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1 | INTRODUCTION

Community psychology (CP) is a field dedicated to understanding the contexts in which individuals exist and how
those contexts influence their health, wellbeing, and quality of life (Orford, 1992). Underpinned by values like social
justice, CP is intended to be transformative in nature, aiming to address existing inequalities with social action
(Prilleltensky, 2001). CP arose out of the disenfranchisement researchers and practitioners had with clinical and
applied psychology, which were described as individualistic, decontextualizing, and responsive to individual crisis,
instead of preventative of social crisis (Evans et al., 2014; Orford, 1992). CP has had a strong tradition of multi-
method, mixed-method (Campbell et al., 2017), participatory (Jason et al., 2004), and co-produced knowledge
(Tebes, 2018).

Despite being a growing field, it has been argued that CP lacks a unified underpinning philosophy of science
(Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002; Tebes, 2016). This should be addressed because philosophies of science act as
roadmaps guiding research practice, regardless of whether the researcher is aware of it (Gorski, 2013). A philosophy
of science usually involves a constellation of assumptions about ontology (the nature of reality), epistemology (the
nature of knowledge), ways in which we can measure reality (methodology and research technique), axiology (the
role of values in research) and the main goal in our understanding of the world (objective of the research)—aptly
summarized by Markula and Silk (2011):

Paradigms... provide the boundaries for the researcher's ethics and values, actions in the social world, the
control of the study (who initiates the work and asks questions), the voices deployed in the accounts of
the research and, indeed, the very basic and fundamental understandings of the world the researcher is

investigating. (p. 25)

According to Gorski (2013), while a good understanding of philosophy of science can improve research, more
important is how an erroneous one impedes it. It should be noted social scientists rarely defend the most extreme
conclusions of even the most prevalent philosophies of science nowadays, but their presence still lingers on with
entrenched methodological animosity (Langhout, 2003) and a need to appeal to positivism (Gorski, 2013). Critical
realism may provide a road map for the reinvigoration of social action and justice in CP given that part of its original
aim was to address problems in the world (Bhaskar & Hartwig, 2010) and provide a bridge across these animosities.

This article will start by introducing traditional philosophies of science (positivism, interpretivism, and social
constructivism), and their underlying assumptions and limitations. | will discuss how these philosophies of science
have shaped the autism literature to demonstrate the impact that underlying assumptions have on phenomena. |
will then introduce critical realism as a philosophy of science which can support a value-based approach and
practice, and support multi-disciplinarity, while centering marginalized communities at the heart of psychology. | will
highlight how the ontological and epistemological configuration of critical realism also creates an onus for re-
searchers to engage reflexively with their own work, helping to address the ways in which psychology and science
have contributed to violent research. Last, | address how critical realism can handle the complexity of phenomena
such as autism and disability in an ethical and transformative way, which when coupled with CP, can provide a
powerful emancipatory tool for addressing systemic inequality by and for the autistic community.

Throughout the article | focus on autism to highlight the practical and often dangerous limitations of scientific
paradigms that (in)advertently lead to essentialism (the idea that things or people have fixed, immutable char-
acteristics regardless of context) and reductionism (the act of reducing something to the sum of its parts). Autism
presents an interesting case because of ongoing disputes over who has epistemic authority to describe the reality or
experience of autism (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2017; Hens et al., 2019), due to the often essentialised knowledge
production of autism (Milton, 2016), the rapid evolution in the construction of autism (Evans, 2013;
Silberman, 2015), and how autism has a marked history of research and ethical violence (Cowen, 2009;
Czech, 2018; Gernsbacher, 2007; Rose, 2020). While | address autism and disability, these are two distinct,
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overlapping concepts—not everyone who is autistic will consider themselves disabled (Botha et al., 2020;
Kapp et al., 2013).

2 | MAINSTREAM PSYCHOLOGY AND POSITIVISM

Mainstream psychology has been underpinned by positivism (as well as its successor logical empiricism) and
falsification for most of its short history (Leahey, 1992). Positivism is based on ontological realism and epistemo-
logical objectivism—objects exist within reality regardless of our interaction with them, and reality is observable,
testable and established through application of the scientific method and deduction (Leahey, 1992). The move
toward falsification shifted the onus from verifiability to falsifiability (Popper, 2002) but psychology has maintained
core beliefs around objectivity, value-freedom, and methodological rigidity. Positivistic work generally avoids all
discussion of meta-theory, focusing on method, with an aim to establish view from “nowhere” (epistemological
transcendence), whereby the product of knowledge production stands alone from the scientists, completely un-
bound from cultural and social predilection (Nagel, 1989). As such, scientific knowledge is said to be value free
(Breen & Darlaston-Jones, 2010). While social science has generally given up the quest for governing laws, the
ghost of falsification, replication, and epistemological transcendence still haunt the social sciences (Gorski, 2013).
The idea of value-freedom of science is partly based in the idea of epistemological transcendence (Nagel, 1989), but
also based on the naturalistic fallacy: the Humean “fact-value” distinction which rejects any transition from fact
(positive statements) to value (normative statements) (Black, 1964). According to Bhaskar (1998), positivism draws
an impenetrable distinction between facts and values—this means that the way something is cannot tell you the
way something should be.

There are a number of issues that arise with positivism, however. First, although epistemological transcendence
is prized, it is not a clearly achievable goal, and the idea of objectivity holds inherent power (Fondacaro &
Weinberg, 2002). Positivistic claims to objectivity rest on the notion that when scientists use the scientific method
it produces knowledge which is value free (Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002). Positivistic work never addresses the
methods by which transcendence is achieved and it is generally absent of reflexivity (Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002).
The assumptions underpinning the work often have social and cultural values in what is measured, and how it is
measured (Zyphur & Pierides, 2019). Despite being claimed to be value free, science and psychology have a strong
history of racism (Schaffer, 2007), homophobia (Mohr, 2009), ableism (Scully & Shakespeare, 2019), and sexism
(Ruti, 2015), as well as undisclosed data manipulation, and misrepresentation of statistics to the ends of the
researcher (Cumming, 2014; Gigerenzer, 2004; Kim & Bang, 2016). Research practices are led by the values and
goals of researchers—yet these values go unaddressed. Striving for this idea of objectivity may also, at a practical
level, alienate minorities from engaging with the science that affects their lives—they are seen to be “too close” to
the subject (Crasnow et al., 2009).

Second, although the Humean fact-value distinction is described as impenetrable, the line between positive
statements and normative goals are blurred—facts can be value-laden or contain normative goals (Putnam, 2002). It
has been argued that to have a coherent concept of fact, values must be invoked (Pihlstrom, 2010; Putnam, 2002).
Even the goal of objectivity has been described as a value (Williams, 2006). The dangerous result of assumed
scientific objectivity and rationality can be seen in examples of mass-institutionalization, eugenic projects, lo-
botomy, and an instillation of radical self-sufficiency in Western-capitalist cultures (Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002).

Third, methodological rigidity is inherent to positivism given that the epistemological stance denies subjectivity.
An experimental, quantitative approach is traditionally used alongside experimental methods aiming to uncover
generalizable laws (Leahey, 1992). It will often involve regression-based, predictive methods and eschews the
concept of experiential data, meaning-making, qualitative work (Baker, 1992; Breen & Darlaston-Jones, 2010;
Tolman, 1992).
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Last, positivism collapses reality into the dimension of what can be measured by the scientific method, com-
mitting the epistemic fallacy- the conflation of reality (ontology) with how we can know reality (epistemology)
(Bhaskar, 2008; Collier, 1994). Further, positivism assumes that knowledge itself is analyzed as an unmediated
relation between reality (the ontic fallacy) instead of acknowledging the cognitive and social mechanism by which
knowledge is gained (Bhaskar, 2008).

Positivism has shaped psychology (for better or worse) for the last century, and its influence can be seen in
autism research. The vast majority of autism research tends to reside within a positivistic biological framework
(Glynne-Owen, 2010; E. Pellicano et al., 2014). It often results in a bio-essentialist, medical model approach, that
frames both autism and disability as a naturalistic disorder that emerges at a biological level (Bai et al., 2019; Curley
et al,, 2011; De Rubeis et al., 2014). This is often claimed to be the scientifically objective, value-free framework for
understanding “deviance” from ascribed biological normativity (Fine & Asch, 1988; Pilgrim, 2014). Despite being
claimed to be value-free, the psychology of autism is predicated on the value of normative bodies and minds being
an ideal state of affairs, which is why it advocates for intervention, remediation and normalization, and rarely
acknowledges meta-theory (Glynne-Owen, 2010; Pilgrim, 2014; Reynolds, 2017).

However, autism cannot (yet, at least), be explained as emerging from a strictly biological level, despite the best
efforts of positivistic science. A broad array of individual genes in a multiplicity of combinations have been iden-
tified as “risk” factors (De Rubeis et al., 2014), while at a neurobiological level, brain “configurations” including
connections, and structures, have yet to reliably explain autism—as it has been pointed out, autistic brains are highly
heterogenous (Chapman, 2020; Lenroot & Yeung, 2013; Toal et al., 2010). The “symptomology” of autism is so
extraordinarily vast and heterogenous that it has been argued a unifying theory of autism is no longer possible or
useful (Happé et al., 2006). Indeed, researchers have argued that because autism cannot be explained by positivistic
science completely that autism must be many things (Happé et al., 2006), instead of acknowledging positivism's
limitations as a philosophy of science for understanding autism. In doing so, researcher instil doubt and uncertainty
into the idea of autism as a single category to maintain the idea of the reliability and validity of positivistic theories
in the presence of such mixed results (Hollin, 2017). Furthermore, limitations of genetics or biology to explain all of
autism are clear without even starting to question the validity of categorizing certain behaviors which are explained
by genetics as disorder, given how many behavioral traits are predicted by genetics and are not pathologized
(Pilgrim, 2014).

The conception of the bio-essentialism of the “autistic disorder,” and the notion of autism emerging only from a
genetic predisposition are part of a simplistic eugenic tradition (Barnbaum, 2008; Czech, 2018; Tantam, 2009).
Biological reductionism spurred by positivism has often conflated the outcomes of disabled lives with the disability
or condition itself without regard for context (Reynolds, 2017). Suffering has been described in the very nature of
autism (Baron-Cohen & Bolton, 1993). Presumed scientific objectivity, positivistic science, and scientific “necessity”
have resulted in the tradition of eugenics, mass institutionalization, and lobotomy—all procedures or policies that
unduly affect disabled people, and autistic people (Eyal, 2017; Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002; Pernick, 1996;
Pfeiffer, 1994). There is a focus on removing autism, to remove suffering (Barnbaum, 2008).

Methodological rigidity, and arguments of epistemological objectivity have contributed to the dismissal of
person-centered or ethnographic accounts of autism, as they are discounted as voices who are too “close” (Glynne-
Owen, 2010). Autistic people have been argued to be incapable of forming trustworthy epistemic accounts of
autism due to the very “nature” of autism (Frith & Happe, 1999), a debate which rages on (Hens et al., 2019). Ideas
of scientific objectivity have allowed for the privilege of hegemonic theories over counter examples or experiences
of disabled people, as arguments of proximity are invoked (Schneidre, 1988). Yet often, the “science” of disability
does not live up to the experience of disability. Scientists and researchers often underestimate the quality of life
available to disabled people and reduce complex biological and social phenomena to an idea of individual impair-
ment (Smart, 2006). Worse so, this “objectivity” has been used to other autistic people in epistemologically violent
and dehumanizing ways (Cowen, 2009; Gernsbacher, 2007). Epistemological violence refers to making othering

interpretations of otherwise underdetermined data to conclude a group's inferiority (Teo, 2010). Examples of this
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dehumanization include autistic people being compared unfavorably to great apes, monkeys with brain damage, or
robots (Bainbridge, 2008; Pinker, 2002; Tomasello et al., 2005), or arguments that autistic people lack personhood,
the same right to integrity as nonautistic people, and that they are incapable of community (Barnbaum, 2008;
Russell, 2012). Epistemological violence has been highlighted in the fact that even when autistic people perform
better than nonautistic people, in “desirable” skills or traits, it is still framed somehow as evidence of deficit
(Gernsbacher et al., 2006). Arguments proposing eugenic methods of eliminating autism have been described as just
being scientifically, ethically, and objectively rational (Barnbaum, 2008). By prioritizing nonautistic voices as ob-
jective and deeming autistic people as too close to the topic, it also leaves very little room for autistic people to
contribute ontic or epistemic accounts of autism which challenge the predominant bio-essentialist views of autism.
This is not to say that autistic people and scholars have not risen to the challenge of producing accounts which
call into question such narrow, bio-essentialist views—critical autism studies (Davidson & Orsini, 2013; Woods
et al., 2018) and critical neurodiversity studies (Bertilsdotter Rosqvist et al., 2020) evidence that autistic people
(among other disability scholars) have. Rather, it is to say that structures within positivism do not actively facilitate
such contributions. Naive realism, or the “thin” reality that positivism endorses, over-simplifies a highly socially
embedded set of events, powers, and interests involved in psychiatry and psychology which give rise to autism
(Pilgrim, 2014)—such is the challenge of accurately capturing the “reality” of autism as a naturalistic object
(Chapman, 2020). Autism is a “moving target” that is not determinable outside of time, culture, and social norms
which makes the biological element just one fraction of autism (Chapman, 2020; Hacking, 2006; Hollin, 2017).

3 | INTERPRETIVISM AND SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM

The main counter philosophies of science to positivism are interpretivism and social constructivism. Both critique
the claim that there is a single, readily observable and measurable reality, that science and social science can be
value-free, and to differing extents, that objects exist outside of our interaction and mental representation of them
(Gorski, 2013). Interpretivists argue that positivism holds for “natural” sciences, and instead draws a distinction
between natural and human sciences, arguing (wrongly, according to Gorski, 2013) that social life is multiple, and
dependent on meaning. In this way, interpretivism rejects ontological realism for social life—that is, social life is
composed of many realities depending on our interaction and interpretation of it—termed “ontological relativism”
(Pham, 2018). This means that “Truth” is impossible for ontological reasons: it is intersubjective, complex, and
constituted in meaning-making. Interpretivists disavow the kind of positivistic empiricism of neo-behaviorist psy-
chology (Schwandt, 1994). Ultimately, this results in a rejection of causality in favor of a focus on lived experiences
(Schwandt, 1994).

Constructivists share the emphasis on intersubjectivity, and the importance of understanding the world as a
lived experiences which are undergone by “social actors” (Schwandt, 1994). However, constructivists further ex-
tended this argument by asserting that both social and natural science are linguistically constituted and therefore
just another part of social life which are governed by discourse and powers (Gorski, 2013). As such, constructivists
are usually deeply committed to epistemological, and ontological relativism. Objective truth and knowledge is
perspective (Schwandt, 1994). Latour and Woolgar (1986), for example, make the argument that scientific facts
bear the imprints of the social and conceptual life that they are borne from—objects do not have essential char-
acteristics outside of mental activity.

Critical or community psychologists may embrace interpretivism or constructivism as a response to the clear
limitations of positivism (Parker, 2007), and the violence and disenfranchisement that positivism and logical em-
piricism have facilitated (Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002). Both interpretivism and constructivism explore the con-
struction of knowledge and how it is situated within perspective (Gorski, 2013). The methods that are traditionally
used are hermeneutical, qualitative, and deconstructive—and eschew any quest for causality, because there is no

reason or justification for a referent to be caused (Gorski, 2013).
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Key limitations for interpretivism have been described as it having a focus on phenomena, rather than problems
related to empowerment within society (Pham, 2018), neglect of issues such as power and agency (Mack, 2010),
and a failure to address issues of political and ideological impact in knowledge development (Pham, 2018). Further,
much like positivism, there is a methodological rigidity—as there is a rejection of a singular reality, quantitative and
experimental or quasi experimental methods are rejected (Schwandt, 1994). Instead, it favors meaning making
methods because there is no basis for adjunction between anyone's realities (Gorski, 2013).

While social constructivism recognizes the complex intertwining of power, language, and reality (with more
nuanced fashion than interpretivism, and certainly positivism), it fails to appreciate the agency of humans outside of
a discursive sense, presenting them as subordinate to some omnipresent power (Gorski, 2013). Yet, humans are
what Bhaskar refers to as open systems—capable of communication, creativity, and resistance, and this agency
needs to be appreciated (Gorski, 2013). Similarly, there are objects that language cannot account for, and both
disability and autism highlight this in their complexity.

Some accounts of autism embrace quite a strong constructivism or interpretivist tradition of deconstructing the

idea of an essential autism as an immutable characteristic:

Given the complexity of what we are dealing with, | doubt one will ever find the ‘essential autism' at least
without changing the meaning of what autism currently is. Which for me is a social construction (or set of
very differing accounts). (Milton & Timimi, 2016)

However, it must be stated that it is rare to find accounts of autism that lean in the strongest terms into
complete interpretivism nor constructivism—most accounts of the social construction of autism begin from the idea
that there may be a biological essence that links autism, whether genetic or neurological, but that the condition
itself is social constructed:

...autism, or at least the idea of autism is fundamentally socially constructed. To make the claim that the
idea of autism is socially constructed is not necessarily to reject a biological basis for the condition or
symptoms that come to be labeled as “autistic”. Rather, | use the phrase “socially constructed” to point to

the social conditions of possibility for the naming of autism as a distinct disorder... (Nadesan, 2013, p. 2)

This has spoken to the heart of some issues within the field of autism research—including how the impairment
in autism can be culturally bound (O'Dell et al., 2016), the normative assumptions underlying the concept of mental
deviance (Pilgrim, 2014), the issue with defining autism as a naturalistic scientific object (Chapman, 2019, 2020),
and the role of the State in psychiatry in designating some types of existence as pathological or impaired
(Pilgrim, 2014). You cannot distill autism down into its biological components and still understand it (Molloy &
Vasil, 2002).

This critical perspective invites and warrants closer investigations and reflections on the social normativity,
cultural values, and positivistic science that has created the label or category of autism (Hacking, 2006;
Nadesan, 2013). Constructivist and interpretivist accounts situate well with conversations about the social model of
disability, removing impairment and disability from individual bodies, and into the realm of social structures, power,
and normativity (Brueggemann, 2013; Fine & Asch, 1988; Watson & Shakespeare, 2009). Further, by highlighting
that while autism may not be a “biological” or natural category, as a social category it has political utility for a
relatively less powerful collective of people—providing positive identity, access to legal recourse, a way of un-
derstanding oneself, and support (Chapman, 2019, 2020; Milton & Timimi, 2016). This claim is upheld in accounts of
autism from autistic people (Botha et al., 2020).

Constructivism and interpretivism open the door to understanding how autism as a diagnosis is tied up with
institutional, societal, and cultural power and its stakeholders. Hacking's (2006) work on dynamic nominalism
highlights that the meaning of the diagnostic category is caught up in cultural and societal predilections, how people
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diagnosed with a category become ways of “being people,” interact with the category, and come to change the
category's meaning (Hacking, 2006). The underlying biological mechanism of autism most likely has not changed,
and yet over the last hundred years, the meaning of autism has rapidly evolved and has become a way to “be a
person” (Hacking, 2006). This means that although autistic people may have always existed, until we put a label on
these behaviors, it was not, as Hacking (2006) says, a way to exist, or understand oneself. Further, social action from
autistic people has changed the meaning of autism as autistic people have shaped the way researchers and
professionals understand autism (Bagatell, 2010; Evans, 2013; Silberman, 2015).

Questioning the construction and interpretation of autism has laid the ground for areas such as critical autism
and neurodiversity studies (Bertilsdotter Rosqvist et al., 2020; Davidson & Orsini, 2013). It provides justification for
situated knowledge from autistic people in describing their detailed and rich existences, making room for discourse,
and narrative, all of which are regularly shunned by positivism. It recentres attention on how autistic people feel
about their own autism—which is often in opposition to how they think society feels about them (Botha
et al,, 2020). It provides grounds to reformulate autism within a lens of neurodiversity—the concept that autism
represents a distributed form of being, or natural human diversity instead of pathology (Singer, 2017). Afterall,
autistic people do not tend to consider themselves as broken versions of neurotypical people, instead they think of
themselves as intact autistic people (Botha et al., 2020).

Importantly, social constructivism has also provided the basis for skepticism of objective science, making clear
how science is laden with power and enshrined in cultural and social concepts (Schwandt, 1994). This skepticism
lives on in the push for participatory methods in autism, as positivistic science has often been devoid of true autistic
perspective (Milton, 2014; Woods et al., 2018). Furthermore, it opens the door for critical explorations of the
framings we have in autism science, advocacy, and portrayal—highlighting the language we use to “construct”
autism as disorder, tragedy, something which makes someone sub-human, something to be defeated, combatted,
and erased (Gernsbacher, 2007; McGuire, 2016; Yergeau, 2018). It challenges the normativity inherent in any
demarcations around what is deviant, dysfunctional, or constitutes embodied impairments, and further, provides
avenues for challenging the homogenous and hegemonic theories which underestimate the quality of life, or worth
of disabled people (whether autistic or not).

While not all social constructivism or interpretivism results in boundless relativism (ontological, epistemological,
or judgemental), it can slip into it, which results in problematic consequences. Boundless relativism can result in the
propagation of harmful myths, because all experiential evidence is considered judgementally relative (i.e., no
knowledge is “more” truthful than any other evidence because all evidence is situated and constructed). If there is
no metric by which to judge evidence give that everything is completely situated and contextual, then there are no
grounds to challenge, for example, the idea that vaccines cause autism—which some parents still believe (Fombonne
et al., 2020; Pivetti et al., 2020). If there is no realist underlying ontology, then there are no grounds to challenge
this construction (because evidence such as a meta-analysis showing no relation (Taylor et al., 2014) is no more
factual than parental accounts). It has been argued that relativistic claims are rendered to be invulnerable to any
criticism because they are not claiming to be objective. Latour, having famously deconstructed scientism himself,
now acknowledges this issue of antirealism and science skepticism with regard to climate change denial, and how
the propagation of harmful myths can happen with a drift toward complete anti-scientism (Kofman, 2018).

Ultimately, even if autism is somewhat culturally bound (O'Dell et al., 2016), not necessarily scientifically sound
as a naturalistic object yet (Chapman, 2020), and constituted at least partly in language and discourse
(McGuire, 2016; Nadesan, 2013), there are consequences which could certainly be argued to be material. For
example, autism is associated with early mortality predominantly via suicide (Hirvikoski et al., 2016), minority stress
(Botha & Frost, 2020), an increased experience of victimization (Weiss & Fardella, 2018), employment insecurity
(Baldwin et al, 2014), and poverty (Redman, 2009). This is an issue readily acknowledged by scholars
(Chapman, 2020; Milton & Timimi, 2016). Thus, regardless of whether autism is “real” or not, there are events that
are arguably material that autistic people face. By abandoning the notion of causality or the label “autism,” we
abandon the ability to understand or change “real” events that are arguably limiting for autistic people. This may
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explain why even those who consider themselves constructivists hold onto elements of reality in their work
(Chapman, 2020; Milton & Timimi, 2016).

Further, it has been argued that constructivist and social disability accounts are a rose-tinted view afforded
only to “high-functioning” autistic people, and not those who experience suffering, with uncomfortable examples
regularly made of autistic people who might be nonspeaking or have co-occurring learning disabilities
(Grinker, 2015b; Hughes, 2020; Jaarsma & Welin, 2012). Acknowledging the vastness of the spectrum, Grinker
(2015b) argues that a relativist framework cannot account for all suffering or disability experienced by everyone
who comes to be classified as autistic. The heterogeneity of autism is said to undermine essentialist social claims
too (a claim which | address later in the article).

4 | THE LIMITATIONS OF POSITIVISM, INTERPRETIVISM, AND SOCIAL
CONSTRUCTIVISM FOR UNDERPINNING CP

Returning to a discussion of psychological science generally, there are many aspects of CP that are not supported
by positivism, interpretivism, nor social constructivism. Community psychologists openly engage in value-based
work; social justice underpins their research goals, practice, and objectives. Community psychologists aim to
transform society to address inequality, such as poverty and discrimination, and health inequalities (Evans
et al., 2014; Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002; Kloos, 2005; Prilleltensky, 2001). This is not a tenable position within
the positivist philosophy of science, as it contravenes epistemological transcendence, and an impenetrable fact-
value divide. While some community psychologists have been described as reluctant to give up the claim of
objectivity lest their work be described as partisan complaint, others are openly explicit about their moral values
(Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002) in ways akin to interpretivists and social constructivists, relying on practices like
reflexivity and reciprocity to establish the trustworthiness of their work (Carlson & Lewis, 2019; Harrison
et al., 2001; Pillow, 2003).

Further, both the fact-value division of positivism, and the issue of boundless relativism of interpretivism and
social constructivism are problematic for CP's overarching goal of addressing inequality, systematic oppression, and
other social challenges. Within positivism, one cannot move from a naturalistic fact to a value claim, yet that is the
core of CP—researchers address social and community issues that affect the wellbeing and quality of life of groups
of people under the premise that it ought to be different (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2010). Within interpretivist and
constructivist philosophies of science, which are often underpinned by epistemological relativism, there is an issue
with a complete deconstruction of the social issue as an issue. Taken to the logical end of complete relativity, it is
hard to justify framing experiences, or events as being “problems,” making the goal of generating change as hard, if
not impossible (Wiltshire, 2018).

CP has a rich history of multi-method, mixed method and participatory research which embraces both quali-
tative and quantitative research methods (Campbell et al., 2017; Tebes, 2005). Ultimately, positivistic frameworks
as described, can defend only experimental and quasi-experimental research practices as described earlier—given
the assertion that reality is fixed and singular, and discoverable via the scientific method, limiting the justifiable
place for qualitative research which aims to focus on interpretation and the linguistic construction of multiple
situated realities. Yet community psychologists often rely on narratives alongside numbers to describe the lived
experiences of communities they work with (Campbell et al., 2017). Similarly, within interpretivism and con-
structivism, there is no fully supported place for quantitative research (Schwandt, 1994). Thus, mixed and multi-
method research are not defended within either strictly positivistic or the interpretivist and constructivist para-
digms. Given that a complete understanding of autism requires multiple methods, a philosophy of science which
supports both is required. Critical realism can support the use of multiple method, and thus, enhance our under-
standing of autism.
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5 | CRITICAL REALISM

Critical realism is a movement in philosophy of science, developed by Bhaskar (2008), and later expanded on by
others (Archer et al., 2013; Collier, 1994; Sayer, 1997). Critical realism posits ontological realism, and epistemo-
logical relativism—some entities exist independently of their identification because not all objects are constructed
from language or discourse, but all attempts to measure reality are mediated through cognitive subjectivity. As such,
while there is one reality, there are multiple interpretations of that reality (Bhaskar, 2008). Critical realism accepts
that knowledge is historically, culturally, and socially situated (Maxwell, 2012), avoiding what Bhaskar terms the
ontic fallacy—it does not conflate the measurement of reality with reality. Critical realism's support of epistemic
relativity does not result in a complete abyss or pointlessness to knowledge by relying on the concept of judge-
mental rationality—using judgment to determine what evidence is suitable for what claim (Price, 2019).

A defining feature of critical realism is the concept of stratified reality. According to Bhaskar (1998), there are
layers of ontic reality: the real, the actual, and the empirical. The real consists of all the causal structures and
mechanisms that exist in the world—every entity with their powers and tendencies (all the various levels). The
domain of the actual includes all entities and events regardless of whether they have been observed. Last, the
domain of the empirical consists of all the phenomena and events which have been activated and observed
(Bhaskar, 1998; Gorski, 2013). By creating these strata, Bhaskar acknowledges that not everything that is real can
be measured (preventing the collapse of ontology into epistemology). Further these domains are described as out of
phase in everyday experiences and thus not necessarily visible (Gorski, 2013). Figure 1 provides a visual re-
presentation of stratified reality.

Bhaskar, helpfully delineates causality and causal inference not as singular properties, but as a “laminated
process” in which different layers with different properties are simultaneously governed by normic laws—which is
highlighted excellently by Gorski (2013):

The mere fact that a particular action does not violate a particular law does not mean it is fully de-
termined by it either. For example, the movement of my fingers across this keyboard does not violate any
laws of physics or neurochemistry or English grammar or academic life. Rather, it is simultaneously and
jointly determined by all of them. It is a “laminated” process. Good causal inferences depend less on the

rules of logic than of our knowledge of structure. (p. 665)

Thus, experimentation is conducted to bring these domains into phase (to be observed) and to uncover laws—
but these laws are not regularities, but rather tendencies, and they govern entities and not events (Gorski, 2013).
Ultimately then, to understand causality is to understand multiple laminated layers, at different levels, without
reducing one level to the other.

Critical realists tend to feel a dissatisfaction with positivism and its regression-based quest for regularities and
laws, but also with the postmodern focus strictly on hermeneutics and description at the cost of causation (Archer
et al., 2013; Wiltshire, 2018). By untying ontology from epistemology, critical realism, opens up the possibility of
both causal and hermeneutic approaches—having the ability to explain, explore or elucidate phenomena across
multiple levels (Archer et al., 2013; Wiltshire, 2018).

While positivism distinguishes between fact and value and denies any transition from one to the other (as
outlined earlier), critical realism ventures cautiously into ethical naturalism—one can in some instances move
from “is” to “ought to be” (Gorski, 2013). Some critical realists resist the overstated case for neutrality and
objectivity (Archer et al., 2013; Sayer, 2011). Indeed, Gorski (2013) suggests that critical science can perhaps
posit general statements about what individual and collective social wellbeing look like, and importantly, how
we might improve them (prudential principles). This ultimately, is a direction toward emancipation and social
action—a goal that Bhaskar had for critical realism (Price & Martin, 2018). According to Gorksi (2013), this

does not mean that facts and values are coterminous, but rather overlap and interact. A commitment to
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The real

Causal structures with enduring properties Knowledge of what all things are

Observed or unobserved events
generated by “the real” Knowledge of what actually happens

B .
The empirical

[

Observed events

including Knowledge of perception of what is
experiences & happening
interpretations +

FIGURE 1 Diagram describing the concept of stratified reality (laminated reality diagram, adapted with
permission from Alexander [2013]) as it is the most comprehensive and comprehendible diagram describing

CR laminated reality. It should be noted that whereas positivism conflates the real with the empirical, critical realism
separates them out as distinct layers of reality, thus the empirical becomes the perception of what reality is. This
notes the fragility of knowledge production, and how it is susceptible to the ways in which human knowledge is
generated. Furthermore, the arrows denote how mechanisms derive from in between these layers to generate
events which may or may not become empirical upon being measured.

reality entails the potential for a normative dimension to knowledge because facts and value are not com-
pletely separable (Gorski, 2013).

Critical realism differentiates between structure and agency in what is termed the transformational
model of social activity. Bhaskar argues that people do not simply create society; it pre-exists them and is a
necessary condition for their activity. Society instead is a constellation of entities, structures, and practices,
which individuals (consciously or unconsciously) either reproduce or transform, without which society would
not exist (Bhaskar, 2008). Based on Bhaskar (1998) and Archer (2003) considers structure and agents to be
emergent entities who cannot solely determine or be collapsed into the other. This has two implications—first
that to understand causal mechanisms, both structure and agency need to be addressed. Second, reflexivity
enables individuals to adopt stances toward society that constitute a micro-macro link to produce agency,
meaning that reflexivity can be a mediator between structure and agency (Archer, 2003, 2007). Reflexivity
then is an emergent property which can “activate the causal powers of structures and allows individuals to
deliberate on their future actions” (Golob & Makarovi¢, 2019). This means that methodological rigor and
empiricism are still vital, but not sufficient grounds alone, for confidence in science (Pilgrim, 2014), pre-
venting methodolatry (the commitment to methods over theory or value). Instead one must also reflect on
the wider concept of knowledge and its production—including how we produce our own knowledge. Table 1
details the different configurations of various philosophies of science, including critical realism, to demon-
strate the ways in which each philosophy of science discussed here vary from each other in their config-
urations of epistemology, ontology, methodology, research technique, and axiology.
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6 | CRITICAL REALISM, CP, AND APPRECIATING THE COMPLEXITY
OF AUTISM

There are several reasons why critical realism can facilitate the call for a reinvigorated CP which recentres social
action and social justice and appreciates the complexity of autism. Importantly, critical realism does not only avoid
the pitfalls of other philosophies of science (it is not just a philosophy of science which will “make do”), but instead
may actively advance the goals of CP. As such, this section will highlight the ways in which critical realism may help
in CPs goal for positive societal impact and the pursuit of social justice. | will underscore this with specific examples
relating to disability and autism, however; that is not to say that it is only in this case that it is, or would be, effective.
First, critical realism itself is a transformative paradigm which contests the fact-value divide, the notion of
epistemological objectivity, and which ultimately aims for the emancipation of humans (Price & Martin, 2018). This
presupposition supports a CP which is underpinned actively by values including social justice, and the amelioration
of inequality (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2010; Prilleltensky, 2001). Thus, it provides a platform for researchers to
imbue their work with values (explicitly) with an aim toward social change. | make a point of saying explicitly,
because again, the mantle of scientific objectivity, unchecked, has been dangerous (Fondacaro & Weinberg, 2002).
In practice, this can mean taking an active stance toward science as a vehicle for human rights and securing health
equality (Haigh et al., 2019). For autism, this can mean explicitly aiming to tackle the inequality or issues which see
autistic people die, on average, 15 years earlier than their nonautistic counterparts (Hirvikoski et al., 2016).
Secondly, critical realism necessitates understanding at multiple levels to generate a full picture or social change, which

is a key goal for community psychologists; to engage with interdisciplinary, multi-method work (Campbell et al., 2017).

TABLE 1 Guide to the presuppositions of different philosophies of science seen in psychology

Interpretivism and social

Ontology: Nature of
reality

Epistemology: Nature of
knowledge

Methodology: The
methods which
produce reliable
knowledge of reality

Research techniques:
The actual
techniques employed
to generate
knowledge)

Axiology: The role of
values

Critical realism

Realist

Subjectivist (but
judgementally
rationalist®)

Variable and pragmatic: The
question leads the
method and different
methods generate
different knowledges

Various and variable
including both large and
small sample research

Mixed and or multi-method.

Discourse analysis

Value-laden: Aims to be
value-situated and driven
(social justice orientated)
with transparency and
reflexivity

Positivism

Realist

Obijectivist

Hypothesis generation
and testing in the
quest for
generalizable laws

Experimental and/or
quantitative

Large samples—
causal aims

Value-free: Aims for

transcendence of all
values. Does not tend

to discuss values

constructivism

Relativist

Subjectivist (and judgementally
relativist)

Hermeneutic approach: Any
method which uncovers
individual meaning or how
a realities are constructed
or interpreted

Qualitative and/or
deconstructive

Small samples

Discourse analysis

Value-bound: Taken in context
of acknowledged values
addressed and value-
limited with use of
reflexivity

@Judgemental rationality means evaluating the position and context of evidence because while all evidence is developed
subjectively, not all evidence is equal in every context. This is different to the type of subjectivism inherent in interpretivism
which tends towards judgementally relativist, meaning evidence is so situated that it cannot be compared to anything else.
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As the concept of stratified reality underpins the realist ontology of critical realism, multidisciplinary and multimethod work
is not only desired, rather, it is required because it needs to attend to a necessarily laminated system—addressing multiple
levels of reality which are not collapsible into each other, and also agency within those structures (Bhaskar, 1998;
Gorski, 2013). Critical realists reject the simplistic essentialism that is offered by bio or social reductionism—a call often
made in the autism literature (Grinker, 2015). Bhaskar himself discussed the power of critical realism for attending to the
emergence of disability, specifically because critical realism attends to biological, social, cultural levels, and also the agency
of people within those spaces (Bhaskar & Danermark, 2006).

Within this framework, autism cannot be reduced to a biological or social level, but should rather be
considered as emerging from a constellation of structures—something that could help to enlighten why some
autistic people are or consider themselves disabled, and others do not, or why some are described as suffering.
It addresses the interplay between biology, environment, social and cultural values, and discourses, and further,
how the autistic person interacts with each other those structures. Essentialist and reductionist methods will
always fail to capture this complexity. Thus, mixed-method, or multi-methods are required to deeply under-
stand phenomena. Critical realism provides a roadmap for taking into account how biology (often the expertize
of positivism), interplays with cultural, social, and linguistic phenomena (often the expertise of constructivists
and interpretivists) to produce enablement or disablement—which given its complexity, can handle the het-
erogeneity of autistic people.

Furthermore, critical realism makes transcending methods and disciplines “enlighteningly easy to accept and
work with,” meaning it provides a roadmap to working across disciplines, specifically, to integrate multiple levels of
understanding (Bhaskar et al., 2017; Bhaskar & Danermark, 2006; Wiltshire, 2018). The stratified reality of critical
realism necessitates all-encompassing understandings of phenomenon which can only be achieved by with multiple
methods and approaches. Furthermore, the irreducibility of the layers of reality to each other, and the irreducibility
of ontology to epistemology means critical realism deconstructs the hierarchy between “scientific” and “humanistic”
methods, preventing the prioritization of quantitative understandings alone. Critical realism has been described in
professional (Patel & Pilgrim, 2018), practice-based (Oliver, 2012) and research settings (Hoddy, 2018), and critical
realism makes it easier to transcend these disciplinary boundaries to work together. Critical realism's broad ap-
plicability across settings shows that inter-disciplinary translation can close the distance between scientists and
non-scientists; this has been described as a form of demystification and democratization of science (Price &
Martin, 2018). Closing this gap between research and practice is invaluable to addressing a range of social issues
relevant to autism (such as poverty, homelessness, and discrimination) as this requires collaboration between
research, policy, and practice. Furthermore, given that autism literature often spans multiple fields (philosophy,
psychology, sociology, and biology to name a few) and practices (social care, nurse, social work, psychology, and
psychiatry) providing a common ground through critical realism contributes to the ability to make impact.

Third, aspects of critical realism make the need for transparency and reflexivity explicit, meaning it can be
further embedded into all parts of knowledge creation. This aligns with community psychologist's practice, as
community psychologists usually aim for transparent, reflexive work (Reed et al., 2012; Suffla et al., 2015). Further,
it has been said reflexivity should be more embedded in our work (Cosgrove & McHugh, 2000) and critical realism
may provide that onus because it differentiates between reality and our representations of it. Critical realism
differentiates between reality and representations of reality—as such it is epistemological relative. Importantly, this
does not mean we have to relinquish skepticism toward the power and hierarchical systems imbued in scientific
work, or any qualification of reality (Wiltshire, 2018). As described earlier this means that when describing reality,
we process it through our own context and interpretations; our descriptions of reality do not necessarily reflect
actual reality. Critical realism acknowledges that practices within science are always fallible, that knowledge is still
wrapped up and produced by means of antecedent social products, and further, that knowledge is tied to imperfect
methods of observation and so should be reflected on (Wiltshire, 2018). Further, the transformation model of social
activity provides a framework for understanding how reflexivity might act as a mediator between structure and

agency, allowing us opportunities to challenge the ways in which we reproduce or transform reality. As such, there
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is an onus to discuss how our context might shape our own interpretations and how as individuals we might aim to
reproduce or transform structures preventing or facilitating social change (Golob & Makarovi¢, 2019). This means
being accountable for how our own social and cultural values mean can mean we either challenge or reproduce
dehumanizing or ableist practices in autism research, or in accounts of autism.

Fourth, critical realism also provides a common framework for insider involvement in research. For autism
specifically, it provides a strong base for participatory frameworks which argue to involve autistic stakeholders from
the conception through delivery of projects and in the delineation of keys areas to address (Fletcher-Watson
etal., 2019; Milton et al., 2014; E. Pellicano & Stears, 2011; Pellicano, 2014). Critical realism provides a platform for
members of minority communities to engage with and create science without effectively being second-class citi-
zens who are disqualified due to proximity to the topic (much in the way positivism excludes minorities). Episte-
mological objectivity is eschewed by critical realism (in line with CP), meaning that for example, autistic people can
engage with non-autistic people equally on the topic of autism (as everyone has a position which affects their
interpretation of knowledge). Due to critical realism endorsing epistemological relativity, both the knowledge
created by autistic and non-autistic people alike would need to be considered within the context of their social and
cultural predilection (helped through reflexivity). Thus, autistic people who have expressed being disenfranchised by
positivism (Hooge, 2019) can engage without the stigma of proximity.

Moreover, it is not only the duty of minorities to engage with reflexivity but also anyone who handles the
production of knowledge. As such, as researchers, we have a duty to attend to our role in knowledge production—
something which given the violence which has permeated autism research (as earlier described), can only be
positive. This itself provides a route of social action to a more equitable science, because it means addressing the
racist, homophobic, sexist, and ableist science and psychology that has produced knowledge. Further, given that
knowledge is embedded, it then only makes sense to heavily involve members of impacted communities throughout
all stages of research processes—something that is advocated for in autism research (Fletcher-Watson et al., 2019).

In practice, there is a burgeoning body of autism research which could be considered within a critical realist CP
framework. For example, Academic Autism Spectrum Partnership in Research and Education (AASPIRE), a
community-based participatory research collaboration, works in equal partnership with autistic people to address
real-world problems such as barriers to health care for autistic people. Nicolaidis et al. (2016) and members of
AASPIRE used an inter-disciplinary and participatory approach with autistic people and healthcare workers to
create a free-to-use toolkit for autistic people and services to promote equal access to healthcare. The project was
a partnership between practitioners, researchers, and autistic people with varying support needs. Furthermore,
social and community action can be seen in building interdisciplinary partnerships between both autistic and non-
autistic researchers, autistic people as key stakeholders, family members, and charities with the express goal of
making infrastructure for future participatory research (Fletcher-Watson et al., 2019; Milton et al., 2014; Pellicano
et al., 2014; Pellicano, 2014). Critical realist CP would unite these works under a common, ethical, action-based
framework that is ontically and epistemically coherent, across multiple and interdisciplinary methods.

Taken together, the value-laden approach of CP would be adequately supported by critical realism, while
critical realism would provide an ideal platform for advancing CP's goal of social justice—partly by providing an
equitable approach to science. It would also provide an onus for embedding reflexivity even further into CP's
repertoire, not only to provide an awareness of knowledge production, but also around the ways we as researchers
or practitioners are reproducing or transforming structures—an awareness that will be key if we want to recentre
social action. A critical realist CP would ultimately provide a roadmap for a science which is based at a grass-roots
level, embodied by the minorities it affects, and provide a deep understanding of phenomena (preventing further
essentialism). The collective onus that critical realist CP would create for involving stakeholders as equals would go
some distance to rectifying the issue that plagues the field of autism research currently, where there is a large gap
between the kind of research being conducted, and the kind of research autistic people, and stakeholders want
conducted (Pellicano et al., 2014). Alongside critical realism supporting the basic presuppositions of CP, it goes

further, and provides ways of working that elevate minority voices into scientific practice, while urging reflexivity
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from all involved in knowledge production. Critical realist community psychology thus, provides a roadmap for the
continued development of participatory autism research, can help to shape research with specific impact in mind,
and ultimately provides a bridge across fields, professions, positions in a useful way for generating social action and

change for autistic people.

7 | CONCLUSION

CP is a value-laden subdiscipline in psychology which aims to tackle social inequality and social injustice, and to
promote wellbeing (Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2010). Traditional philosophies of science cannot support its pre-
suppositions, such as being value-laden, its explicit aim to address inequality (blurring the fact-value boundary), its
multi-disciplinarity, multi and mixed-method approach, and its quest for impact. Positivism, interpretivism, and
social constructivism all have key limitations for meeting the needs of CP and complex phenomena. This is high-
lighted throughout the paper by examining the ways in which autism is and has been shaped by different philo-
sophies of science, and the methods that they entail, and further, how this can shape autistic lives with sometimes
devastating consequences.

CP may be supported by critical realism. Critical realism works on the principle of a stratified ontology,
epistemological relativity, judgemental rationality, and most importantly, offers a way forward from the fact-value
boundary which positivism argues to be impenetrable. This means that a value-based approach is viable, alongside
methods which address both causality and interpretation, and enough reflexivity to address that this knowledge is
situated, without relinquishing the claim to some form of reality. Community psychologists therefore can aim for
social change and impact, work in multi and inter-disciplinary groups, and use critical realism to establish a common
framework to understand how phenomena like social inequality, disability, or autism arise from complex relation-
ships between different levels of reality. The practical implications of a critical realist CP approach has (hopefully)
been highlighted in less abstract terms, through the inclusion of autism as an example of complex phenomena. A
critical realist CP would have a multitude of applications across a range of social issues, and minority groups. While
critical realism provides a philosophy of science which can handle complexity, CP provides a further framework for
honing-in ethical, participatory, and indigenous methods which prevent further scientific objectification and

violence.
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