

as non-foundationalist. Historians of anthropology have traced ethnography to the Renaissance, 

including the interpretive ideas associated with it about the problems of understanding other cultures 

(Rowe 1963). Equally, though, in both the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries the discipline was 

influenced by positivism; an example being the work of Malinowski, who is often seen as the founder 

of ethnography (see Leach 1957; Paluch 1981; Strenski 1982). Within sociology, the Chicago School, 

which encouraged qualitative case study research, flourished in the 1930s, long before the collapse of 

foundationalism in the philosophy of science. And it too was shaped by a variety of philosophical 

ideas, positivist and non-positivist (Hammersley 1989). In both philosophy and the social sciences, 

then, historical reality (if I may be allowed to use that term) is a good deal more complex than the 

standard account implies; and there are places where that account is actually false. 

 Now my point in raising questions about the validity of this story is not simply to uphold 

historical accuracy, though that is part of it. Equally important in this context is to divest relativism and 

postmodernism of their implicit or explicit claim to be uniquely adapted to the present age, with 

realism condemned as outmoded. It is true that across much of philosophy and the social sciences anti-

realist arguments have become more influential in recent years; but this trend is just as compatible with 

narratives about the flux of history or the pendulum of fashion as it is with the emancipatory version of 

the story that some relativists and postmodernists favour. Moreover, this grand narrative, whereby the 

naive foundationalism of the past gives way to the enlightened relativism or postmodernism of the 

present and future, is not one that either position could openly sustain.5 Thus, despite postmodernism's 

claimed link with something called postmodernity, there is nothing about postmodernism or relativism 

that renders them uniquely 'of the time'; and their basic principles rule out any such naturalistic 

justification. In his book The Feud of Language Thomas Pavel has pointed to the ambiguous role that 

'the rhetoric of the end' has played in structuralism and post-structuralism: being deconstructed but at 

the same time relied on in argument (Pavel 1989:ch1; see also Pippin 1991:162).   

 Despite my criticisms of this standard history, however, I do accept from it that foundationalism 

is not defensible; and I recognise that this raises problems for researchers not just in relation to how 

they think about their work but also to how they do it.6 What is at issue is whether knowledge is 

possible without a foundation of absolutely certain evidence. And, if it is, what character must it have, 

and how can it be produced?  

 Given the difficulty of these issues, if we are to make any progress in dealing with them we will 

need to be careful about our use of language. Employment of the word 'realism', like that of 'relativism' 

and 'postmodernism', begs a lot of questions.  It would be difficult to do without these terms, but we 

must not be bewitched into thinking that they refer to unique and neatly packaged sets of ideas.7  Much 

of the disagreement that has occurred about these matters has arisen from differences in the way such 

terms have been interpreted.  Of course, absolute precision and consistency are never possible, but the 

levels adopted are often inadequate for the discussion being pursued; and the result is that there is 

confusion, with people simply arguing past one another. This problem takes on particular significance 

and difficulty in the debate about realism, relativism and postmodernism because issues surrounding 

language, meaning and reference are themselves in dispute.  So, much of what I have to say will be 

concerned with clarifying the meaning of 'realism' and the arguments for and against the position I have 

used that term to label.  

 

 

Realism and Representation 

 

Let me begin, then, with a very brief characterisation of realism. For me, this holds that we can 

reasonably ask of any knowledge claim whether it is true or false, and that what it would mean for it to 

be true is that its meaning corresponds to the state of the world in relevant respects. Furthermore, this 

implies that if a claim is true it is universally valid, it is true for anyone: there cannot be contradictory 

truths about the world; though, of course, there can be and are contradictory knowledge claims. In these 

                                                 
5 This is recognized by Stronach 1996, along with the difficulty that postmodernism faces in even distinguishing 

itself from any other position. 
6 Actually, whether foundationalism is defensible depends on how the term is defined. See Haack’s (1993) 

discussion of different forms of foundationalism. 
7 The fact that realism is often qualified, as 'naive', 'internal', 'metaphysical', 'new', 'critical' (there are two versions 

of critical realism, one American and one British), etc, is a symptom of the problem.  
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terms, the main difference between realism, on the one side, and relativism and postmodernism, on the 

other, concerns the possibility of representation. Realists hold that the accounts researchers produce 

correspond more or less accurately to phenomena8 that are independent of those accounts; both 

relativists and postmodernists typically reject the possibility of representation, on several grounds. I 

will identify four such arguments, though I am not suggesting that any relativist or postmodernist is 

necessarily committed to all of them: 

 

 

1. First, there is the argument that representation implies reproduction, and that since literal 

reproduction is impossible so is representation. Critics of realism point out that there are 

deep philosophical problems relating to the idea that non-linguistic phenomena can be 

represented in language. They emphasise that linguistic 'representations' are usually 

different in character from the phenomena they claim to represent.  On this basis it is 

argued that accounts actually constitute or even create the phenomena to which they refer; 

rather than corresponding to something external. Here, the correspondence theory of truth 

that is central to realism (on my definition) is rejected on the grounds that there can never 

be correspondence between an object and any purported representation of it. 

  The correspondence theory, and criticisms of it, go back a very long way (see Prior 

1967), but probably the most influential modern source of radical criticism is Kant's 

argument that all our experience is structured by a priori concepts, including notions of 

space, time, and causality. Kant presents these as intrinsic to our way of viewing the 

world rather than as belonging to the world itself. To some extent, one can see modern 

relativism as emerging out of this argument, but with two important differences from 

Kant; both arising largely from what is often referred to as the linguistic turn in 

philosophy and the social sciences. First, the constitutive concepts are no longer treated as 

transcendental and universal but as empirical and culturally variable. Secondly, the range 

of constitutive concepts is extended to include all of what are taken to be the founding 

assumptions of a culture, epistemic paradigm, or community.  

 

 

2. The second anti-realist criticism I will discuss argues that representation is impossible 

because we cannot have direct access to the phenomena being represented, and so we can 

never know whether the representation is valid. Indeed, it is held that, for the same 

reason, we cannot know whether any independent phenomena exist. And from this it is 

concluded that it can be no more than an act of faith to claim that an account represents 

objects that are independent of it.   

  This argument was one of the central ideas of the ancient sceptics, and it caused 

serious problems for Kant, with the result that much nineteenth century post-Kantian 

philosophy sought to abandon the distinction between things-as-they-appear-to-us and 

things-in-themselves. 

 

 

3. A third anti-realist criticism claims that realism rests on a false view of language use, that 

it treats language as reflecting or mirroring reality, whereas in fact language is a set of 

resources that we use to engage in various kinds of action. This view of language as 

'performative' is to be found in pragmatism and in the so-called linguistic philosophy of 

Wittgenstein and Austin, and it is taken over by many relativists and postmodernists. 

What is held to follow from the 'performativity' of language by the critics of realism is 

that there is no possibility of a single, coherent, exhaustive account of the facts of the 

world. Rather, we use language to achieve various purposes, and what sort of account we 

produce depends on the nature of those purposes.  Different purposes will produce 

different accounts of 'the same thing'. And it is taken to follow from this that adequacy of 

representation is not the issue in judging accounts; only pragmatic, ethical, and/or 

aesthetic criteria are appropriate. The other side of this is that no matter what researchers 

say about their aims - for example that they are simply trying to establish the truth, or are 

                                                 
8 The use of the term 'phenomena' is potentially misleading here in that, etymologically, this equates with 

appearance and contrasts with things-in-themselves. 'Noumena' might be the more appropriate term, but it is not in 

common usage. Furthermore, I do not want to imply a metaphysical distinction between accounts and what they 

refer to, only a functional one. 
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pursuing knowledge for its own sake - they must actually be serving some practical or 

political purpose, whether they know it or not.  

 

 

4. Finally, and closely related, there is the charge that realism assumes that the researcher is 

a subject who is confronted by, but is not part of, reality. Against this, it is insisted that 

researchers must be seen as belonging to the world, that they do not have a 'god's eye 

view': they have particular personal and social characteristics - in other words, they are 

socially located - and this is reflected in the 'knowledge' they produce. In short, the 

argument is that what we say and write cannot but reflect who we are; and it is taken to 

follow from this that it cannot therefore represent a reality that is independent of us.   

 

It is worth noting that what features of researchers are held to be embodied in the 

conclusions they reach can vary a good deal, from assumptions and interests to 

characteristics like gender, 'race', sexual orientation etc. Moreover, there are two forms of 

this argument, what we might call voluntaristic and deterministic versions. The first 

presents accounts as products of individual creative acts; and this is associated with the 

privileging of literary forms of writing, and ethical or aesthetic criteria of assessment. The 

deterministic version amounts to an anti-utopian form of Marxism or critical theory, 

whereby 'knowledge' is produced by some social system or social force (for example, in 

the case of Foucault, by Power) in order to sustain itself or otherwise to serve its 

purposes. Here, especially, political criteria come to the fore, though in logical terms the 

whole possibility of criteria of assessment seems to be ruled out. In practice, these two 

versions of the argument are often conflated. 

 

These seem to be the main criticisms of realism. As I have hinted, they draw on a wealth of 

resources in philosophy. I will not repeat the claim of one defender of realism and suggest that I feel 

'totally at ease' with such philosophical ideas (Layder 1990:1). Instead, I am inclined to echo Susan 

Haack: 

 
I would have liked [...] to have written in a tone appropriate to the pervasively fallibilistic tenor of the 

position I am presenting; but to do so would have been so much at odds with the conventions of 

contemporary [...] writing as to run the risk of speaking too diffidently to be listened to at all. So 

sometimes I sound more confident than I feel (Haack 1993:7). 

 

 I certainly do not claim to be able to produce an account of realism that shows its validity to be 

indisputable. Much of my argument will be designed to show that, even when the premisses from 

which its critics start seem to be sound, relativist and postmodernist conclusions do not necessarily 

follow from them; and that there are good reasons for resisting those conclusions. What I will do in the 

remainder of the chapter is to outline my response to each of the four criticisms.  In doing this I hope 

that I can clarify what I take realism to involve, and why I think it is defensible.  

 

 

Representation and reproduction 

 

The first criticism was the argument that any account necessarily differs in character from that which it 

purports to represent, and it is concluded from this that representation is impossible. Even an exact 

physical replica of something is different from the original, at the very least in always being in a 

different spatial location. And the problem is obviously much more severe in the case of linguistic 

representations. I may claim that a verbal description of events in a classroom accurately represents the 

behaviour of the teacher to which it refers, but it is not the same thing as that behaviour and therefore, 

it might be argued, inevitably involves distortion. And this argument applies even to the data on which 

such descriptions are based. In some respects even transcriptions of what people say are constructions 

(Ochs 1979; Atkinson 1992).  

 However, we can acknowledge the constructed character of all representations, including data, 

without accepting that this means that they cannot correspond to the facts, the aspects of the world, 

they claim to represent. The criticism being discussed here assumes that realism requires a copy rather 

than a correspondence theory of truth; but it does not.  One way in which this confusion arises is that 

‘truth’ is sometimes identified with ‘reality’, so that truth/reality is assumed to be out there somewhere 

waiting for us to dis-cover it. Equally misleading is the metaphor of the mirror (see Rorty 1980). 
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However, while it is true that some versions of realism seem to treat having knowledge of the world as 

equivalent to reproducing it, this is not necessarily implied by realism (as I have defined it here). We 

occasionally talk of knowledge mapping reality, and this is a less misleading metaphor than 

reproduction. Maps do not reproduce reality. Even three dimensional maps do not do this, and most 

maps rely on symbolic rather than iconic representation. We do not expect to find the contour lines on 

the hills when we go walking. 

 Once we recognise that representation does not require reproduction, the fact that literal 

reproduction is impossible does not count against it. Nor is there any logical problem with arguing that 

our language use can represent phenomena accurately and at the same time accepting that the meaning 

of any word depends on those of others (as Saussure argued), and that our knowledge is shaped by our 

purposes (as speech act theorists and some linguists argue). While Saussure emphasised the arbitrary 

character of the relationship between sign and referent, he did not argue that the way in which 

linguistic terms conceptualise the world is arbitrary (Ellis 1989). Nor is there any conflict between 

recognising that our linguistic conceptualisations reflect our purposes and the argument that statements 

formulated in terms of them can accurately represent the phenomena they refer to. This would only be 

true if realism held that there is only one comprehensive, all-purpose, true account of the world. Some 

forms of realism do assume this, but this is not implied by the definition I put forward earlier. 

 Of course, denying that representation is reproduction leaves open the question of what 

representation actually involves, and I do not pretend to be able to give an adequate philosophical 

account of that. There is a substantial technical literature dealing with this issue (see Platts 1979 and 

1980), but I am not convinced that how this question is answered will have major implications for how 

we do educational research. What I hope I have done is to show that we are not faced with a choice 

between either representation as reproduction or the impossibility of representation.  

 My discussion up to now relates to what Vision (1988) refers to as global anti-realism. But there 

are also criticisms of realism that amount to what he calls local anti-realism. These accept the 

possibility of realism in some areas, in principle at least, but reject it in others. Thus, some writers 

accept that natural science can be realist, but deny the possibility of a realist social science.9 Now it is 

very important to distinguish between global and local anti-realism because the same arguments cannot 

be used at each level. The argument that representation is never possible cannot be used by those who 

are only local anti-realists. They must argue, instead, that there is something about the particular type 

of phenomena in relation to which they are anti-realists that makes representation as correspondence 

impossible in this case. 

 Now, what is interesting about local anti-realism in the social sciences is that arguments to the 

effect that social phenomena cannot be independent of accounts of them are usually justified not on the 

grounds that accounts and phenomena are different in character but, in fact, on the grounds that they 

have the same character. For example, it is claimed that not only accounts but also social phenomena 

are mind-dependent, since the difference between physical movements (raising one's arm) and 

meaningful actions (waving) depends on intention and/or on interpretation by others.  What this 

amounts to is a 'heads I win, tails you lose' form of argument on the part of anti-realists. The possibility 

of representation is denied in some cases on the grounds that accounts and what they refer to are 

different in character, so that reproduction is not possible. In other cases, however, representation is 

rejected because sign and referent are of the same character and (so the argument goes) cannot 

therefore be independent. Furthermore, it seems to me that, even accepting the mind-dependent 

character of social phenomena, the conclusion that they cannot be independent of accounts of them 

only follows if we assume some kind of collective mind (History, Culture, etc), which determines the 

nature of accounts rather than simply providing cognitive resources for people to use in constructing 

them. Much also depends on what we mean by 'independence' (see Luntley 1989). Finally, it should be 

noted that many of those who use these arguments to question the kind of realism assumed by most 

social scientific research are nevertheless realists in some other sense. An example is 

ethnomethodology which, despite its very fundamental criticisms of conventional research, rejects anti-

realist constructionism and insists on the objectivity not just of the methodical practices that generate 

the social world but also of that world itself (see, for example, Button and Sharrock 1993).  

 There also seems to be a strong logical argument against local anti-realism in the social sciences. 

This is that denial of the existence of social meanings (intentions, motives, beliefs, attitudes, etc) 

independently of accounts of them undercuts the possibility of communication. If what others said were 

created by our interpretations of what they said, what sort of discussion could possibly take place? 

How, for instance, could relativists criticise realists for misinterpreting their position as implying that 

                                                 
9 This seems to be Smith's position in his 1989 book, though even there he sometimes uses global anti-realist 

arguments. In a later book his position is unambiguously that of global anti-realism, see Smith 1993. 
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'anything goes', as they frequently do? How could postmodernists insist that the accounts that realist 

researchers produce are really fictions? What I am suggesting is that there is a performative 

contradiction involved even in local anti-realism about social phenomena. 

 This relates to a more general point about the relationship between realism and social life. I 

suggest that we inevitably rely on the representational capacity of language in everyday practice; we 

are constantly making knowledge claims that depend on this. Relativism and postmodernism 

effectively imply that people misunderstand what they are doing: they think they are making statements 

that correspond to the facts, whereas they are actually creating those facts by making the statements. 

Similarly, according to the relativist, when I say 'X is true' what I really mean is 'X is believed by 

everyone in my community'. Yet, these two statements are not equivalent in meaning in most contexts. 

There is generally no contradiction in affirming the one and denying the other.10 Relativists and 

postmodernists usually deny the claim that their views are at odds with commonsense. They draw a 

distinction between our everyday practices and the ideas of philosophers, or in the case of Rorty of 

Philosophers, about such matters as meaning and reference. But this is the false divide that was 

characteristic of foundationalism: it ignores the extent to which the concerns and arguments of 

conventional social science and of philosophy arise out of and share much with commonsense thinking.  

 For all these reasons, I do not believe that the first criticism of realism is cogent. Nor do I 

understand how we could manage without a distinction between accounts and what they represent. 

Certainly, we must reject the idea that accounts in some sense reproduce phenomena, but realism does 

not need to assume this.  We can talk about how accurately x represents y without implying that a 

reproduction would be the best representation; indeed, that implication is false, as is shown by the fact 

that good models and maps require substantial abstraction from reality.  As the neo-Kantians 

emphasised, all representations are from particular perspectives, but these perspectives are not 

necessarily in epistemic competition; they are more or less suitable for different purposes; and we can 

treat science as serving only one set of purposes without denying that its findings can have universal 

validity. As I indicated, I do not want to pretend that there are no difficulties surrounding the concept 

of representation; but I have tried to show that these do not, and should not, lead us to relativist or 

postmodernist conclusions.  

 

 

Access to reality 

 

Let me turn now to the second criticism.  This argues that we cannot refer to things or have knowledge 

of them except through linguistic accounts, that we have no unmediated contact with reality and 

therefore cannot know whether our linguistic accounts represent phenomena accurately or even that 

such independent phenomena actually exist. This is a language-based version of a much older argument 

that was originally formulated in terms of perception. The Greek sceptics argued that we can have no 

direct contact with the world itself, and therefore no knowledge of it. They pointed out, for example, 

that other animals have eyes that are constructed differently from ours, which must therefore give them 

a very different picture of the world from us.  And they inferred from this that our picture of the world 

is determined by the structure of our eyes and of our other senses.  They concluded that we can no 

more claim to see the world as it really is than could any other animal, so that we cannot assume that 

there is a real world beyond appearances, or know what its character is.  

 It is worth noting that writers representing a wide range of philosophical positions, including 

some positivists, have adopted this type of argument. Indeed, in his classic account of the history of 

positivist philosophy, Kolakowski treats this kind of 'nominalism' as one of its defining features 

(Kolakowski 1972). However, he also points out that the difference between positivists and anti-

positivists in this respect is not clear-cut. One can accept some inferences from data to underlying 

forces, mechanisms, etc while rejecting others. Here again it seems to me that the critics of realism try 

to force us into a false choice, as if we must either assume that there is nothing beyond appearances or 

accept that any inference about what produced those appearances is as good as any other. 

 Now it is certainly true that, in many senses, we do not have direct contact with the objects of 

our knowledge. But it seems to me that it is a mistake to treat direct contact as the paradigm for 

knowledge. The model here, presumably, is what happens when we press a hard object on to a soft one, 

like clay. What is left is an impression. Empiricists often talk of sense impressions, and these are held 

by them to represent reality in some direct manner, or actually to be the only reality. And, following 

Hume, sceptics have often used this definition of knowledge in order to suggest that no knowledge of 

                                                 
10 The same criticism applies to Rorty's version in which 'x is true' becomes 'x works' or 'x serves its purpose' or 'x 

is the best means of serving that purpose'. 
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the world 'in itself' is possible. Yet there are strong reasons for arguing that this conception of 

knowledge is wrong, including the one I outlined earlier in discussing the first criticism: knowledge is 

not a matter of reproducing the objects it refers to; such a view falsely equates 'truth' with ‘reality’. And 

there is another problem with the idea that in order to have knowledge of reality we need to have direct 

contact with it. The appeal of direct contact is that it promises to give us knowledge that is unmediated 

and therefore absolutely true. What is wrong here is the assumption that we can ever have knowledge 

whose validity is absolutely certain, so that if this is not available we can only have mere opinion, 

whose validity is completely unknown.  

 Once we recognise that there are degrees of credibility of knowledge claims, as did some of the 

ancient sceptics, and that credibility cannot depend on direct contact with reality, the problem of 

knowing that there are objects which are independent of our knowledge of them is much less difficult 

to deal with. We can simply point out that the evidence we have, this being more or less convincing, 

points in the direction of the existence of certain things, not just solid objects but also, for example, 

invisible subatomic particles.11 

 Now, of course, some objects are more problematic than others in this respect, and the problems 

are acute when we get round to things like intentions, motives, perspectives, cultures, social structures, 

etc. But these problems are not equivalent to the issue raised by relativism and postmodernism: of how 

we know that there are phenomena independent of our accounts of them. These problems are more 

specific in character, concerning whether there are objects of these kinds, and if so how we can have 

sound knowledge about them. In the terms I introduced earlier, we are in the realm of local rather than 

global anti-realism. I am not suggesting that the problems surrounding the study of such phenomena 

are easy to resolve, but as I pointed out in the previous section it is not clear that there can be a 

consistent anti-realism which denies the objectivity of meanings, actions, etc. 

 So, it seems to me, the appropriate response to the fact that we can never be absolutely certain 

about the validity of any knowledge claim is not to conclude that we have no knowledge of anything, 

or that 'truth' should be redefined to refer to whatever a particular community believes. Rather, we 

should treat 'knowledge' as referring to what we take to be beyond reasonable doubt, as very likely to 

be true, recognising that knowledge claims involve different degrees of likely validity.12 

 The obvious problem with this fallibilistic position concerns how we decide what is and is not 

beyond reasonable doubt, and indeed who decides this. The answer to the first of these questions, in my 

view, is that there is no algorithmic means of deciding what is and is not sound knowledge, of the kind 

that foundationalism promises. We have to free ourselves from the assumption that such algorithms are 

necessary. Judgment is always involved.  But this does not mean that any judgment is as good as any 

other: such judgments are open to justification, not on the basis of foundational, apodictic evidence, but 

rather of principles and evidence that are more or less credible.  While justification is always 

contextual, this does not mean that the validity of the conclusions reached is limited to that context.  

 As regards the second question, no-one has exclusive authority to declare what is and is not true, 

of the kind that foundationalism attributes to the scientist. What is involved in discussions about the 

validity of knowledge claims is a process that all human beings use to detect error in their beliefs. The 

extent to which they use this on particular occasions will vary according to purposes and 

circumstances. However, what is distinctive about research, in my view, is that researchers have an 

obligation to try to resolve disagreements through this process of collective discussion. By means of 

such discussion we hope to improve the validity of our knowledge, even though there are no guarantees 

that the result will be that the beliefs we have at the end of the process are true; and even though the 

pursuit of knowledge in this way can sometimes have negative consequences.13 

 

 

The performative character of language use 

 

The third criticism of realism was that it assumes a view of language which sees this entirely in terms 

of its referential function, and assumes that it is capable of formulating a single, comprehensive, true 

picture of the world. Now, again, it is certainly the case that there are realists who neglect the 

performative character of language (Popper is one), and there are those who see truth in terms of an 

ideal body of knowledge capturing all the facts about the world (Peirce is an example of this). 

                                                 
11 There was a time when much dispute revolved around the relative epistemological status of these two types of 

object. See Stebbing 1937. 
12 This is the position of the founder of pragmatism Charles Peirce, on whose work my account of realism relies 

heavily. For a useful discussion see Skagestad 1981. See also Haack 1993. 
13 For a discussion of the norms constituting this type of discussion in research communities see Merton 

1973:chs12 and 13 and Hammersley 1995:76-8. 
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However, I do not believe that the correspondence theory of truth necessarily carries either of these 

implications. 

 As regards the first point, there is no incompatibility between realism, as I have defined it here, 

and recognising that language can be used to do other things besides making knowledge claims. More 

than this, we can acknowledge that all sorts of motives may underlie such claims, and even that they 

sometimes involve intentions other than producing information about the state of the world. However, 

the existence of these other motives and intentions does not prevent us from assessing the validity of 

the statements made. The performative character of language does not in itself have anti-realist 

implications. Indeed, it is worth noting that many speech acts that are not directly concerned with 

information-transmission nevertheless depend on factual presuppositions: in making requests and 

promises, for example, we inevitably make assumptions about the situations in which we make them. 

 In a similar way, realists do not have to assume that representation involves the goal of 

producing a single, complete and true account of the world. With Kant and the neo-Kantians, I see 

reality as inexhaustible: there is an infinite number of facts, not just because reality changes over time 

but also because there is an infinite number of questions we can ask about any phenomenon. 

Recognising this does not mean that we have to abandon realism. Indeed, it seems to me that the 

conclusion that this is required rests, once again, on a fallacy shared in common by both 

foundationalism and the kind of sceptical arguments on which both relativism and postmodernism 

draw. This is the idea that we can sensibly talk about either reality or truth as if they were objects. 

What enquiry is concerned with is not understanding Reality but rather with finding the answer to 

specific questions about particular phenomena or types of phenomena. It is not directed towards 

discovering the Truth, but rather towards discovering the truth about particular matters. Many of the 

paradoxes highlighted by relativism and postmodernism arise from a tendency to assume that realism is 

committed to the pursuit of Reality or Truth in some global sense (see Williams 1991). This leads me 

to the final criticism. 

 

 

The researcher and reality 

 

The final criticism of realism I listed argues that realism assumes that the researcher is somehow 

outside of or above reality, and is thereby able to achieve a god's eye view. It is certainly the case that 

for most if not all realists the aim is to produce knowledge that is true, and that this is defined in terms 

of a relationship between the claims concerned and the state of the world irrespective of anyone's 

beliefs about it. However, it does not follow that for such knowledge to be produced the researcher 

must be completely independent of the world; which is perhaps as well since, of course, nobody can be. 

Once again, this criticism seems to take over a key assumption from foundationalism: that for 

knowledge to be sound it must be free from all worldly influences. This confuses the goal of research 

with the means necessary to achieve it. The goal is to produce knowledge which is true for anyone. But 

this does not mean that we must pursue our research as if we were 'anyone', in the manner of Descartes. 

For one thing, as Kant, Nietzsche, Husserl and others have demonstrated, if we are rigorous sceptics 'I 

think therefore I am' is not the end of the questioning. Equally important, this approach assumes that 

the influence of personal characteristics, starting assumptions, etc is always negative and never 

positive. This overlooks the fact that particular social locations and cultural backgrounds may assist the 

researcher in pursuing inquiry on some occasions, just as much as they may constitute obstacles on 

others.14 What is required of researchers, then, is not that they somehow divest themselves of all their 

social and cultural baggage, but simply that they try to ensure that its weight does not push them off 

course. And the operation of a research community composed of people of diverse backgrounds who 

are committed to resolving disagreements through argument if at all possible is an essential aid in this. 

Indeed, this points to another failing of the Cartesian approach: the assumption that knowledge is 

produced by individual meditation, plus corroboration by experimental research. The lesson from 

modern science is that knowledge is a communal product. 

 Of course, it may be argued that representation is impossible because any 'knowledge' is 

inevitably a product of its time and place and of those who produced it; that there is no leeway for the 

methodological precautions which the fallibilist position requires, or that these make no difference to 

the outcome of enquiry. The implication of this is that we must simply acknowledge that what we 

believe reflects who we are, and where and when we have lived. This is an argument that is often 

derived from critical theory. However, whereas critical approaches, following Hegel and Marx, 

combine it with the idea that at the end of history the truth can be discovered, relativists and 

                                                 
14 This is a point that is central to the work of Gadamer, on which see Warnke 1987. 
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postmodernists (rightly) reject this teleological assumption. But in doing so they are left with no 

epistemological ground on which to claim even that social location determines knowledge, or to see 

'acknowledgement' of it as anything but itself a social product. This is an aspect of the pragmatic 

contradiction that undermines global anti-realism: that one cannot deny the possibility of universally 

valid knowledge without thereby claiming to have universally valid knowledge about its 

impossibility.15 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

A question that I suspect many people will find themselves asking about the debate between realism 

and relativism/postmodernism is: what difference does it make for us as researchers? The pragmatic 

maxim, in some of its forms, holds that if two views carry the same implications for practice they do 

not differ in meaning. Would a realist do research any differently from a relativist or postmodernist? 

Much depends on how we define those terms, but we can certainly identify very significant differences 

in terms of some interpretations of them. A realist sets out to provide knowledge about the world, and 

in doing so must be concerned with assessing the evidence for competing accounts of the phenomena 

with which he or she is concerned. Some kinds of relativist may do much the same. Here relativism 

amounts to little more than great caution about the validity status of the knowledge claims that are 

produced; and recognition that they are based on assumptions that may not be shared by other cultures, 

and that assessing competing views of the world put forward by those belonging to different cultures is 

a difficult business. This kind of relativism is very close to the sort of non-foundationalist realism that I 

have advocated here, and the implications for practice are not likely to be very different. 

 However, other kinds of relativism and most sorts of postmodernism take a line that has much 

more radical implications for social and educational research. They hold that there are simply different, 

and conflicting, stories about the world, and that even in principle we cannot adjudicate amongst these 

as regards their validity (where to be valid means to be universally valid). They reject such adjudication 

on epistemological grounds, on the basis of the kind of arguments I have examined in this paper.16 It is 

not clear to me what specific implications relativists like John Smith draw about the practice of 

educational research. However, many postmodernists conclude that what social scientists produce 

cannot be different in principle from the accounts of the world to be found in literature and poetry. And 

it is argued that what is wrong with social science is its rhetorical denial of the fictional character of its 

accounts.17 What is proposed, then, is the blurring of genres. It is argued that social scientists must 

present accounts that draw the reader's attention to their artifactual character, thereby reminding them 

that contrasting stories could always be told. In doing this, postmodernists often employ the devices 

developed by modernist writers and artists: the disruption of narratives, the exposures of the devices by 

which stories have been constructed, the presentation of conflicting or at least of fragmentary accounts, 

for example in the form of collage, poetry, etc.18 

 Even here there is not an absolutely sharp and clear distinction between realist and anti-realist 

research. Researchers committed to realism have sometimes used fictional or composite types in their 

work. Weber's ideal types are an example. But there is a fundamental difference in terms of the 

purposes for which such devices are used by realists and anti-realists. For realists, they are employed to 

achieve a correspondence between our understanding of some phenomenon and the relevant aspect of 

the nature of that phenomenon. For anti-realists, however, this cannot be the goal because no such 

correspondence is believed to be possible. As a result, for them writing becomes simply a matter of 

political or literary effect. 

                                                 
15 The classical source for this contradiction is Socrates' criticism of Protagoras in Plato's Theaetetus, and the 

problem has not been resolved since (Siegel 1987). What this suggests is that scepticism is always parasitic: even 

in the most favourable terms, it is only a corrective to dogmatism of one kind or another, and cannot exist 

independently of that relationship. 
16 Sometimes adjudication is rejected on moral or political grounds: for example that it involves the adjudicator 

assuming his or her superiority over others, and that this is unacceptable. In other words, some kinds of relativism 

and postmodernism derive from egalitarianism. However, a pragmatic contradiction operates here too: denying 

others' claims to universally valid knowledge implies that one has superior epistemological knowledge to them. On 

this type of argument see Hammersley 1992ch8. And on the problems in conceptualizing equality, see 

Hammersley 1997. 
17 Frequently we find writers playing on the ambiguity of words like 'story' and 'construction'; the artifactuality of 

accounts being taken to imply their fictional character. This relies on the false ideas discussed earlier: that 

knowledge involves reproduction and requires direct contact with reality. 
18 See Denzin 1997 for advocacy of these kinds of writing. Ashmore 1989 is much the most entertaining example.  
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 Two features blur this difference in purpose between realists and anti-realists when we look at 

the work of social scientists and educational researchers today. First of all there is the uncertain 

meaning of terms like 'realism', 'relativism', and 'postmodernism'. What people intend by them, and 

which term they choose to represent their own views, depends to a large extent on what other position 

they are seeking to oppose, or distance themselves from. Those working in areas where positivism still 

has considerable influence and who wish to resist it may well adopt a position that is close to the non-

foundationalist realism outlined here but call it ‘relativism’ or even ‘postmodernism’. By contrast, 

those who are more concerned with what they see as the dangers of radical relativism and 

postmodernism are more likely to call themselves ‘realists’, even though they may be a long way from 

foundationalist realism. This is a problem that can be resolved, in principle at least, through clarifying 

the meaning of terms and the arguments involved. 

 The second source of confusion is more difficult to deal with. This is what Woolgar and 

Pawluch refer to as 'ontological gerrymandering' (Woolgar and Pawluch 1985). Here sceptical and 

relativist arguments are used as a weapon to criticise the positions of opponents, but their implications 

for the critic's own views are not recognised or taken account of. This kind of gerrymandering can be 

found in the arguments of some of those advocating critical or emancipatory approaches to research. 

For example, Foucault is at pains to reject totalising theories and to deny the role of the subject, with 

the result that he undermines any notion of emancipation, and even his own distinction between power 

and resistance (Dews 1987; Habermas 1987); yet he retains an explicit commitment to the desirability 

of resisting power.19  Much the same applies to the 'ethical turn' in deconstruction. Derrida wishes to 

treat the possibility of deconstruction and its emancipatory power as undeconstructible. In other words, 

he claims that deconstruction of the conceptual apparatus surrounding justice does not imply a 

neutralisation of his interest in justice. Yet there are no resources available within Derrida's position 

that allows this privileging of justice against deconstruction (Dews 1995). Such ontological 

gerrymandering is widespread in the literature today.20 Indeed, it is impossible for postmodernists to 

avoid it because to put forward any sort of claim, even one about postmodernism itself, is to use 

language without deconstructing one's use of it in that instance.  

 Epistemological scepticism is popular for purposes of criticism, no doubt, because it is difficult 

to respond to. But such critique is a two-edged sword: it will leave no-one standing on the battlefield at 

the end. Of course, there may be some postmodernists for whom this is of no consequence. They may 

see the 'war of interpretations' as a form of postmodernist play. 'Why should we be consistent?', they 

might ask. However, this is not a question that a realist need try to answer since the very activity of 

asking and answering questions depends on a commitment to consistency, as do most forms of 

communication (see Sperber and Wilson 1986). This is one of the 'hinges' on which they rely; those 

occasions where this commitment is suspended cannot but be parasitic.21 

 In this chapter I have not claimed to resolve all the problems that surround realism. This would 

not be possible, any more than it would be to do the same for most other philosophical positions. 

Fortunately, we do not have to await the resolution of all philosophical problems before we engage in 

research. What I have argued is that the claim of relativists and postmodernists that realism is now 

indefensible, and that we must simply learn to live in a relativist or postmodernist world, is 

unconvincing even in their own terms. I have also pointed to the practical implications of these views, 

and argued that there is no good reason for social scientists to try to turn themselves into novelists or 

poets; especially since what they produce is likely to be second-rate. It is certainly important that 

researchers do not present their accounts as if these simply reproduced or re-presented the world they 

have studied, that they make clear any controversial assumptions on which their analyses are based, 

that they take note of threats to validity, and that they assess the evidence for competing accounts. The 

danger posed by relativism and postmodernism is that these long-standing commitments of social and 

educational research will be undermined. And, for me, without those commitments we are no longer 

living up to the responsibility of being researchers. 

                                                 
19  While in his later work there is an attempt to provide some kind of justification for an ethic of care, he does not 

make clear what in his earlier position has been abandoned, and this ethic is clearly at odds with some parts of that 

(Dews 1989; Norris 1996). 
20 One of its origins is Nietzsche, see Ferry and Renaut 1997. 
21 On the notion of epistemological ‘hinges’, see Wittgenstein 1969. For a commentary, see Morawetz 1978. 
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