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Thank you to Tom Fryer and Cristián Navarette for their post on Roy’s metaphor of ontological 
stratification – i.e., the so-called ‘three domains’ of reality – and for Dave Elder-Vass’ and Tobin 
Nelhous’ subsequent responses.  Thanks too to Dave, for the invitation to join the conversation. 
 
One big problem with metaphors is that a certain type of reader – of which there seems to be no 
shortage - is tempted to reify them.  A particularly egregious example of this is Marx’s metaphor of base, 
structure and superstructure.  160 years on, it’s still necessary to point out that Marx was talking about 
society, not about buildings.  While he used an architectural metaphor to say something important about 
society, he was not saying that societies are buildings.  If nothing else, societies – unlike buildings – are 
composed of social relations (themselves composed of, but not reducible to, individuals).  For this 
reason alone, the metaphor only goes so far: social relations do not actually sit atop other social relations 
as the 8rd floor sits atop the floors below it.  Marx’s point was not that society is a three-story building.  
Or even a pyramid of acrobats or cheerleaders.  Rather, the claim (correct or not) was that it’s possible to 
distinguish between the social relations that constitute different institutions and practices, and that some 
social relations have a greater effect upon the nature and operation of the whole than do others. 
 
Tom and Cristián object to Roy’s metaphor partly on the grounds that it’s redundant.  We have perfectly 
adequate, non-metaphorical ways to say the same thing, they observe, and to do so in an arguably more 
accessible way.  I don’t disagree with them, but I think that the objection is not pointed enough.  There’s 
always a non-metaphorical way to say the metaphorical thing.  Nor is it simply that the metaphor – with 
its accompanying table of categories – is confusing, as they also contend.  The precise problem (in my 
view) is that, as with Marx’s metaphor, readers tend to interpret Roy’s metaphor of ontological 
stratification literally, or at least close to literally, and in so doing they misconstrue, or even miss 
altogether, the ideas that the metaphor is meant to capture.  It’s the same, as it happens, with Roy’s talk 
of transitive and intransitive ‘dimensions,’ which grew out of a distinction made early in RTS between 
the transitive and intransitive objects of scientific inquiry. 
 
If Marx’s base-structure-superstructure metaphor has led generations of readers to imagine that society is 
a parking garage, Roy’s ontological stratification metaphor leads readers to conceive of society as a kind 
of curiously disaggregated rock face, where each of the levels of sedimentation is somehow spatially 
discrete, and the deepest level is not visible.  Indeed, with the help of the table that accompanies the 
metaphor, readers go on to assign phenomena to levels that have now become boxes – in a manner akin 
to sorting clean laundry.  All of this is unfortunate – and, as Tom and Cristián suggest, leads to 
convoluted thinking.  I would add that in addition to being convoluted, the thinking is often rote, 
technically dogmatic.   
 
I agree with Tom and Cristián that an obvious remedy is to simply state the ideas in a non-metaphorical 
way – at least by default (rather than the other way around, with the non-metaphorical expression 
coming as an afterthought, as is so widely done at present).   
 
But what are the non-metaphorical ideas?   
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On this point, I probably come closer to Dave than to either Tom and Cristián or to Tobin.  The driving 
question of A Realist Theory of Science is “How can it be that so-called ‘laws of nature’ hold even though 
the regularity in terms of which they are defined by Humeans and Kantians alike does not obtain?”  How 
is it that laws hold ‘transfactually,’ to use Roy’s term?  Roy’s answer, of course, was that regularity, such 
as it is, is epiphenomenal.  It is the powers of things, as he had it (others might say that it is the powerful 
things themselves; I say that, for instance1), that, when expressed or exercised, sometimes (depending 
upon the nature of thing and the kind of power) yield outcomes that occur predictably, or regularly – 
which outcomes, when they do occur, are sometimes observed, though not always.   
 
This core claim sustained a reconceptualization of ‘laws of nature’, such that the answer to the question 
of how they hold transfactually is that they are best conceived as being a function of the powers (of 
things), and powers do not go away when, for one reason or another, they have not been expressed, or 
actualized – let alone if they have merely not been observed.  The metaphor of ontological stratification 
is supposed to capture this bit of neo-Aristotelian ontology.  ‘The Real’ represents the idea that (as per 
Aristotle) powers exist even when they are not being exercised.  ‘The Actual’ represents the idea that any 
given power may be exercised, even if being so is not a condition of its existence.  ‘The Empirical’ 
represents the idea that being observed by a subject is also not a general existence condition for (the) 
powers (of things).  Finally, the formula ‘R>A>E’ tells us that at any given moment not all powers are 
actualized, and not all actualized powers are observed. 
 
Having transposed the metaphor back into non-metaphorical language, we can see that while the 
relevant content comes as an answer to a precisely formulated question about laws, it contains quite a bit 
of metaphysical content.  It is at once an endorsement of Aristotle and a rejection of both Hume and 
Kant.  It connects, via realism about powers, to a theory of causation.  It has modal implications (in this 
regard Dave is absolutely right, in my view, to emphasize the significance of the divide between R and A, 
implying as it does a commitment to the phenomenon of real potentiality).   
 
But the metaphor, as I suggested at the outset, is not a reliable short-cut for any of this.  It really only 
does the work of imparting said content if one is already cognizant of the content.  If you want to 
understand Bhaskar on causation, you can’t just read it off of the concept of ‘ontological stratification.’  
You have to deal with the whole account.  Admittedly this sucks a little, since RTS isn’t all that well-
written, and working through it calls for more interest in philosophy than most readers who aren’t 
philosophers can be reasonably expected to muster. 
 
Let me say a quick word in response to Tobin’s piece, before I cast my vote on the metaphor.  Tobin 
argues that the ‘domain’ of the Empirical should be replaced by the domain of the Semiotic.  As I see it, 
critical realists whose concern is to explain social phenomena can’t avoid the phenomenon of human 
subjectivity, even if their focus is on the efficacy of high speed rail rather than on pop culture (or 
religion, or poetry, or school systems), since critical realists think of social phenomena as being, in part – 
though only in part – constituted by meanings.  Attention to semiotics is therefore required.  But I don’t 
think that there is a non-metaphorical intransitive ‘domain’ or ‘dimension’ any more than there are any 
other non-metaphorical ‘domains,’ and while Tobin would probably agree with this, it seems to me, 
further, that the ‘domain’ of the Empirical really does need to be defined in terms of observation, given 
what Roy was doing with the metaphor.  The claim in RTS is not that subjectivity is exhausted by 
perception.  It’s that laws of nature – reconceptualized in terms of causal powers – are not existentially 
contingent upon the outcomes produced by the exercise of powers being observed.  To my mind, then, 
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Tobin is right to direct us to the semiotic features of social phenomena, but wrong to try to incorporate 
that analysis into Roy’s talk of the Real, the Actual and the Empirical.  The metaphor presents us with 
enough difficulties as it is, without making it be a mixed metaphor. 
 
So, should we retain Roy’s metaphorical three-domains-talk, or not?  I suppose that my answer is that we 
don’t need the metaphor, but we do need the metaphysics that it’s meant to encapsulate.  Perhaps this is 
to say that what we should do is de-emphasize the metaphor.  Stop treating it as catechism.  The 
substantive analysis of RTS does not reduce to “Bhaskar believes that there are three domains of reality.”  
The sentence is superficially true, but the metaphor is just that: a metaphor.  It’s not literally true.  
Whether or not you find it to be a useful heuristic for communicating key aspects of a particular neo-
Aristotelian ontology, the important thing is the metaphysics, not the device.  
     
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


