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DISSERTATION
ABSTRACT

The Possibility of Critical Realism

In a bar in Paris in 1951, A. J. Ayer ran into Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Georges Bataille, and
until nearly three o’clock in the morning he tried — without success — to get them to admit that
there was a sun before human beings existed. What was there to disagree about?

The French philosophers’ disagreement was motivated by what we might call (following Kant)
their critical philosophy, according to which meaningful claims about the world must be
grounded in facts about our experience or activity. So, for example, the claim that Mars is
inhabited is meaningful because it’s possible in principle for us to go and see whether it is. They
took issue with Ayer’s claim about the sun because the absence of all human beings seems to
preclude the possibility of any such grounding for it.

Ayer’s verificationism makes him a critical philosopher too. And, insofar as nobody was present
who could have verified that the sun existed before we did, there’s a real question of whether he
is entitled to his claim that it did. This suggests a potential incompatibility between critical
philosophy and realism, the view that (at least some) things are independent of us. The need to
ground meaningful claims about the world in facts about our experience or activity threatens to
leave us incapable of affirming that it exists altogether independently of us.

I argue that critical philosophy is compatible with realism. My argument proceeds by working
through three major attempts to reconcile them: Immanuel Kant’s empirical realism, Martin
Heidegger’s ontical realism, and Hilary Putnam’s internal realism. While their attempts differ
and none ultimately succeeds, they collectively show us how to make critical realism possible.

Kant’s attempt fails due to his transcendental idealism, which implies that things are intelligible
to us — as ‘appearances’ — only if they are dependent on us. He tries to appeal to ‘things in
themselves,” which would be independent, but the claim that they exist is cognitively empty by
his own lights. In a striking parallel, Heidegger and Putnam both try to radicalize Kant by
arguing that, since the notion of a thing in itself that transcends all our experience and activity is
empty, the most realism can meaningfully demand is that things are intelligible as independent of
us according to ‘immanent’ experiential or practical standards, which is straightforwardly true.

However, Heidegger and Putnam each retain an idealistic throwback to Kant. Heidegger’s
temporal idealism and Putnam’s ‘interface’ model of cognition both reinstate the Kantian
predicament where intelligibility implies dependence, so their attempts ultimately fail too. This
shows they’re still not radical enough; if it makes no sense to claim that things transcend our
sense-making capacities, it makes no sense to deny it either. By deploying the critical element of
our Kantian inheritance against its idealistic element, we can open the route to critical realism.

The way forward, I suggest, is to use Heidegger and Putnam as mutual correctives. We should
reject Putnam’s ‘interface’ model in favor of Heidegger’s conception of the experiential subject
as always already in the world. And we should reject Heidegger’s temporal idealism in favor of
Putnam’s conception of space and time as robustly real features of that world. As it happens, in
later work, each of them moves in the other’s direction — toward a shared recognition that we are
in and of a genuinely independent world. I argue that they’re right: critical realism is possible.



