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Abstract

This work examines the use of nonhuman animals in the farming industry and seeks
to understand why this practice takes place and what supports its continuation. The
research is approached from a critical realist perspective and after a description of
past and current practices in the industry, it uses abduction and retroduction to
determine the essential conditions for the continuation of the phenomenon of

nonhuman animal farming.

One essential condition is found to be the existence of negative discourses relating to
nonhuman animals and this aspect is examined in more detail by analyzing a corpus

of texts from a farming magazine using Critical Discourse Analysis.

Major discourses which were found to be present were those of production, science
and slavery which construct the nonhumans respectively as objects of scientific
investigation, as production machines and as slaves. A minor discourse of
achievement relating to the nonhumans was also present. Further analysis of linguistic
features examined the way in which the nonhumans are socially constructed in the

discourses.

Drawing on work in experimental psychology by Millgram, Zimbardo and Bandura it
was found that the effects of these discourses fulfil many of the conditions for
bringing about moral disengagement in people thus explaining why billions of people
are able to support animal farming in various ways even though what happens in the

phenomenon is contrary to their basic ethical and moral beliefs.
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Chapter 1

In the olden days the voice of man, raised in reason, was confronted
by the roar of the lion, the bellow of the bull. Man went to war with
the lion and the bull, and after many generations won that war
definitively. Today these creatures have no more power. Animals
have only their silence left with which to confront us. Generation
after generation our captives, heroically, refuse to speak to us.

J. M. Coetzee. The Lives of Animals

Man cannot and must not have more compassion than the Master of
the universe. Yet he, Yoineh Meir was sick with pity. How could one
pray for life for the coming year, or for a favorable writ in Heaven,
when one was robbing others of the breath of life?

Yoineh Meir thought that the Messiah Himself could not redeem the
world as long as injustice was done to beasts. By rights, everything
should rise from the dead: every calf, fish, gnat, butterfly. Even in
the worm that crawls in the earth there glows a divine spark. When
you slaughter a creature you slaughter God...

Isaac Bashevis Singer. The Slaughterer

1. Introduction

1.1. Animals in society

Animals saturate our world, our history and our mythology although we may often be
only dimly aware of this, if we are aware of it at all. We use animals such as cattle,
sheep, pigs, goats, chickens, ducks, turkeys, mice, rats and dogs for food, consuming
flesh, milk and eggs and using skins, bones, blood and fur. A range of animals
including rats, mice, guinea pigs, birds, dogs, cats, horses, sheep, rabbits, hamsters,
baboons, macaques, marmosets and chimpanzees have experiments carried out upon
them (U.K. Home Office, 2005; BUAYV, n.d.). Vivisection laboratories, working on an
underlying assumption that valid scientific information can be gained in this way, test
everything from floor cleaners to the latest cosmetics and drugs or seek to know more
about, especially human, medical conditions, and some experiments are conducted

simply out of curiosity (U.K. Home Office, 2005; BUAYV, n.d).



In the past, animals such as pit ponies laboured long and hard and animals used for
power still do today. Worldwide many animals are used to provide power to make
human life easier in such activities as ploughing, planting, weeding, the transport of
people and goods, the transport of water and fuel, the lifting of water, milling,

logging, road building and excavation (UNFAO, n.d.).

In entertainment animals are seen on stage or in films or in circuses where they have
been “trained” to perform tricks. In another form of “entertainment” they are taunted
and killed in stadiums during bull fighting or are hunted down in a range of different
types of activities, such as hunting with packs of dogs, hunting on foot or hunting in
vehicles, using large bore rifles, crossbows or longbows to kill. Some people get
enjoyment from hunting and killing animals and are willing to pay large sums of
money for the “pleasure” of doing so. Other people are willing to receive large sums
of money for facilitating this pleasure in a triangular relationship not dissimilar to that
between the john, the pimp and the hooker except that there is no gain for the animal
whatsoever and a violent death is the end result. Governments for the most part look

on approvingly.

Animals in national parks and sanctuaries are a source of enjoyment for both local
inhabitants and tourists as well as bringing in significant revenue. They also provide
companionship for many millions of humans and in some instances even being used

in forms of “animal therapy”.

The military have long had an interest in animals, from Hannibal using elephants in
his campaigns, to the horses and mules used in many wars where they carried soldiers
and hauled goods and weapons. Present military establishments test weapons such as
nerve gas on animals. “Military experiments subject animals to the effects of
poisonous gas, decompression sickness, blast wounds, burns and radiation as they

assess new and existing weapons and surgical techniques 'in the field”’(BUAYV, n.d.).

Gradually, over time, but especially during the last thousand years, our relationship
with animals, particularly in the industrialised and industrialising world, has become

one of total domination often combined with the most ruthless and vicious



exploitation imaginable (Spencer, 1995; Patterson, 2002; Hribal, 2003). Two
questions arise from this. Why does this situation exist and how is it being sustained?
It seems strange that in a global society which purports to value freedom, rights of the
individual, compassion and caring, peaceful co-existence and love, the opposite is
upheld in respect of animals and an ocean of captivity, loss, pain, suffering and death
is their lot. Although there is a long history of prominent individuals, religious and
secular, who have called for greater compassion towards animals, for their freedom
and for them to have rights, there are relatively few voices today raised on behalf of

the victims (Animal Rights History, 2007).

Taking into consideration the fact that the range of animals used by humans is very
wide, I have restricted the research reported upon in this thesis to examining one area
of that use: animal farming. Although animal farming is but one sector of the use of
animals, it is the part in which by far the greatest number of land animals are

involved.

When using the term “animal farming” in this thesis I am referring to commercial
animal farming in general, unless stated otherwise or unless it is clear from the

context that a different meaning is intended

1.2. Animal farming today.

Commentators have noted how animal farming today is inextricably linked with the
exploitation of humans and increasing global environmental degradation (Schlosser,

2001; LeDuff, 2003; Nibert, 2007). Nibert provides this striking overview:

In Brazil, hundreds are murdered and thousands displaced every
year by ranchers whose unending expansion, especially into
Amazonian rainforests, is making the country the world's leading
"beef" producer. Corporate soy producers there use similarly
violent and destructive practices to supply feed for animals destined
to become burgers in Europe. And few realise that the displacement
and genocide in the Darfur region of Sudan are tied closely to the
expropriation of new pasture by groups from northern Sudan who
supply cow flesh to the affluent in northern Africa and the Middle
East.



Continued use of other animals as food is inextricably intertwined
with worker exploitation, environmental destruction, Third World
repression and malnutrition, fresh water depletion, oil depletion
(and warfare over control of remaining reserves), climate change
and increasing levels of the diseases of the affluent. With the human
population at 6.6 billion and growing, it is projected that by 2020
global "livestock" production will use 80 per cent of the world's
agricultural land.

"Meat"-based diets are inherently inefficient, exploitative, cruel and
ultimately unsustainable. For human beings concerned about the
ongoing oppression of humans, cows and other animals becoming a
vegan may be the most effective political action of a lifetime.

(Nibert, 2007:14)

Animal agriculture not only poses important ethical and moral problems of itself, but
its practice is increasingly recognized as being instrumental in the ongoing global
extinction of species and it has become a considerable threat to the continued

existence of many life forms on earth.

The Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations outlines the immense
impact of animal agriculture on the earth’s life support systems in a report titled
Livestock's long shadow: Environmental issues and options (Steinfeld et al., 2006).
One of the report’s main points concerns the use of available arable land, 70% of

which is being used for animal agriculture in some way or another.

The livestock sector is by far the single largest anthropogenic user
of land. The total area occupied by grazing is equivalent to 26
percent of the ice-free terrestrial surface of the planet. In addition,
the total area dedicated to feedcrop production amounts to 33
percent of total arable land. In all, livestock production accounts for
70 percent of all agricultural land and 30 percent of the land surface
of the planet.

(Steinfeld et al., 2006)

Not all land is suitable for arable agriculture but the use of land for the production of
meat is recognized as an inefficient process. “On average, 10 g of vegetable protein
are needed to generate 1 g of animal protein” (Pimental & Pimentel cited in Reijnders

& Soret, 2003). According to Pimentel, “The amount of grains fed to U.S livestock is



sufficient to feed about 840 million people who follow a plant-based diet” (Pimentel

cited in Pimentel & Pimentel, 2003).

Animal farming has a major impact on global warming via the direct emission of
greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide and the land use

changes brought about by the continued expansion of the sector:

The livestock sector is a major player, responsible for 18 percent of
greenhouse gas emissions measured in CO2 [sic] equivalent. This is
a higher share than transport.

The livestock sector accounts for 9 percent of anthropogenic CO2
emissions. The largest share of this derives from land-use changes —
especially deforestation — caused by expansion of pastures and
arable land for feedcrops. Livestock are responsible for much larger
shares of some gases with far higher potential to warm the
atmosphere. The sector emits 37 percent of anthropogenic methane
(with 23 times the global warming potential (GWP) of CO2) most
of that from enteric fermentation by ruminants. It emits 65 percent
of anthropogenic nitrous oxide (with 296 times the GWP of CO2),
the great majority from manure. Livestock are also responsible for
almost two-thirds (64 percent) of anthropogenic ammonia
emissions, which contribute significantly to acid rain and
acidification of ecosystems.

(Steinfeld et al 2006)

Animal agriculture is also a major global user and polluter of water, with water being
used for the irrigation of crops which are fed to farmed animals, as well as the
consumption of water directly by the animal industry itself. Pollution comes in the
form of, amongst other things, contamination by antibiotics, hormones, pesticides and

fertilizers causing a whole spectrum of problems:

The world is moving towards increasing problems of freshwater
shortage, scarcity and depletion, with 64 percent of the world’s
population expected to live in water-stressed basins by 2025.

The livestock sector is a key player in increasing water use,
accounting for over 8 percent of global human water use, mostly for
the irrigation of feedcrops. It is probably the largest sectoral source
of water pollution, contributing to eutrophication, “dead” zones in
coastal areas, degradation of coral reefs, human health problems,
emergence of antibiotic resistance and many others. The major
sources of pollution are from animal wastes, antibiotics and
hormones, chemicals from tanneries, fertilizers and pesticides used



for feedcrops, and sediments from eroded pastures. Global figures
are not available but in the United States, with the world’s fourth
largest land area, livestock are responsible for an estimated 55
percent of erosion and sediment, 37 percent of pesticide use, 50
percent of antibiotic use, and a third of the loads of nitrogen and
phosphorus into freshwater resources.

Livestock also affect the replenishment of freshwater by
compacting soil, reducing infiltration, degrading the banks of
watercourses, drying up floodplains and lowering water tables.
Livestock’s contribution to deforestation also increases runoff and
reduces dry season flows.

(ibid)

Animal farming is also having a major impact on global biodiversity and the report

suggests that the industry might be the single major cause of the loss of biodiversity:

We are in an era of unprecedented threats to biodiversity. The loss
of species is estimated to be running 50 to 500 times higher than
background rates found in the fossil record. Fifteen out of 24
important ecosystem services are assessed to be in decline.
Livestock now account for about 20 percent of the total terrestrial
animal biomass, and the 30 percent of the earth’s land surface that
they now pre-empt was once habitat for wildlife. Indeed, the
livestock sector may well be the leading player in the reduction of
biodiversity, since it is the major driver of deforestation, as well as
one of the leading drivers of land degradation, pollution, climate
change, overfishing, sedimentation of coastal areas and facilitation
of invasions by alien species. In addition, resource conflicts with
pastoralists threaten species of wild predators and also protected
areas close to pastures. Meanwhile in developed regions, especially
Europe, pastures had become a location of diverse long-established
types of ecosystem, many of which are now threatened by pasture
abandonment.

(ibid)

That cattle farming even contributes to overfishing may seem strange but Paul Watson
of the Sea Shepherd Foundation claims that the cow is now the “largest marine
predator on Earth” as more than half of fish catches end up being fed to livestock

(Watson, 2007).

The report recommends a range of actions to remedy land degradation, global

warming, water pollution and biodiversity loss caused by animal agriculture (FAO,



2006). There is one glaring omission however. Although a change in people’s diets
from meat based to vegetarian or vegan would be a cheap, easy and a very effective
solution to most, if not all of these problems, it is a course of action which is curiously

absent from the list of recommendations (ibid).

1.3. Research focus, texts and sources

My focus for the research underpinning this thesis is to ask the question, “What is it
which supports the phenomenon of animal farming; what conditions cause society to
allow, promote, sanction, perpetuate and excuse the present large scale,
institutionalized oppression, abuse and killing of animals by humans?” In order to
answer this question, I locate the research within a critical realist perspective and it is

this ontology and the specific epistemology which is the focus of the next chapter.

In the pages which follow, I use photographs and one painting to help communicate,
as clearly as possible, what I am attempting to describe and what others have
observed. Language does not always convey to the reader the meanings intended by
the author and often the brevity required means some things may receive less attention
than they deserve or even no attention at all. Of course both photographs and art work
are also open to a range of interpretation but they are included in this work in the hope
of providing other channels, other texts, for the reader to use and so to gain as
comprehensive an insight as possible given this work’s limitations.

I also use a range of sources; some are from the academic mainstream but others are
on the edge of it and some are outside it altogether. Sources include academic
publications as well as those from the farming industry and from activist

organizations.

There is a line of argument which asserts that sources from “pressure groups” should
not be used in academic work as they will inevitably highlight the most extreme cases,
they may be biased and they might also be inaccurate. A number of points need to be
considered here. First, any pressure group which publishes information which is
inaccurate has a lot to lose politically and risks having all of its published information
tainted, thus giving ammunition to its political competitors. Secondly, specialist

documents from established groups such as People For The Ethical Treatment Of



Animal (PETA) and Farm Sanctuary give full sets of references, the majority of which
are from academic journals and publications by such bodies as the United Nations.
However, they may also publish first hand investigative information, which is simply
not available elsewhere and the critical importance of using sources from such
“pressure groups” is that they document what many journals and official reports are

silent about.

Publications concerned with meat production, for example, will not deal with the
destruction of the family structure of animals or their experience of loss and pain, and
will not display pictures of “downers” being dragged on to the backs of trucks. The
descriptions in journals of experiments using vivisection will not deal with the pain
and fear of a monkey in a restraint who has electrodes implanted in her head. These
are of no scientific consequence to the scientists and not significant to the
investigation as a whole (unless they compromise the results) and therefore are
deemed as not being worthy of description. Thus there is a significant silence which
exists in such sources, inevitably leading to an incomplete and thus distorted
description of events. Such sources cannot be regarded as comprehensive and

inevitably reflect their own inherent biases.

For the reasons outlined above I maintain it is important in a work of this nature,
which examines and questions the status quo, to hear the different voices which are

essential parts of the enquiry and it would be seriously deficient without them.



Chapter 2

Reality is that which, when you stop believing in it, doesn't go
away.

Philip K. Dick.
Reality leaves a lot to the imagination.
John Lennon.
Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very persistent one.

Albert Einstein

2.1. Introduction

I now describe the methods I use to explain why human animals behave towards
nonhuman animals in so far as the animal farming industry is concerned in order to
elucidate what conditions there are which allow, promote, sanction, perpetuate and
excuse this large scale, institutionalized oppression, abuse and murder of animals by
humans. In order to do this I describe the ontological position of critical realism
which underpins this thesis and then go on to describe the methods I use to gain

knowledge and insight into what I have defined as the problem.

In the thesis overall, the steps I use are as follows: after a description of critical
realism, I present an empirical description of what happens to animals in the animal
farming industry. I then use abduction to recontextualise and analyse the phenomenon
followed by retroduction to establish its essential aspects. One of the essential
mechanisms is found to be discourse and I analyse texts from a farming magazine
using critical discourse analysis (CDA) to discover what discourses are present and
how they construct farmed animals. Following this I propose a model which explains
how these discourses contribute to the widespread oppression outlined above. This
present chapter explicates the ontological point of departure for the research and

describes the methods used.



2.2. Critical Realism

2.2.1 Overview

Critical realism takes a realist view of the world asserting that there is an objectively
existing world, independent of human beliefs or knowledge and that this world is in
principle knowable and to some extent changeable on the basis of that knowledge
(Benton & Craib, 2001: 120). It does not employ the philosophical logic of
immediacy where it is held that the truth is knowable immediately and can be
recognised straight away (Cruickshank, 2003: 7). According to Cruickshank (ibid),
the corollary of this point of view is that the truth can be known without any
conceptual mediation. This view not only underpins foundationalist epistemologies
such as empiricism but also relativist positions, where truth is made wholly relative to

particular perspectives:

Both foundationalism and relativism are therefore anthropocentric
in the sense that the world is ‘made for us’. In the former case the
world is defined to fit a philosophy that explains how the mind will
get knowledge and in the latter case, the world becomes socially
constructed through the norms or concepts that constitute
perspectives.

(Cruickshank, 2003: 7)

In foundationalism then, the data gained from the world is taken to be what

the world actually is and so “ontology is reduced to epistemology” (ibid).

A critical realist perspective, however, recognises not only the existence of an
independent reality but deeper layers of reality than those which we are able to
experience. Knowledge is thus not seen as a mirror of reality but as concepts and
ideas which allow us some understanding, and some insights, into the workings of
reality, always bearing in mind that this knowledge is fallible and always open to

revision and change.
Even if the knowledge produced is fallible it is believed that it can contribute to the

making of a better, more egalitarian world. This is the Enlightenment hope. Some of

the main claims of critical realism may be summed up as follows:
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* Sense can be made of cognitive practices such as sciences only if they are

about something which has an independent existence;

* The construction of knowledge is seen as a social process which may have

different means of representation;

* The surface appearance of things may be misleading as to their true nature and

work is needed to overcome this;

*  Current beliefs are not the final say and will always be open to correction in
the future through cognitive work.

(Benton & Craib, 2001: 120, 121)

2.2.2. The nature of reality

Critical realism rejects both the relativist position that reality is nothing more or less
than a social construction, a product of human minds and also the empirical position
that reality is only what we are able to experience. It does however retain some

elements of both positions.

The first case, that of relativism, must be rejected as our experience of reality does not
always fit in with our ideas about it and this is what would be expected from a view
which sees reality as totally socially constructed. Reality is what it is despite what
might be our wishes to the contrary and it often thwarts and surprises us forcing us to
rethink our ideas. Also if experiments are carried out it seems reasonable that there

must be something, however dimly understood, which they are carried out upon.

On the other hand, the empirical view, which claims that what we are able to observe
and experience of reality sufficiently accounts for reality itself, is also seen in critical
realism as insufficient. Some things happen beyond our empirical ability to
apprehend what is going on and it is clear that the world is not always, and in fact is
seldom, what it seems; there are deeper layers of reality and in these deeper layers lie

the causes of the effects we are able to experience (Bhaskar, 1978).
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Scientific practice uses careful observation of events, comparisons of findings and
various ways of disturbing the world so that new observations can be made which
might give insights into the causes of whatever is being investigated and which can
also lead to predictions about what might happen in future situations. Critical realism
recognises that work has to be done to uncover the underlying nature of reality
(Benton & Craib 2000: 120). For example, some observations which might be made

in the world we live in are:

* when bread is left for some time it begins to take on a blue powdery

appearance;

» earthquakes happen suddenly and change the landscape;

* suicide bombers kill thousands of individuals not involved in any conflict and

* people starve in countries where there is an ample food supply.

It is part of critical scientific thinking to ask what is happening in cases such as these,

why they happen and what are the underlying causes and the mechanisms in action.
Critical realism recognises the crucial part that experimentation plays in producing
scientific knowledge and experiments or, if these are not possible, specific

observations, could be carried out in the above examples to find out more about the

research problem. Some things which might be done are:

* some newly baked bread could be kept in a totally airproof container and

some exposed to the air to see which turns blue;

* seismometer readings could be taken around earthquake zones and non

earthquake zones;

* the life stories of suicide bombers could be examined and compared and

12



* data on the economic, political and social systems within a county might be

examined to look for the causes of the starvation of some of its inhabitants.

The results of these experiments/investigations might point to a constant conjunction
of events. In a Humean view of cause and effect, these constant conjunctions identify
the causes (Morris, 2007). For example, experiments with the bread might find that in
95 out of the100 times that the experiment is carried out the bread turns blue. In the
Humean view of cause and effect these constant conjunctions identify the causes, so
what happens to the bread could be explained in the form of a supposed causative
relationship such as “ bread turning blue is caused by it being left in the open air”.
This could be viewed as a law and it would have a reasonably effective predictive

SucCcCess.

From a purely relativist point of view the bread and its change of colour are socially
and discursively constructed descriptions of the world and scientific explanations are
no more or less valid than other possible explanations which might be given to the
observation. However from a critical realist or transcendental realist viewpoint “bread
being left in the open air” is not recognised as a cause at all and the true cause or
causes need to be sought at a deeper level of reality. The cause of the bread going blue
is simply not explained by the observation that this happens when it is left in the open
air, nor is the converse observation, that in 5 instances out of 100 the bread did not go
blue at all explained. In our everyday world, away from any laboratory, we might well
ask ourselves, “what is going on here, what is the underlying cause of this blue
colouration” and this is precisely the question which would be posed by critical
realism. The cause, in this context, of the bread turning blue might, after further
investigation and using tools such as microscopes, be ascribed to the growth of
penicillium spp, a common fungus which grows as a result of air borne spores falling
onto a suitable medium. The blue appearance would thus not be ascribed to the bread
being left in the open air. The five occasions when the bread did not go blue are not
dismissed as simply erroneous results which can discounted but require an

explanation. I shall refer to this later.
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2.2.3. Three domains of reality

In critical realism, reality is seen as having three domains or depths: the empirical, the
actual and the real, although the use of these particular words is a little confusing as
all levels are all real and all actually exist. The deepest level is the real and this is
where the deep structures of reality exist which are able to generate events. The real is
whatever exists, be it natural or social, whether it can be experienced or not and
whether we understand it or not (Sayer, 2000: 11). Structures or mechanisms in the
real have powers which can bring about events in the actual. Some of these events

might lead to experiences in the empirical and others might not.

The empirical domain is what we experience directly or indirectly.
It is separated from the actual domain where events happen whether
we experience them or not. What happens in the world is not the
same as that which is observed. But this domain is in its turn
separated from the real domain. In this domain there is also that
which can produce events in the world, that which metaphorically
can be called mechanisms.

(Danermark et al. (citing Bhaskar), 2002: 20).

Fairclough et al. describe these domains as follows:

First, critical realists distinguish the real from the actual and the
empirical. The 'real' refers to objects, their structures or natures and
their causal powers and liabilities. The 'actual’ refers to what
happens when these powers and liabilities are activated and produce
change. The 'empirical’ is the subset of the real and the actual that is
experienced by actors.

(Fairclough et al., 2003).

According to Danermark ef al., the work of science is to “...investigate and identify
relationships and non-relationships respectively between what we experience, what
actually happens and the underlying mechanisms that produce the events in the

world” (Danermark et al., 2002: 21).
Figure 1 below is a representation, using the bread and the fungus example, of how

critical realism could view the bread turning blue and how the different levels of

reality are involved.
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Empirical
Observation

Rread i< nheerved ta on

Actual. Multiple events take place
Growth of penicillium spp fungus with stolons, rhizoids,
sporangi etc., multiple conformations and biochemical
reactions produced.

Real. Mechanism acts.
Bread has the power to support the growth of penicillium spp

Figure 1: An example of the stratification of reality showing how a mechanism produces many
events some of which may be observed on the empirical level.

The power of mechanisms or structures to produce events may or may not be
actualized. For example, an aeroplane has a structure which allows it the power to fly
but that power is not actualized all the time. Similarly, a qualified doctor may choose
not to practise although she has the power to do so. In the example above of the bread
turning blue, sometimes the spores of penicillium may land on the bread but not
germinate as the bread has become too dry. Although the spores have the power to
germinate and grow, that power is not exercised continually. The bread has the power
to support the germination of spores but, without spores being present, that power is

also not actualised. Although structures may exercise powers, the final outcome of
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those powers may in turn be affected by other powers which are also being exercised
or not exercised. The power of the wings of an aeroplane to provide lift will only be
realised if, and when, the engines provide thrust and move the aeroplane forward
through the air. On the other hand, a university might have the power to provide for
the education of a young woman from a township school but her extended family may
exert a power motivating her to remain at home and care for her siblings. The result
might be that she does neither but takes yet another course of action by leaving home
or committing suicide. From these examples it might be apparent that critical realism
proposes a far from simplistic, empirical explanation of cause and effect and this is

indeed the case.

2.2.3. Cause and effect

Sayer points out that realism does not subscribe to a simple one-to-one version of
cause and effect but a more complex explanation based on the idea of causal powers
with the explanation dependent upon the identification of causal mechanisms rather
than the gathering of data on regularities (Sayer, 2000: 14). This contrasts markedly
with a positivist viewpoint and, as Cruickshank points out, with the logical positivism

and empiricism of the Vienna Circle' in particular:

From observing one event following another, it was assumed that
one could derive a causal relationship of natural necessity. Scientific
knowledge was based on the certainty that in observing regularities,
causal laws, or relations of necessity, were being observed; while
any proposition which could not be grounded in certainty was held
to be meaningless.

(Cruickshank, 2003: 9)

In critical realism the gathering of data may act as a guide to the existence of causal
mechanisms but this is no substitute to finding out what mechanisms actually exist, if

they have been activated or not and under what conditions they are acting.

In natural science, experimentation is the standard way to investigate phenomena. In

practice it is usual to try to hold constant a range of relevant variables within a closed

' A group of philosophers formed in the 1920s who generally took an empirical and positivist view of
reality which may be described as a logical positivism.
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system in order to investigate the mechanism being studied. Under these
circumstances the mechanism might be expected to produce regular observable
events. However it might not show this regularity when in an open system as it may

be affected by other mechanisms which are also acting. Benton and Craib note that:

In Bhaskar’s account, the laws discovered by experiments are
‘tendencies’ of the underlying mechanisms which may or may not
issue in regular and observable event sequences when the
mechanism is interacting with other mechanisms outside the
artificial experimental situation.

(Benton & Craib 2001: 124)

In the example related to bread and mould, other mechanisms would play a part in
producing the empirical observation of the colour change. One simple system is
shown in Figure 2. In this system all of the mechanisms are enabling ones but it is
easy to imagine a constraining mechanism, such as the power of hot air to rapidly
desiccate bread, leading to an empirical observation where the bread does not change

colour despite all the other mechanisms being present.
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Observation
Bread changes
colour to blue

Event
Growth of penecillium spp on bread

Mech.1 Mech. 3

Bread’s Mech. 2 Air
power to Spore’s current’s
support power to power to
germination germinate transport
of spores spores

Figure 2: Mechanisms interact to produce events and an empirical observation.

In social systems it is not possible to isolate mechanisms. This then means that other
mechanisms may influence the one under study and different mechanisms may even
give rise to the same results (Sayer 2000: 15). Even in natural systems the number of
mechanisms which can be truly isolated may, in reality, be very few. Also, the
possibility of experiments on social systems is extremely limited and fraught with
problems as people’s knowledge of the experimental situation would be likely to

change the outcomes.

Sayer suggests three basic questions which can assist in identifying causal

responsibility in open systems:
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* What does the existence of this object or practice presuppose?

* Is it possible for object A to exist without object B?

* What is it about this object which enables it to do the things which it does?
(Sayer, 2000: 16)

These and similar questions are explored in greater detail later in the section on

epistemology.

2.2 4. Stratified reality: emergence and autonomy

In critical realism, reality is seen as stratified with each lower level making possible
the one above it. For example, the properties of atoms allow the formation of
complex biological molecules. These, in turn, allow the formation of physiological
systems which, in turn, allow the formation of organisms, and so on. In the social
world, individual people may have the power to form an advocacy organization
which, in turn, becomes part of a coalition which then might be represented on

international bodies.

The scientific disciplines can be looked upon in a general way as showing this form of
stratification. The mechanisms of subatomic physics give rise to the atoms and
molecules of chemistry and the mechanisms of chemistry in turn give rise to the
complex biological molecules of biochemistry with their special characteristics and so

on.

This scheme of a stratified reality might lead to a reductionist approach to reality
where it could be suggested that, if the powers of each level can be explained in terms
of the mechanisms of the level beneath it, then everything, eventually, can be reduced
to the laws of physics, including life, social life, personality, who wins the Premier
Football League and so on. While, of course, this begs the very interesting question of
what might be underlying the laws of physics themselves, this reductionism is rejected

by critical realism for three reasons. Benton and Craib (2001: 126) describe them as
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follows. Firstly it is only the constitution of mechanisms of the upper layer of reality
which are explained by the lower layer. This says nothing about the powers flowing
from those mechanisms, how they will be exercised or when they will be exercised.
Secondly, the higher level mechanisms can have effects on the lower level ones. For
example psychological stress may lead to lowered resistance to infection, intestinal
problems or an inability to conceive. Thirdly, the lower level mechanisms produce
properties and powers, at the higher level, which are not predicable from the

properties of those mechanisms alone. These are described as emergent properties.

An example of emergence is seen in enzyme synthesis in cells. The mechanism which
is active is the chemical bonding of one amino acid to another, linking them in the
form of a chain of a specific sequence coded for by a strand of mRNA. The molecule
which is produced may have no special properties but simply be a chain of amino
acids. Once it is transferred to a specific chemical environment it will coil and fold so
as to produce a specific three dimensional form which allows it to catalyse the
synthesis and breakdown of thousands of substrate molecules every second - a
property which would not have been predicted from knowing the mere sequence of
amino acids or their individual chemical make-up. It is not a property of the individual
atoms nor individual molecules and would not be a property of such molecules joined
together in a different sequence or even if they were in a different chemical

environment.

On the social side it is even more complex. It is hardly likely that anyone studying
the nation of Germany in 1930 and the personal qualities of a particular Austrian
housepainter would have been able to predict that their interaction would lead to the
death of six million Jewish people, a world plunged into war and a nuclear arms race

which would take humanity to the verge of extinction.

The concept of emergent properties has profound philosophical implications. One
example is that the mind can be seen as being non determinate; that is, it is not
possible to predict the actions of the mind from knowing the composition and
structure of its fundamental components and their original states. It might be argued

that given the laws of physics and a comprehensive knowledge of the original state of
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a system 1i.e. the universe, all thought would theoretically be explainable and
predictable. However, Ellis, a cosmologist, suggests instead, the possibility of the
“contextual emergence of complexity” rather than the total predetermination of
everything and describes how the laws of physics combined with the original data of

the early universe have actually led to minds that are autonomously effective:

With this view, the higher levels in the hierarchy of complexity
have autonomous causal powers that are functionally independent
of lower-level processes. Top-down causation takes place as well as
bottom-up action, with the higher-level contexts determining the
outcomes of the lower level, and even modifying the nature of
lower level constituents.

(Ellis, 2005: 743)

Benton and Craib sum up as follows:

So causality can flow down the hierarchy as well as up it. It follows
(on the critical realist equation of “being real” with “having
effects”) that the mechanisms constituted at each level have their
own specific reality. It also follows that sciences of the lower-level
mechanisms can contribute to explaining but never completely
explain the behaviour of the higher level mechanisms.

(Benton & Craib, 2001: 127 emphasis in the original)

It is important to note that stratified reality does not refer to different types of things

existing in different strata but a stratification of mechanisms:

29 <6

...the predicates “natural”, “social’, “human”, “physical”,
“chemical”, “aerodynamic”, “biological”, “economic”, etc. ought
not to be regarded as differentiating distinct kinds of events, but
rather as differentiating distinct kinds of mechanisms.

(Bhaskar, 1978: 119 emphasis in original)

Sayer points out that, in the social world, the powers available to individuals or
institutions depend partly upon their relations to others and partly on their relations to
their context (Sayer, 200:12). For example, it makes no sense to look at the powers of
a woman who has given birth to a child as an isolated person because she exists in a

complex social environment. Socially, she has the power to make decisions about her
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children’s lives, where they live, what they eat, what they do. She has the power to
claim a child support grant from a government institution and she may also enjoy

special decision making power in her culture because of her status as a mother.

The naming of each level of reality applies to the investigation which is going on at
the time. In the mouldy bread example above, the empirical observation of the bread
becoming blue is explained by the mechanism of spores to germinate or bread to
support the growth of penecillium. However, an investigation into the cause of the
blue colour itself would be likely to look at the biochemistry of the production of the
pigment from chemical substrates. So, the deeper level of one stratum can become the
empirical level of another investigation given that the means for observation have

become, or are, available.

The world in this ontology exists independently of human thought or existence and it
is a stratified world. It is also a world overflowing with possibilities and the promise
of hope and change for the better, a world where we are not prisoners of the past or a

pre-determined future:

A crucial implication of this ontology is the recognition of the
possibility that powers may exist unexercised, and hence that what
has happened or been known to have happened does not exhaust
what could happen or have happened. The nature of the real objects
present at a given time constrains and enables what can happen but
does not pre-determine what will happen. Realist ontology therefore
makes it possible to understand how we could be or become many
things which currently we are not...

(Sayer, 2002: 12)

2.2.5. Intransitive and Transitive Objects of Knowledge

According to Bhaskar, there is a central paradox in the philosophy of science which

needs to be addressed. He describes it this way.

...that men in their social activity produce knowledge which is a
social product much like any other, which is no more independent
of its production and the men who produce it than motor cars,
armchairs or books, which has its own craftsmen, technicians,
publicists, standards and skills and which is no less subject to
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change than any other commodity. This is one side of ‘knowledge’.
The other is that knowledge is ‘of "things which are not produced by
men at all: the specific gravity of mercury, the process of
electrolysis, the mechanism of light propagation. None of these
‘objects of knowledge’ depend upon human activity. If men ceased
to exist sound would still travel and heavy bodies fall to the earth in
exactly the same way, though ex hypothesi there would be no-one to
know it.

(Bhaskar, 1998c: 16)

Bhaskar describes two types of objects of knowledge: the intransitive and the
transitive (ibid). The transitive objects are those things made into items of knowledge

by the theories, facts, paradigms, models and techniques of enquiry at the time:

They include the antecedently established facts and theories,
paradigms and models, methods and techniques of enquiry available
to a particular scientific school or worker.

(ibid)

The intransitive objects are those which are the enduring objects of investigation. The
intransitive dimension includes social phenomena, such as unemployment, crime and
violence in society as well as natural scientific phenomena such as the pressure of a
gas, enzyme kinetics or phagocytosis in cells. The transitive dimension includes
theories, concepts and discourses about the intransitive objects, although these
transitive objects can, under some circumstances, also become themselves the objects
of study (Sayer 2000:10). Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999:32) maintain that the
intransitive object of social science is the actual practices it is analyzing with the

transitive object being the proto-theories produced as part of those practices.

Although changes in the transitive objects of natural science do not have an effect on
its intransitive objects, in the social world, knowledge itself is part of the world
studied and changing knowledge may change the intransitive social objects even if

only to a small degree:

23



Whereas the objects of the natural science researcher are naturally
produced but socially defined, the objects of the social scientist are
both socially produced and socially defined.

(Danermark et al., 2002:16)

For a single intransitive object of knowledge, such as the phenomenon of depression,
there may be a number of transitive objects of knowledge. These would be the
different theories individuals or groups of people hold about depression, what it is and

its causes.

2.2.5.1. Scientific knowledge as socially constructed

Science is a social activity and the scientific product, knowledge, is the transitive
object of critical realism. It is affected not only by situations within science itself -
equipment, recent experiments, current theories and so on, but also by factors within

society:

Beside the state of art in science, which on all occasions must be the
raw material of research, science is also produced by mechanisms
outside the knowledge-seeking process such as economical,
political and cultural conditions etc. of our time.

(Danermark et al., 2003: 24)

As described earlier, the simple act of observation will not allow penetration to the
deeper layers of reality since this requires experimentation and/or scientific thinking
and the outcome, the knowledge product, will depend upon what experiments are
done, how they are done, what things are measured, how they are measured and so on.
Danermark et al. (ibid) note that facts, whether in the social or natural sciences, rather
than being totally objective indicators of some kind, are ideologically and or

theoretically conditioned:

Facts are relative to the conceptions we initially form of the
phenomena we are interested in, and the tools we develop on the
basis of these conceptions to enable a study of the phenomena will
have a decisive influence on what we are going to see.

(Danermark et al., 2003: 31)
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Bhaskar claims that facts “...are not what we apprehend in sense-perception, but
results of the theories in terms of which our apprehension of things is organized”. He
also goes on to assert that they are real and are “historically specific social realities”

(Bhaskar, 1989: 60, 61).

So knowledge is, to a certain degree, socially determined and facts are generally
theory laden, drawing upon earlier understanding and conceptualisations, all of which
leads to the conclusion that a totally objective science, a naive objectivism is not
possible. This may lead to a relativist position where all possible explanations and
conceptualisations are seen as being equally valid but critical realism rejects this. Not
all explanations and conceptualisations are equally valid and some may be clearly
shown to be false. Overall this means it is possible to gain useful and worthwhile
knowledge even though it is understood it will inevitably be fallible and incomplete to

some degree.

In the natural sciences the intransitive objects are not affected by any form of
motivation or meaning-making processes but in the social sciences the situation is
very different. Individuals and groups in society assign meaning to the world they live

in and this has profound effects upon how they act.

2.2.5.2. Meaning

Meaning is important because it is the meanings people make, which allow them to
form reasons and reasons are instrumental in causing change (Fairclough et al., 2001:
3). Collier maintains that people may act on unconscious reasons as well as conscious
ones (Collier, 1994: 152). It is the everyday knowledge and understandings which

people have about their world which are so important:

Social worlds are inherently meaningful. It is necessary to
understand the meaning people assign to their actions in order to
understand their actions. The actions in their turn mediate everyday
social phenomena as well as deeper underlying structural relations,
which are constitutive of the society under study.

(Danermark et al., 2002: 36)
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It is not the correctness or otherwise of the concepts which people hold which makes
them significant to the scientific investigation of social phenomena but the fact that
people have these concepts and that these concepts are capable of affecting their
actions at some time or other and to a greater or lesser degree. If reasons, as well as
natural physical powers, can be the causes of events, then reasons must also be seen as

real entities and not simply abstract constructions.

Concepts are often constitutive of the social phenomenon under examination and
many phenomena can be described as concept dependent, the social practices being
what they are because of the meanings ascribed to them. However, a social
phenomenon does not exist discretely and in isolation but is part of a great complex of
social phenomena. It thus cannot exist without the meanings assigned to it and its
relationships within that complex. Some concepts are particularly significant in that
they are constitutive of the whole of the society in which they are found (Danermark

etal.,2002: 34).

Concepts are related to the existing structured social totality of society and it is when
members of society act in accordance with their concepts of reality that social
structures are reproduced or transformed (Danermark et al., 2002: 34, 35). Bhaskar
maintains that social structure is always ready made and it is agents who reproduce or

transform it:

It is still true to say that society would not exist without human
activity, so that reification remains an error. And it is still true to say
that such activity would not occur unless the agents engaging in it
had some conception of what they were doing (which is of course
the fundamental insight of the hermeneutical tradition). But it is no
longer true to say that agents create it. Rather one must say: they
reproduce or transform it. That is, if society is already made, then
any concrete

human praxis, or, if you like, act of objectivation can only modify
it; and the totality of such acts sustain or change it.

(Bhaskar, 1998a: 214 emphasis in the original)

These conceptions lead on to the idea of the duality of structure and the duality of

praxis. In the first, society is an ever present, material cause which is continually
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changed by agency and, in the second, the dual character of agency is highlighted as

both conscious and at times unconscious (Cruickshank, 2003: 104).

The formation of concepts about the world and the way it works informs the reasons
people have for the actions they take. However it is not clear what fundamental nature
reasons have or how they bring about action and Fairclough et al. (2001: 4) suggest
that reasons might be thought of as “...emergent elements in more extensive networks
of concepts, beliefs, symbols and texts...” and that they presuppose “... languages,
intentionality, particular concepts and prior understandings and interests,

intertextuality, conventions of inference, and evidence and so on”.

The same authors also point out that other things apart from reasons may bring about
changes in behaviour including, for example, the expressive qualities of

communications such as the tone of speech or imagery used (ibid).

Social phenomena normally have a material aspect as well as one which deals with
meaning and, according to Sayer (2000: 17), “[m]eanings are related to material
circumstances and practical contexts in which communication takes place and to

which reference is made”.

2.2.5.3. The double hermeneutic

Meaning is conveyed in society via language, amongst other things, but language is
not a set of fixed meanings understood by all who use it. It is dynamic, with meanings
shifting through time and from one group to another in society and even from one
person to another within a group. As Sayer notes, it is dependent upon what has gone

before; what others have said and the concepts that have previously been used:
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We are accustomed to thinking of language as something which we
as users speak with and through. But there is a sense in which the
reverse applies too; I am not the sole author of this book: the
structure of the language and narrative forms, such as those of
academic texts, of which I am only partially aware, speak through
me. At one level we might say that this is analogous to any act of
production, such as the construction of a house, for the nature of the
materials, as well as the work of the builder, determine the
properties of the result. But the effects of language are not fixed like
those of bricks and steel. New interpretations are always possible;
they can never be foreclosed.

(Sayer, 1992: 20)

The shifting meanings contained in language complicate research, particularly in the
social sciences. In the natural sciences, research involves the construction of concepts
via the language of the researchers and the research community. Often this language is
highly specialized and controlled. With research in the social sciences the situation is
more complex; there is again, the language of the research community but
additionally, and crucially, the language of those who form the object of the research.
They also use language to create meaning and conceptualise the world, thus creating a
situation where social science researchers have to work in both language worlds; a
situation often described as the double hermeneutic. The researchers must understand
the meanings made by those who form part of the study in order to truly investigate it
and at the same time interpret their findings to the scientific community in the terms

of its own language and concept systems.

The difficulties of this search for truth in the hermeneutic tradition are neatly summed
up by How (2003:118,199), who describes the possible derivation of the term
hermeneutic from the name of the Greek god Hermes. Hermes was an entity able to
appear or disappear at will, a trickster and god of thieves and highway robbers, the
god of boundaries who also led the dead into the underworld. Hermes’s Latin name
was Mercury, which makes clearer his slippery character but he was also a

communicator to humans:

Hermes was the god that mediated or interpreted the truth of the
world in a form that would resonate with people in the conditions of
their ordinary lives. True to his character, the knowledge that
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Hermes brought would always be subtle, partial and tacit; it would
enlighten people, but resist completion.
(How, 2003: 119)

Interpretation of meaning is not the only complicating factor. Groups which are
dominant in society define the way language is used, what is acceptable and what is
not, the words with which reality itself is described. In the end they create the

dominant conceptualizations of reality. Sayer observes that, systems of domination:

...are maintained not only through the appropriation, control and
allocation of essential material requirements by the dominant class,
race or gender but also through the reproduction of particular
systems of meaning which support them...The relevant constitutive
meanings (e.g. concerning what it is to be a boss, master race,
untouchable, husband or wife) are certainly not neutral or
indifferent to their associated practices and different groups have
very different or even contradictory material stakes in their
reproduction or transformation.

(Sayer, cited in Danermark et al., 2002: 37)

However, socially constructing the world is not a once and forever act but a

continuous struggle often with very high stakes:

An essential aspect of social life is the very existence of conflicts
and power struggles over whose concepts will be valid and who will
consequently have the power to define reality...

(Danermark et al., 2002: 29)

I will return to this theme later when exploring power, language and ideology.

2.2.6. Emancipation, explanatory critique and critical theory

According to Benton and Craib, Bhaskar’s critical realism is necessarily connected to
emancipatory politics by way of knowledge of self and society which they note is
similar to the theme of Habermas’s social theory (Benton & Craib, 2001:136). This
derives from the Enlightenment view that knowledge of the truth will eventually lead
to a better life and freedom from oppressive practices. Critical theory may be seen as
an extension of the Enlightenment philosophies of Kant, Hegel and Marx (van
Heerden, 1994:305). According to van Heerden critical theory attempts to do the

following:
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» follow the development of reason through history;

* suggest steps for the attainment of freedom given the prevailing level and

mode of production;

» through analysis and critique, identify the problems in society at present and

open up possibilities for transformation;

* lead to a form of life which does not have any unnecessary relations of
domination.

(van Heerden, 1994: 306)

It might be suggested that a scientific philosophy such as critical realism must be
value free and can say nothing about what is good or bad, right or wrong in any
meaningful way. However, Collier (1994:170,171) describes how it is possible, with
critical realism, to move from facts to values. His argument points out that arguments
from facts which lead to values are more like evidentiary or scientific arguments than
pure deduction. Values, which exist in open systems and value judgments, need to
carry the rider “all things being equal” as there could be special cases where this
particular value might be overridden by other considerations. For example, an
accepted value might be that it is wrong to hurt people. However in a situation where
a young child gets a thorn deeply embedded in her foot it might be justified to hurt her

in removing it so as to prevent the possibility of life-threatening infection later on.

Social science presents ideas which are claimed to be true about society and society
itself is reproduced by and transformed by human beings. Humans also act upon,
amongst other things, ideas in society. So, although the ideas in a society form an
important part of investigating and understanding it, some of the most significant
ideas in society are about society itself. Should a social scientist encounter a
demonstrably false belief, she will want to explain it and part of this explanation
might be that some institution or group of people is responsible for promoting that

false belief. The relevant part of the explanation then forms a value judgment:
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To say that some institution causes false beliefs is to criticize it.
Given that (other things being equal) it is better to believe what is
true than what is false, it is better (other things being equal) that
institutions that cause false beliefs should be replaced by, or
transformed into, those that cause true ones.

(Collier, 1994: 172)

If, for example, a particular institution promoted the idea that it is essential to human
health and wellbeing to eat animal flesh at least three times a week, people might be

persuaded that if they do not do this they risk illness and even death. Mothers might

feel morally bound to feed their children on such a diet. Therefore, animals will be

killed and parts of their bodies eaten with the above reasons for justification.

If research is actually carried out which shows that it is quite possible to live a full and
healthy life without consuming any animal flesh at all, these results would, on the one
hand, be useful for people in deciding what to eat for a healthy diet and, on the other
hand, show that the institution is proclaiming a totally false proposition and
misleading people. Given that, all things being equal, it is better to tell the truth than
to lie, the research inevitably criticises the institution and its untruthfulness and brings

pressure for its change or abolition.

Chouliaraki and Fairclough put forward a similar argument using the concept of

ideology and domination:

In so far as proto-theories are shown through critical analysis to be
working ideologically — to be helping the practices sustain relations
of domination — critical social science may subvert the practices it
analyses, by showing proto-theories to be to be miscognitions, and
producing scientific theories which may be taken up within (and
enter struggles within) the practices.
(Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999: 32, 33)

Bhaskar, looking at the implications of critical realism for socialism, maintains the

following:
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From the critical realist perspective, contrary to the tradition of
contemporary social democracy, socialist emancipation depends on
the transformation of structures, not the amelioration of states of
affairs. Indeed in present and foreseeable circumstances, the
transformation of structures may be a practically necessary
condition for more humane states of affairs. But this transformation
does not involve a magic transportation into a realm free of
determination as imagined by utopian and so called ‘scientific’
socialists. Rather, it consists in the move or transition from
unneeded, unwanted and oppressive to needed, wanted and
empowering sources of determination.

(Bhaskar, 1989: 6)
2.3. Epistemological strategies
2.3.1. Methods of constructing knowledge

The fact that humans continually make meaning and change previously made
meanings is one reason why social science, unlike natural science, is unable, in
general, to carry out experiments in the traditional sense. If people were part of an
experiment it would very likely lead to changes in their concepts and ideas about what
was happening as well as their motivation and so their actions and the social
phenomena under investigation would also change. Another reason is that it is almost
impossible to structure anything in social science like the closed system of natural
scientific enquiry. However there are a number of ways in which knowledge can be

gained from observations in the sciences.

Deduction involves the logical and rigorous drawing of conclusions from a given
statement or observation. A simple example would be as follows. In football the rules
state that a goal cannot be scored directly from a goal kick. If a goal kick is taken and
goes directly into the opposition’s goal the conclusion must be that this is not counted
as a goal. Deduction has nothing more to say. If the general rule (premise) is true and

the observation is true the conclusion must also be true.

Induction, on the other hand, takes a particular finding and moves on to
generalisation. For example, a number of different types of cat might be observed and
from these observations the proposition put forward that all cats have tails. This might

possibly be true and the more observations taken showing that all observed cats have
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tails, the greater the likelihood of it being correct. However it is never a logical
certainty. Indeed the process of induction does pose a problem for science and social
life in general and this is essentially the question of why it should be reasonable to
propose that what happens in the particular might also happen in a general situation
and even that what happened yesterday will also happen today (Bhaskar 1978, 216).
What justification do we have for expecting the density of pure water to be the same
today as it was yesterday, or that it will be the same in Liverpool as it is in Dar-Es-
Salaam? Why does it seem reasonable to expect that solar cells can be used to produce
electrical energy anywhere in the world or that, if we could not start a fire by rubbing
two blocks of ice together yesterday, then the same process will not produce fire today
either? Bhaskar points out that it is possible to imagine worlds which are counter
inductive or even capricious but that the fact that induction does sometimes work tells
us something about the world (Bhaskar, 1998a: 91, 92). His explanation focuses on

the differences between structures and patterns of events:

Now a belief in the uniformity of nature is quite misplaced if it is a
belief in the invariance of patterns of events (or experiences)... A
belief in the uniformity of nature is only rational if it is a belief in
the invariance of structures. The eventsequential past is an
unreliable guide to the future. Instead what we require, and in small
measure actually possess, is a knowledge of the invariant tendencies
and natures of things (though this does not legitimate predictions)...
It is the possibility of an adequate explanation, in terms of real
invariances, from which the behaviour concerned can, normically,
be understood, be deduced that must justify any piece of inductive
reasoning in science.

(Bhaskar, 1998a: 92,93)

Although deduction and induction are valid forms of inference used to great effect in
science and everyday life, they are not necessarily able to answer questions about the
deeper nature of reality. For this reason other investigative strategies must be

employed which draw on the ontology of critical realism.
In this work I start with a description of the practices of animal farming, which is

taken as the empirical level of critical realism for this enquiry i.e. the observed

phenomenon. This forms the base for the investigations which follow. Then, drawing
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on work by Danermark et al. (2002), I use abduction to clarify, analyse and re-
conceptualise the phenomenon of animal farming and retroduction to discover the
necessary conditions/mechanisms/powers supporting the phenomenon’s continued
existence (Danermark et al., 2002). These authors give a comprehensive description
of the use of both abduction and retroduction in the social sciences and I draw upon

their work extensively below.

Following these processes, one of the mechanisms which I find to be necessary in
supporting and perpetuating the phenomenon, i.e. particular discourses about farmed

animals, is investigated in greater depth.

2.3.2 Abduction — seeing things differently

Abduction is unlike deduction, which is logically rigorous, and unlike induction,
which is an empirical generalization (Collins, cited in Danermark et al., 2002: 90). It
may be classed as re-description or re-contextualisation and is a way of gaining a new
insight or a new perspective on a familiar phenomenon by viewing it through a

different frame of interpretation:

The revolution of recontextualizations is that they give new
meaning to already known phenomena... What is discovered is
connections and relations, not directly observable, by which one can
understand and explain already known occurrences in a novel way.

(Danermark et al., 2002: 91)

In order to understand more fully the empirical observations/descriptions of animal
farming and to place this in a context which might lead to greater insight, I have re-
described and re-conceptualised what happens during the interactions between
humans and farm animals during this phenomenon. This has also entailed providing a

theoretical framework for the situation and interpreting what is happening.
Umberto Eco distinguishes three forms of abduction: overcoded, undercoded and

creative (Eco, cited in Danermark et al., 20002 : 93). Overcoded abduction refers to

the everyday inferences we make automatically. These may be described as natural
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interpretations although, in other social and cultural contexts, they may be highly
contested. Undercoded abduction describes the choice of one particular frame of
reference from amongst a number of others and creative abduction occurs when an
observer interprets a phenomenon in a totally new way or at least a way which
opposes the conventional interpretation. I believe my analysis falls into the latter two

categories.

2.3.3. Retroduction - asking what the world must be like

Retroduction uses transcendental arguments to move from empirical observation
towards a conceptualization of transfactual conditions (Danermark et al., 2002: 96).
Transcendental argumentation goes beyond empirical observation in seeking to
describe what must be the case for a particular phenomenon to exist; what supports it,
what relationships it must have and what other conditions must exist. It attempts to
differentiate which conditions are essential and which are contingent. Bhaskar

observes that:

When a stratum of reality has been adequately described the next
step consists in the discovery of the mechanisms responsible for
behavior at that level. The key move in this is the postulation of
hypothetical entities and mechanisms whose reality can then be
ascertained.

(Bhaskar, 1998b: 66)

If a phenomenon is described and that description is essentially acceptable, the
question can be asked how must the world be for this to be possible? Benton describes

this process for phenomenon p which has first been empirically described:

‘What must be the case for p to be possible?’ Let us suppose that
some condition or state of affairs, ¢ can be identified a necessary
condition for p. Since we have already accepted that p is actual then
it must be possible, and so the conditions which make it possible
must be satisfied. So ¢ must be the case.

(Benton & Craib, 2001: 122)
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Although both the real and the actual may be observable to some degree the world
must contain unobservable entities too. The existence of observable entities may
require the postulation of unobservable ones if observable effects can only be
explained as the product of the unobservable entity (Collier, cited in Sayer, 2000: 12).
For example, it is only possible to be picked as the England football striker if there is
a place called England, a game of football, a football team called England, other
football teams to play against, a position of striker and much more besides. The first is
impossible without the others. This is a form of transfactual argumentation where
objects or structures are understood to exist, not because they have actually been
observed to exist but because, given our present understanding, they must exist if
something else, in this case the position of England striker, also exists. This does not
exhaust what might possibly exist. There might be objects which exert powers
intermittently or which are not able to be detected or inferred from our empirical

observations.

Using this form of inference, I again pose the question, “What is it in the world, what
conditions are there, that allow, promote, sanction, perpetuate and excuse the present
large scale, institutionalized oppression, abuse and killing of animals by humans in
nonhuman animal farming?” The question is a complex one and nonhuman animal
farming is a very a familiar practice to everyone, although this familiarity is mostly in

a displaced form such as pictures, stories or the viewing of animals from a distance.

Although the re-contextualisation of animal farming that I present may not be
acceptable to everyone at this present moment in our history, I show that it is a valid
perspective and therefore use it as the basis for my retroduction. However, before
engaging in transfactual argumentation I take another route by looking at what might
be described as different circumstances but similar terrain. This is rather like a
geologist who visits places where similar strata to the ones being investigated are
more clearly exposed and may have been subjected to extreme conditions thus giving

her a better understanding of their fundamental nature.
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Danermark ef al., (2002) propose that greater insight into the structures, mechanisms
and powers necessary for certain phenomena can be obtained by, amongst other
things, examining similar situations to the one under scrutiny and searching for
essential similarities, and also by looking at pathological situations where the
underlying processes may be more clearly exposed than under “normal” conditions

(Danermark et al., 2002: 104-106).

I use both of these processes and they provide useful input into the transfactual
argumentation which follows. One problem which arises is that there is nothing
directly akin, in human society today or in human history, to the oppression and mass
annihilation of nonhuman animals by humans — neither in scale nor duration. Despite
this, I maintain that it is useful to examine a particular group of events in human
history which have some commonality with this phenomenon and which may also be

described as pathological.

For this reason I survey examples of genocide with special emphasis on the
Holocaust, searching for the essential causative and sustaining features of these events
and looking for resonance with animal farming. I do not maintain that these two
phenomena, genocide and animal farming, are exactly the same, although they do
have significant similarities, or that all the essential conditions of one are present in
the other. I do maintain, however, that such a comparison is able to assist in the

identification of some of the essential conditions supporting animal farming.

One of the essential conditions I identify is the presence in society of particular
discourses about animals which socially construct them in various ways. In order to
investigate this aspect in greater depth I use a form of critical discourse analysis to
analyse articles appearing in a popular South African farming magazine over a six

month period.

2.3.4. Language and the construction of reality

Social constructionism is a term with many shades of meaning. Jorgensen and

Phillips, drawing upon work by Burr (1995), outline the main premises as follows:
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» reality is accessible to us through categorization so the knowledge and
representations we make are not reflections of reality but products of

discourse;

* our views and knowledge are historically and culturally specific as well as our

identities;

* knowledge is created through social interaction where truth is constructed;

» different social views of the world lead to different understandings and

different social actions which in turn produce their own consequences.

(Jorgensen& Phillips, 2002: 5,6).
They further point out that:

With language, we create representations of reality that are never
mere reflections of a pre-existing reality but contribute to
constructing reality. That does not mean that reality itself does not
exist. Meanings and representations are real. Physical objects also
exist, but they only gain meaning through discourse.

(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002: 8, 9)

These authors see language as a machine generating and constituting the social world
including social identities and social relations. Language is not just a neutral
mechanism for communicating objective information from one person to another. Its
use has consequences far beyond this simplistic scenario. A sobering account of the
inherent power of language is given in this extract from the South African Truth and

Reconciliation (TRC) hearings:
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It is common place to treat language as mere words, not deeds,
therefore language is taken to play a minimal role in understanding
violence. The Commission wishes to take a different view here.
Language, discourse and rhetoric does things: it constructs social
categories, it gives orders, it persuades us, it justifies, it explains,
gives reasons, excuses. It constructs reality. It moves certain people
against other people.
(TRC, 1998:294)

2.3.4.1. Discourse

The construct of discourse analysis, or Neo Gramscian theory, comes out of the

Marxist tradition but seeks to be more relevant in the analysis of modern societies

than traditional Marxism in that it allows for concepts of greater complexity which are

not derived from a rigid analysis of class (Thomsen & Andersen, 2000:161,162).

According to Thomsen & Andersen, discourse analysis makes the following claims:

ideology, language and symbols are as important as material considerations in

the explanation of historical developments;

material relations cannot be understood without consideration of the

ideological and linguistic conditions existing;

social reality is constructed with language and symbols;

political conflict and dominance bring about changes in social organization.

(Thomsen & Andersen, 2000: 61)

There are many descriptions of what is meant by discourse. Laclau & Mouffe (cited in

Thomsen & Andersen, 2000:164) describe discourse as “an actively constructed

horizon of meaning and action, that is, as referring to concrete relations established

amongst certain objects, language codes and types of behaviour”. For Fairclough
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(2001: 16), discourse is, “language as a form of social practice”. Gee (1999:7) sees it
as “personal language in use as well as language combined with material aspects such
as ways of behaving, clothes, believing, valuing, objects etc.” and for Jorgensen &
Phillips (2002:1), it is “a particular way of talking about and understanding the world

(or an aspect of it)”.

According to Choulariki and Fairclough (1999:4), an important characteristic of the
social, economic and cultural changes of late modernity is the existence of these
changes as discourses. Although these changes are also processes which take place
outside discourses, they are, in turn, substantively shaped by discourses. They further

point out that:

Advances in information technology, mainly communications
media, underlie both economic and cultural transformations,
opening up new forms of experience and knowledge and new
possibilities of relationships with faraway others via television or
the internet. Postmodernist theory has fixed on the consequential
economic and cultural centrality of signs detached from specific
material locations and circulating across the boundaries of space
and time.

(Choulariki & Fairclough, 1999: 3)

As mentioned already, some conceptions of discourse include the material as well as
the linguistic elements of the world. Gee (1999: 6, 7) describes discourse written with
a small, uncapitalised, “d” as “language-in-use” but Discourse written with a big,
capitalised “D” as that language in use together with the other things that go with it

such as clothes, body language, technology, values and so on.

Choulariki and Fairclough (1999: 6, 21), drawing on Harvey’s proposal of the
dialectical nature of social processes, recognize discourse as being one moment
amongst others, which include power, social relations, material practices,
institutions/rituals and beliefs/values/desires. Each moment internalizes the others

without it being reducible to them.
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Discourse is also seen as being socially constitutive. “Discourse is a practice of not
just representing the world, but of signifying the world, constituting and constructing
the world in meaning” (Fairclough 1992: 64). Gee sees the importance of non-

language components in this process:

We continually and actively build and rebuild our worlds not just
through language, but through language used in tandem with
actions, interactions, non-linguistic symbol systems, objects, tools,
technologies and distinctive ways of thinking, valuing, feeling and
believing. Sometimes what we build is quite similar to what we
have built before; sometimes it is not. But language-in-action is
always and everywhere an active building process.

(Gee, 1999: 11)

He also maintains that language use, written and spoken allows us to
construct/construe seven areas of reality (Gee, 2005:11-13). The seven areas of
reality below are quoted from Gee although the examples in the bullet points are

mine:

» Significance. Language is used to give meaning and value to different aspects
of the material world. An ordinary room becomes a study, an old piece of

furniture is an antique, a part of a pig’s corpse becomes a pork chop.

* Activities. Language is used to recognise particular activities. A head master
gives a formal address at a prize giving or a football manager gives a team talk

at half time.

* Identities. Speaking in a particular way may signify status such as that of

being a boss or a parent.

* Relationships. Relationships such as formal and informal, doctor and patient

or sexual and nonsexual are enacted in language.
* Politics. This concerns the distribution of social goods such as who is valued

and who is not, the allocation of blame, what is normal or abnormal or what

motives may be in play.
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* Connections. Language is used to try connect certain things or to attempt to
disconnect them. A person might try to make a connection between the way
women dress and the high incidence of rape or claim that, because the
constitution is too liberal, this will lead to a breakdown of morals in the
country. On the other hand it might be said that the system of apartheid in the
past has nothing to do with the present level of violence in South African

society.

* Sign systems and knowledge. Some languages, some forms of a particular
language and some sign systems may be valued over others thus privileging
the knowledge and values of those systems over others. For example a
scientific/instrumental semiotic system may be valued over a system of

traditional knowledge and ethics.

2.3.4.2. Ideology

For Marx, society is predicated on the material conditions which prevail at the time

and it is these which determine the consciousness of its members:

The mode of production of material life conditions the general
process of social, political and intellectual life. It is not the
consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their
social existence that determines their consciousness.

(Marx, cited in Martin, 1994: 82)

People have material needs which are satisfied by productive activity on nature. The
means of production consist of the object or whatever is to be worked upon and the
purpose, plus the instruments which will be used (Martin, 1994: 83). With these go the
labouring activity itself, in total giving rise to the labour process (Martin, 1994: 82,
83) The forces of production refer to the combinations of the means of production and
human labour and are historically and geographically variable (Martin 1994:84)
People enter into social relations of production, including cooperation and division of

labour to produce what they need to survive.
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According to Marx, the forces of production and the relations of production, which
are dependent upon them, form the base of society. This base then gives rise to the
superstructure of ideas, consciousness and institutions (Martin, 1994: 87, 88). The
totality of the relations of production constitutes society’s economic structure which
serves as the base for a politico-legal and ideological superstructure (Manson, 1994:
23). So, according to this view, the material base of society is a key determinant in

the production of human consciousness or ideological reality.

Althusser (cited in Phillips and Joergensen 2002: 15) defines ideology as “a system of
representations masking true relationships to one another in society by constructing
imaginary relations between people and between them and the social formation”.
Ideology in this sense represents a distortion of the truth about how the world really is

which is essentially the false consciousness described by Marx.

Althusser also sees ideologies as fixed to material practices and embedded in social
institutions (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997: 261). Further, he describes a process of
interpellation which constructs a social position for the individual and makes them
into an ideological subject. According to this point of view, careful analysis should
make it possible to look behind this false representation of the world to the truth and

to see how the individual is ideologically positioned.

This determinist position of Althusser is countered firstly by research suggesting that
subjects interpret messages encoded in text differently from those intended by the
originator, secondly by the idea that different discourses often compete and thirdly by
a rejection altogether of the theory of ideology as false consciousness using a
Foucaltian view that truth is created in discourse and nothing “more true” is masked
by any particular ideology (Phillips & Jorgensen, 2002: 17, 18). This latter proposal
however, leads to a relativist position where there are many truths of equal validity.
From a critical realist point of view we can only ever know the world through
conceptualisations and these are understood to be fallible and always open to
modification, to new experience and insight. This means that a claim of knowing

ultimate truth about something is not one that can be supported by critical realism.
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Notwithstanding this, it is clear that not all conceptualisations are equally valid and it
is legitimate to claim that epistemic gain, rather than absolute truth, is an outcome of
critical social scientific enquiry (Choulariki & Fairclough, 1999: 33, 34). Although
epistemic gain may or may not have the status of absolute truth, it does allow for
further argumentation and the testing of its findings (ibid). Yet another possibility is to

replace the concept of truth with the idea of “practical adequacy” (Sayer, 1984: 66).

Discourses are not neutral but ideological in nature; ideology being another term with

various shades of meaning. Fairclough maintains that:

Ideologies are representations of aspects of the world which can be
shown to contribute to establishing, maintaining and changing
social relations of power, domination and exploitation.

(Fairclough 2003: 9)

Gee describes ideologies as social theories involving beliefs and claims about the
ways in which goods are distributed in society, a social theory being one which
“crucially involves human relationships” (Gee, 1996: 16, 21). These theories may be
tacit, where a person is unaware or only dimly aware of the grounding generalisations
and theories for the claims they make or, at the other end of the scale, overt, where
they have a high degree of awareness and can explicate those grounding theories. He
identifies the job of explicating such tacit theories as the work of discourse analysis

but also gives this warning:

We must infer from the person’s beliefs, actions and words what
theory the person is tacitly using. We must spell out more
completely and explicitly the generalizations the person can only
partially express. We can never be sure that we are ‘right’ here. We
can never be sure of this even in our own case, thanks to various
sorts of self deception.

(Gee 1996: 17)

In turn these theories may derive from first hand experience and research which Gee
terms “primary” theories but alternatively, they may be based on reports by other

people who hold primary theories, in which case they are classed as “removed”
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theories. Thirdly there are “deferred” theories where the person simply believes that
experts have made sufficient generalizations to ground their belief (Gee, 1996: 17,

18).

The research which forms the basis of this thesis is located in a position which
understands discourse as language in action as well as social structures, practices,
values and physical objects. This is best captured in Gee’s construct of “big D
Discourse”. Implicit in this is the idea of ideology as a personal and collective view of
how the world is, how the world should be and how the world works. It is ideology
which, through the tool of language, shapes conceptions of reality and via human
actions produces artefacts such as committees, working groups, institutional
hierarchies, prison cells, bank cards, clothes and cattle trucks. These are all part of the

discourse, products of ideology or what might be termed ideological artefacts.

A rather simplistic example of this viewpoint is that the anti-Semitic discourse and
ideology of Nazism gave rise to ways of describing and constructing Jewish people
and eventually produced a whole administrative system to identify and monitor Jews.
Later it brought into being a further, major, physical expression of this ideology in the
form of the concentration camps and the gas chambers. All of these manifestations,
and more, form part of the ideology of anti-Semitism under Nazi domination and the

ideology is expressed in the form of physical and social artefacts.

On a more mundane level, a discarded cool drink bottle might suggest a society which
values conspicuous consumption rather than conservation. With artefacts such as
electric 