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Summary 

This thesis seeks to analyse and rethink the treatment of the concept of cause in 
contemporary International Relations theorising. It is argued that International Relations 
theorising, in line with the dominant philosophical traditions in twentieth century 
philosophy of science and social science, is deeply informed by an empiricist `Humean' 
philosophy of causation. The acceptance of Humean assumptions concerning causation 
leads to an array of meta-theoretical and theoretical problems in the discipline, notably to 
the dichotomisation of `causal' and ̀ non-causal' approaches and the tendencies towards 
theoretical reductionism. 

The thesis seeks to rethink the Humean framing of causation through `deepening' and 
'broadening' the meaning of the concept of cause. Causation is given ontological 
grounding through following the insights of philosophical realism. The ontological 
deepening of the concept of cause allows us to overcome some of the key 
methodological, epistemological and ontological problems of the `rationalist' causal 
theorists in International Relations, while avoiding the anti-causal conclusions of the 
`reflectivist' theorists. Moreover, it is argued that through revisiting the Aristotelian 
philosophy of causation we can develop more nuanced understandings of the different 
ways in which social causes work and, crucially, interact. It is argued that broadening the 
concept of cause allows us to conceptualise not just `pushing and pulling' causes, but also 
`constraining and enabling' conditioning causes. 

The deeper and broader account of cause allows us to deal with some of the central meta- 
theoretical and theoretical problems t hat H umeanism has given rise toin International 
Relations theorising. The causal-constitutive theory dichotomy can be seen as misleading. 
Also, through adopting the philosophical and conceptual tools advanced here, 
International Relations theorising can be directed towards more ontologically holistic, 
methodologically pluralist and epistemologically reflective causal analyses of world 
politics. 
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Introduction 

The Problem of Causation and the Divided Discipline of 
International Relations 

Causes of a Divided Discipline 

The guiding aim of the discipline of International Relations (IR) at its inception in the 

aftermath of the First World War was the study of the causes of war. Scholars engaged in 

the new field of `International Relations' sought to uncover the causes of the Great War, 

and of wars in general, in the hope of thereby being able to avoid disastrous conflicts in 

the years to come. ' Although issues of causation have been fundamental to IR theorising 

right from the start, they have also been highly controversial. During the last century, not 

only have the causal questions that have been of interest to IR scholars proliferated 

widely beyond the study of the causes of inter-state war, but also it has become clear that 

theorists from different schools of thought have tended to disagree sharply over their 

substantive causal accounts of world politics. 

While debates over causes have always been controversial in the discipline, the problems 

surrounding the concept of cause have, arguably, multiplied manifold in recent years. 
During the last two decades, IR theorists have come to question, not just the scope and 

1 See, for example, G. L. Dickinson, The Choice before Us (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 1917) 
p. V. 
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Introduction 

the plausibility of each others' causal accounts of world politics, but also the very 
legitimacy of the notion of cause in analysing world politics. Deep philosophical rifts 

have come to divide the discipline of International Relations between ̀ causal' and 'non- 

causal' forms of theorising. 

The so-called ̀ rationalists'2 in the discipline have called for the study of world politics 

through systematic causal analyses. The rationalists, exemplified especially by the 

Neorealist and the Neoliberal schools of thought, have argued that the standards of 
'scientific causal analysis' should be held up throughout IR scholarship in order for the 

discipline to generate useful and reliable empirical knowledge. 3 However, since the 

1980s, a variety of `critical approaches', Critical Theorists, Poststructuralists, 

Constructivists and Feminists, have challenged the rationalist approach to studying world 

politics. Importantly, these `reflectivists' theorists5 have rejected the mainstream 
`positivist' methods of causal analysis and have sought to carve out room for a `post- 

positivist' form of inquiry centred on examining how world politics is socially and 
discursively constructed or `constituted'. 

In their influential book Explaining and Understanding International Relations Martin 

Hollis and Steve Smith sought to give a philosophical grounding for the emerging 

2A term famously used by Robert Keohane to describe approaches that believe in the validity of the 
'scientific' approach to international relations inquiry as well as in the utility of rational choice models. 
Robert Keohane, 'International Institutions: Two Approaches' International Studies Quarterly, 32 (1988) 
ýp. 379-396. For a more detailed discussion of rationalism see chapter 3. 

Exemplified especially by King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry; Scientific Inference in 
Qualitative Research (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). See also Michael Nicholson, Causes 
and Consequences in International Relations; a Conceptual Study (London: Pinter, 1996). 

See, for example, R. Cox, 'Social Forces, States and World Orders: Beyond International Relations 
Theory' Millenium, 10, no. 2 (1981) pp. 126-155; Richard Ashley, "Living on Border Lines: Man, 
Poststructuralism and War" in International/Intertextual Relations: Postmodern Readings of World 
Politics, ed. J. Der Derian and M. Shapiro (Lexington: Lexington Books, 1989) pp. 259-321; R. J. B. 
Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993); Nicholas Onuf, World of Our Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and International 
Relations (Columbia: University of Southern California Press, 1989); Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches 
and Bases; Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1990). 
' Reflectivism is also at erm c oined by Keohane to refer to those IR scholars that reject the scientific 
approach to social science of the mainstream rationalists and the utility of rational choice methods, 
preferring instead historical and sociological study of world politics. Keohane, 'International Institutions: 
Two Approaches' p. 384. For a more detailed discussion see chapter 4. 
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Introduction 

divisions between the rationalist ̀ causal' and reflectivist `non-causal' forms of theorising 
in IR. 6 Hollis and Smith sought to explain the theoretical divisions in IR by drawing on 
the terms of debate between the `positivist' and the `hermeneutic' theorists in the 

philosophy of social science. Hollis and Smith argued that there are always ̀ two stories to 

tell' in IR, as there are in other social sciences: one can either seek to `explain' 

international politics through causal analysis that seeks general patterns in world political 

processes or one can seek to `understand' world politics through inquiring into the 

meaning of and the `reasons for' particular actions. Hollis and Smith argued that, while 
`explanation' was about finding causes, `understanding', or the inquiry into the 

meaningful context of action, was essentially a non-causal form of inquiry. ' These two 

approaches to the social world, they argued, have different aims but are both legitimate in 

their own ways. Crucially, it was argued that the two forms of theorising cannot be 

combined: they refer to fundamentally different forms of inquiry embedded in 
fundamentally different views on the nature of the social world. 8 

Hollis and Smith's philosophical justification for the separation of the two forms of social 
inquiry seemed to make sense to many IR theorists - across the theoretical divides. 
During the past decade, the post-positivist approaches, although widely divergent in their 

specific theoretical claims, have largely accepted the common assumption that it is 

possible and legitimate to study world politics without conducting causal analysis or 
using causal terminology. Many of them reject the possibility of "cataloguing, calculating 
or specifying real causes", as David Campbell puts it. 9 On the other hand, while the 

rationalists have seen their own scientific approach as the only reliable and systematic 
form of research in IR, they have also come to accept the existence of `reflectivist' non- 
causal theorising and the division of IR into two distinct theoretical camps. 1° Both the 

6 Martin Hollis and Steve Smith, Explaining and Understanding International Relations (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1990). 
Ibid. p. 3. 

" Hollis and Smith, Explaining and Understanding p. 1. 
9 David Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and Politics of Identity, 2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998) p. 4. 
10 Keohane, 'International Institutions: Two Approaches' pp. 379-396; Nicholson, Causes and Consequences pp. 2-3. See also P. J. Katzenstein, R. O. Keohane, and S. D. Krasner, "International 
Organization and the Study of World Politics" in Exploration and Contestation in the Study of World 
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rationalist and the reflectivist theoretical ̀ camps' conceive themselves to be engaging in 

different, largely incommensurable, forms of inquiry, utilising different methods, 

epistemological criteria and theoretical assumptions in dealing with world politics. Some 

Constructivist theorists have tried to mitigate the implications of this division but even 
these ̀synthesising' efforts have still accepted the underlying separation of the two forms 

of inquiry. l t The division between causal and constitutive theorising has, then, come to 

shape the contemporary disciplinary `self-image' in IR in important ways: it has become 

embedded into the discursive frameworks through which theorists position and justify 

their own, and others', theoretical stances. 12 

What is interesting about the contemporary rationalist-reflectivist divide in IR is that it 

has not entailed a detailed analysis of the concept that plays a central role in legitimating 

the division of the forms of social inquiry: the notion of cause. Despite the increasing 

controversy over causation in IR, there has been little philosophical questioning of what 
is meant by the concept of cause - not by the supposed ̀causal theorists', nor by those 

who reject the legitimacy of the notion of cause. 

This thesis s eeks to remedy t his important o mission in contemporary IR t heorising by 

subjecting the concept of cause to detailed scrutiny and by re-examining the theoretical 
divisions in IR in the light of such analysis. When the debates on causation in IR are 

analysed in detail, and positioned within wider philosophical debates in the philosophy of 
science and social science, it emerges that these debates have been mired by the fact that 

they have been deeply informed by the guiding assumptions of a dominant, yet 

Politics, ed. P. J. Katzenstein, R . O. K eohane, and S. D. Krasner (Cambridge: M assachusetts: MIT P ress, 
1999) pp. 5-45. 
1'J. G. Ruggie, "What Makes the World Hang Together? The Neo-Utilitarianism and the Social 
Constructivist Challenge" in Exploration and Contestation in the Study of World Politics, ed. P. J. 
Katzenstein, R. O. Keohane, and S. D. Krasner (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1999) pp. 215-24; Onuf, World 
of Our Making. 

See, for example, Steve Smith, "The Self-Image of a Discipline: A Genealogy of International Relations 
Theory" in International Relations Theory Today, ed. Ken Booth and Steve Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995) pp. 1-37. See also Ole Waever, "The Rise and Fall of the Inter-Paradigm Debate" in 
International Theory. Positivism and Beyond, ed. Steve Smith, Ken Booth, and M. Zalewski (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996). pp. 149-185. The acceptance of this division is most obvious in recent 
1R textbooks. See, for example, S colt B urchill eta1., eds., Theories of I nternational Relations, 2nd c d. 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001); Ken Booth and Steve Smith, eds., International Relations Theory Today 
(Cambridge: Polity, 1995). 
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problematic, philosophy of causation formulated initially by David Hume. The Humean 

philosophy of causation, that has been deeply entwined with the empiricist tradition in 

modem philosophy, has entailed that 

1) Causal relations are tied to regularities and causal analysis is about to finding 

associations between patterns of regularities. 
2) Causal relations are regularity relations of patterns of observables. 
3) Causal relations are logically necessitating and regularity-deterministic. It has 

been assumed that, given certain observed regularities, when A type of events 

take place, B type of events can be assumed to logically follow. 

4) Beyond these strictly empiricist assumptions, it has also been assumed that causes 

refer to `moving' causes that ̀ push and pull', that is efficient causes. 

These Humean assumptions are deeply embedded in modern philosophy of science and 

social science. Due to the lack of detailed attention that causation has received in IR, 

these assumptions have also come to inform IR theorists' views on causation, even if 

often implicitly or inadvertently. The dominance of the Hurnean discourse of causation in 

IR has given rise to various meta-theoretical and theoretical problems in IR. Not only has 

it justified the division of IR into two camps - causal and non-causal - but also it has led 

IR approaches, on both sides of the division, to adopt problematic conceptual and 

methodological tools in the analysis of world politics. 

In mainstream rationalist IR theorising, the acceptance of Humeanism has given rise to 

`superficial' and theoretically reductionist causal analyses, as analysis of world politics 
has become reduced to the analysis of `regularity relations' of `observables'. The 

rationalist Humean model of causal analysis is methodologically, epistemologically and 

ontologically limited: ontologically, it misses out the social construction, the concept- 
dependence and the complexity of social life; epistemologically it provokes theorists to 

make unduly objectivist claims about social world; and methodologically it fails to give 

adequate role for historical, qualitative, discursive and ̀ interpretive' methods. 
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The reflectvist camp has noted that the rationalist Humean causal analyses of world 

politics are problematic. However, through a closer analysis of the reflectivist literature 

we can see that the reflectivists have also bought into the Humean assumptions 

concerning causation, and that this has given rise to various inconsistencies and 

confusions in their theorising. The reflectivists, arguably, reject causation on the basis of 

accepting the Humean model of causal analysis. The reflectivist rejection of causal 
descriptions on the Humean basis is problematic, not only because it has entailed 
inadequate engagement with non-Humean philosophies of causation and, therefore, 

reinforces Humeanism as the ̀ only game in town' with regard to causal analysis, but also 
because the rejection of Humeanism prevents the reflectivists from seeing that their own 

work advances certain causal (although non-Humean) claims, even if only, rather 

narrowly, concerning the role of ideas, norms, rules and discourses in social life. 

This thesis argues that the Humean philosophy of causation represents only one of the 

'solutions' to the problem of causation and a ̀ solution' that is highly problematic, despite 

the fact that it has acquired a taken-for-granted nature in twentieth century philosophy of 

science, social science and, indeed, in the discipline of IR. 

Challenging IIumeanism: Deeper and Broader Notion of Cause 

This thesis, besides identifying the origins of IR theorists' controversies (and confusions) 

over causation in the Humean discourse of causation, seeks to build a coherent and 

comprehensive critique of the Humean approach to causation, one that allows us to deal 

with the problems that both the rationalist and the reflectivists have had with causal 

analysis. This necessitates a return to some general philosophical issues of causation. 

It is seen in Part II of the thesis that, despite the dominance of Humeanism in modern 
philosophy, there are some philosophical alternatives to Humeanism in the fields of 

philosophy of science and the philosophy of social science. The pragmatist and the 

philosophically realist approaches provide important philosophical insights that allow us 

6 
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to challenge the Humean assumptions concerning causation. Importantly, it is also seen 

that, by drawing on these alternative non-Humean philosophies of causation, a few IR 

theorists - Hidemi Suganami, Alexander Wendt, David Dessler and Heikki Patomäki13 - 
have sought to avoid the Humean framing of causation, and the consequent theoretical 

dichotomisations, in IR. It is argued that the anti-Humean philosophical approaches and 
their IR applications have raised some interesting points and have opened important new 

avenues in framing issues of causation and c ausal analysis. However, it is argued that 

some problems and gaps characterise these attempts to overcome Humeanism - 
philosophically and in the IR context - and that a more consistent re-theorisation of the 
issue of causation is necessary to comprehensively refute Humeanism and its influence in 

IR debates. 

The argument advanced in this thesis aims to go beyond the previous attempts to confront 
Humeanism. It is proposed that we can gain a clearer understanding of causation by 

challenging Humeanism on two main counts. First, the goal of this thesis is to `deepen' 

the notion of cause by giving causes and causal analysis ontological grounding. Second, 

the aim is to `broaden' the assumptions associated with the notion of cause by 
disentangling causes from the notion of 'efficient causes'. 

In seeking to avoid `metaphysical questions', modern philosophy has predominantly 
reduced the problem of causation to an epistemological problem (Can we know causes? 
How do we come to make knowledge claims a bout c auses? ) oram ethodological one 
(What methods should we use for causal analysis? How do we justify a causal link and 
how do we test causal theories/hypotheses? ). Here, the meaning of the concept of cause is 

`deepened' by opening up the ontological aspect of the problem of causation. Drawing on 
philosophical realism, a school of philosophy that maintains that we must accept that the 

" llidemi Suganami, On the Causes of War (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996); Alexander Wendt, "On 
Causation and Constitution" in Eighty Years' Crisis: International Relations 1919-1999, Special Issue of 
Review of International Studies, ed. M. Cox, Tim Dunne, and Ken Booth (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999) p p. 101-17; D avid D essler, 'Beyond Correlations: Towards a Causal T heory of 
War' International Studies Quarterly, 35, no. 3 (1991) pp. 337-355; Heikki Patomäki, 'h ow to Tell Better 
Stories About World Politics' European Journal of International Relations, 2, no. I (1996) pp. 105-133. 
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world exists independently of our efforts to understand it, 14 it is argued that ontological 

questions (What constitutes a cause and causation? Are causes ontologically real, and 

how? Are there different types of causes and what are their causal powers? ) are, in fact, 

fundamental to understanding causation and its role in science, natural as well as social. 

The account here follows the philosophical realists in rejecting the Humean regularity 

criteria for causation, in emphasising the importance of `deep ontology' over the study of 

observables and in conceiving causes as `naturally' (ontologically) rather than as 
logically necessitating of effects. Causes are seen to consist in the real causal powers of 

ontological entities, not in logically necessary relations of regularities of events. It 

follows that causal analysis is not just about studying ontologically atomistic objects and 
their regularity relations. Rather it is about understanding the nature (constitution) and the 

causal powers of ontologically `deep' objects, with the aim of, thereby, being able to 

render intelligible the concrete events and processes that we observe. It isa rgued t hat 

`deep ontology' is necessary in conducting causal analysis because ̀what is' (ontology) is 

not reducible to `what is perceived', as Humeanism entails. 15 

The acceptance of an ontologically grounded conception of cause has important 

implications for causal analysis in the social sciences. It allows us to recognise the reality 

and causal nature of such aspects of social life as rules, norms, ideas, reasons, discourses 

as well as, importantly, of `structures of social relations'. Also, giving deeper ontological 

grounding to causes allows us to recognise that there is no `one' scientific method social 

scientific inquiry should abide by, as the empiricists argue. Instead, assumptions of 

epistemological relativity and methodological pluralism can be accepted: it can be 

14 Philosophical realism as it is utilised in this thesis draws on Roy Bhaskar's work. Roy Dhaskar, A Realist 
Theory of Science (Hassocks, Sussex: Harvester Press, 1978); Roy Bhaskar, Reclaiming Reality: A Critical 
Introduction to Contemporary Philosophy (London: Verso, 1989); Roy Bhaskar, Philosophy and the Idea 
of Freedom (Oxford: B. Blackwell, 1991); Roy Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism; a Critique of the 
Contemporary Human Sciences (London: Routledge, 1998). For philosophical realism in general see also 
Mario A ugusto B unge, Causality and Modern Science, 3rd e d. (New York: D over P ublications, 1979); 
Brian Ellis, Scientific Essentialism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Stasis Psillos, 
Scientific Realism; Now Science Tracks the Truth (London: Routledge, 1999). 
15 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science p. 26. 
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recognised that there are many ways to understand, and to approach, the world and its 

complex causal powers and processes. 

Besides deepening the meaning of the notion of cause by giving it ontological grounding, 
it is argued that broadening the meaning of the metaphor ̀ cause' is equally important. 

Modern philosophy has unhelpfully narrowed down the meaning of the term cause: 

causes have been seen as ̀ pushing and pulling' forces or, as Aristotle put it, as ̀ moving 

causes'. 16 This assumption has been deeply embedded in the Humean understanding of 

causation but also, interestingly, has been accepted by many of the philosophically realist 

approaches. Re-examination of the Aristotelian four causes account helps us to get away 
from the mechanistic ̀ pushing and pulling' connotations often attached to the notion of 

cause in modem philosophy. 

Aristotle recognised that "since many different things can be called causes", we should 

understand that "many different things can all be causes... not, however, causes in the 

same way. "17 Aristotle conceptualised four types of causes: efficient, final, formal and 

material. Understanding change, for Aristotle, involved understanding the role, not just of 

efficient causes (`movers'), but also of material causes (the passive potentiality of 

matter), formal causes (defining shapes or relations) and final causes (purposes that guide 

change). Any account of things or changes in the world would, for Aristotle, have to refer 
to all these four different types of causes and their complex interaction. 

This rich and flexible four-fold understanding is helpful in `broadening' the meaning of 
the notion of cause by allowing us to conceptualise causes as causal in different ways. On 

the basis of the Aristotelian system, we can still hold on to the notion of `active' causes 
(efficient causes) while conceptualising these causes in relation to final causes and, 
crucially, within a `constitutive', or causally conditioning, environment understood 
through material and formal causes. The notion of formal cause allows us to understand 
the causal role of ideas, rules, norms and discourses. Instead of treating ideas, rules, 

16 Aristotle, Metaphysics, trans. Hugh Lawson-Tangred (London: Penguin Books, 1998) p. 115. 
17 Aristotle, Aristotle's Physics. Books I and 2, trans. W. Charlton (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970) pp. 28- 
30. 
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norms and discourses asn on-causal, as has been the tendency in much of interpretive 

social theory, these factors can be seen as ̀ constraining and enabling' conditioning causes 

of social action. The Aristotelian conceptualisation also allows us to understand the 

causal role of material resources and properties: instead of treating them as ̀ pushing and 

pulling' forces, or ignoring them, they are conceptualised as `passive' conditioning 

causes. Crucially, the Aristotelian philosophy requires us to always embed different types 

of causes in relation to each other and to, thereby, concentrate causal analysis on the 

complex interaction of different types of causes. This allows us to steer clear of 

theoretically reductionist accounts: whether materialist, idealist, agential or structural. 

Implications of Rethinking the Concept of Cause in the Divided Discipline 

The rethinking of causation has some important implications for IR theorising and the 

discipline. It solves some of the central meta-theoretical and theoretical problems of the 

rationalist and the reflectivist approaches by providing IR theorists with more holistic and 

pluralistic conceptual and methodological tools for causal analysis. Also, in so doing, it 

deeply challenges the divisive causal-non-causal (constitutive) theory self-image. 

First, rethinking causation fundamentally challenges the form of causal theorising that is 

advanced in the contemporary IR, that is, the rationalist Humean form of causal 
theorising. The framing of causation advanced here poses a deep challenge to the 

rationalist causal theorising, first of all, methodologically. Causal analysis is not seen to 

be dependent on `regularity analysis', but should focus, instead, on forming conceptual 

systems that allow us to grasp the underlying causal structures and relations that are 
involved in bringing about concrete processes or patterns of events. The conception of 

causal analysis advocated here accepts the social scientific legitimacy of various kinds of 

methods and data: quantitative, historical, qualitative as well as discursive. On the basis 

of this methodological pluralism the scientific legitimacy of many marginalised IR 

theorists, even the Poststructuralists, can be maintained. 
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Also, the rationalist epistemological reliance in observational knowledge is challenged. 

There are many avenues to grasp social life: observational knowledge is only one of 

them. Further, it is argued that we must accept that social inquiries are never neutral or 

objective, as the rationalist often assume. In fact, all social inquiries are seen as socially 

and politically embedded and fallible. Science, by its nature, is a social activity and its 

descriptions socially engendered and `metaphorical'. Crucially, while rejecting 

objectivism of the rationalist kind, the account here is not relativist. Because of the 

acceptance of an ontological grounded notion of cause, it is argued that we can still 

accept that, in principle, some causal analyses grasp the world better than others. Indeed, 

it is argued that the principle of judgemental rationalism, while theoretically avoided by 

most poststructuralists and pragmatists, has to be accepted. It is accepted in this thesis 

that we can, and do, judge between accounts of the world. While our judgements are 

made in social and political contexts, and have social and political impacts, all accounts 

are not `equally valid'. 

Rationalism can also be challenged on the ontological level. It is argued that, 

ontologically, the empiricist accounts are narrow and superficial, and cannot theorise or 

conceptualise ̀deep causes'. Due to their concentration on superficial observable-based 

variables and their relations across time, rationalists have not been able to adequately 

theorise the complex ̀ underlying' structures, relations and processes of world politics. It 

is argued t hat the superficial and a tomistic ontological assumptions oft he mainstream 
have to be replaced by a deeper and more complexity-sensitive social ontology involving 

the causal powers of complex `conditioning' social forces (rules, norms, discourses, 

material resources as well as social structures). 

While critiquing rationalism and, hence, supporting many reflectivist insights, the 

approach here also challenges the reflectivist rejection of causation. The reflectivists 

accept the Humean view of causation as characteristic of causal approaches: this is 

unnecessary and misleading. It is argued that if the post-positivist theorists in IR engaged 

with non-Humean philosophies of causation with more depth, they might realise that their 

accounts are not as `non-causal' ast hey t hink: their a nalyses, inf act, c ontain not j ust 
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assumptions concerning the causal nature of ontological objects in the social world (the 

`constitutive' nature of social constructions) but also straightforward causal claims 
('constitution' matters because it has consequences for social action). The constitutive 
theorists have not understood the causal nature of their inquiries because they have 

accepted the deterministic assumptions of Humeanism as characteristic of causation. 
Ignoring the possibility that causal analysis can be non-Humean, and that causes can be 

`conditioning', rather than `pushing and pulling', has been responsible for much of their 

confusion about causation. 

Cause, as it is understood here, is a pragmatic human concept but, crucially, a concept 
that reflects the fact that we live in a world where ̀ nothing comes from nothing'. Cause 

here is seen as a broad metaphor referring to a variety of things, actions, processes, 

structures or conditions that we can talk of as being responsible for directing outcomes, 

actions, states of affairs, events or changes. When the restrictive assumptions of 
Humeanism are criticised, we can recognise that causal analysis is much more wide- 

spread, and common-sensical, than the Humean discourse has led us to believe: causal 

analysis is something that we all, including the reflectivist theorists, engage with 

continuously - in theorising about world politics as well as in everyday life. When our 

conception of causes is `deepened' and ̀ broadened', causal analysis can be seen to reach 
far beyond what is normally seen as ̀ causal' in IR. 

It follows that the self-image of IR premised on the dichotomisation of causal and 

constitutive approaches in misleading. In the light of the rethought notion of cause 
advanced here, the rigid dichotomy between causal and constitutive forms of inquiry has 

to be rejected. The causal-constitutive divide becomes redundant in that constitutive 
theorising can be seen as a form of theorising that is intimately bound up with causal 
theorising and causal claims. This means that we can see the causal-constitutive divide 

that the disciplinary `camps' have reproduced for a decade or so, not as a fundamental 
incommensurable philosophical dichotomy, but as a discursively produced misleading 
`detour' in IR theoretical debates. 
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The divisive logic of the discipline is also challenged by the Aristotelian categories 

allowing us to reject the theoretically reductionist tendencies of both the rationalists and 

the reflectivists in IR. The reflectivists have often concentrated on the study of the 

`ideational', normative or discursive aspects of world politics, without asking holistic 

questions about the material constraints and conditioning of rules, norms and 

discourses. '8 Structural Realists, on the other hand, have attached ̀pushing and pulling' 

connotations to material factors in world politics and, thus, have avoided accounting for 

`how' material conditions are determining of outcomes. 19 The Aristotelian categories 

allow us to avoid these tendencies to explain things through one or another ̀ isolated' 

`independent' ̀ determining' factor. The Aristotelian framing forces us to ask questions 

about many types of causes and their complex interactions. Opening up of the ontological 
bases of IR suggested here, entails not only the re-theorisation of the role of the 

`ideational' and the `material' in IR but, moreover, the introduction of complexity- 

sensitive structural analysis of `social relations' that goes beyond the conceptual premises 

of both rationalist and reflectivist approaches. 

It is seen, moreover, that developing the conceptual apparatuses of IR in such a manner is 

not just an abstract philosophical or theoretical exercise, but crucial for how IR theorists 

engage in substantive research. The framework advanced opens up a number of new 

analytical questions and avenues in concrete research into world politics. In the light of 

the rethought notion of cause, the study of world politics is opened up for ontologically 
deeper and more complex, epistemologically relativist and methodologically pluralist 

research. This should help IR theorists not only to ask deeper and more penetrating 

questions in their research, but also to conduct more constructive disciplinary debates. 

The reconceptualisation of causation also allows us to reassess the relationship of IR and 

other social science disciplines. On the basis of the broad causal ontology accepted here, 

1e Rey Koslowski and Friedrich Kratochwil, "Understanding Change in International Politics: The Soviet 
Empire's Demise and the International System" in International Relations Theory and the End of Cold War, 
ed. R. N. Lebow and Thomas Risse-Kappen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995) pp. 127-166. 
19 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (London: McGraw-Hill, 1979); J. Mearsheimer, 'The 
False Promise of International Institutions' Intenational Security, 19, no. 3 (1994/5) pp. 5-49; Joseph 
Grieco, 'Anarchy and the Limits of Co-Operation: A Realist Critique of the Newest Liberal 
Internationalism' International Organization, 42, no. 3 (1988) pp. 485-507. 
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the ̀ taken-for-granted' nature of IR as a separate discipline must be questioned. Indeed, it 

is argued that, in order for IR to come up with explanatorily adequate causal accounts of 

world politics, it has to open up to analysis of social relations beyond the traditional 

scope of `IR'. Crucially, however, opening up to other disciplines needs to be done on 

appropriate meta-theoretical basis, for many other social science disciplines are plagued 
by problems of causal analysis and social ontology similar to those in IR. 

A Note on Structure, Methodology and Style 

The thesis proceeds in two parts. Part I seeks to understand the nature of Humean 

philosophy of causation in contemporary philosophy of science, social science and IR and 

to examine its consequences for the forms of analysis that have characterised these fields. 

Chapter 1 introduces the reader to the philosophical problem of causation, the Humean 

solution to it and the twentieth century forms of Humeanism in philosophy of science. In 

Chapter 2 it is seen that the philosophy of social science debates have also been informed 

by a distinctly Humean understanding of causation and causal analysis. Chapters 3 and 4 

examine how the Humean framing of the concept of cause has penetrated IR theorisations 

and what consequences this has. The structure of the discussion follows the traditional 

fault lines of the contemporary ̀ divided discipline': chapter 3 analyses the `rationalist' 

theorists and their assumptions about causal analysis, while chapter 4 examines the 

`reflectivist' critiques of positivist causal approaches. It is argued that both camps have 

been deeply informed by the Humean assumptions about causation. It is also argued that 

the acceptance of the Humean assumptions has certain problematic effects on rationalist 

and reflectivist theorising. 

Part 11 of the thesis seeks to move beyond Humeanism in IR by exploring possibilities for 

reconceptualising the concept of cause. Chapter 5 examines philosophies of causation 
that have sought to challenge Humeanism, notably pragmatism and philosophical realism, 

and points to IR theorists that have sought to draw on these approaches. The aim of 

chapter 5 is to introduce alternatives to Humeanism and to assess their strengths and their 

weaknesses, philosophically and in IR context. Chapter 6, then, aims to build an original 
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reconceptualisation of the concept of cause and seeks to demonstrate how this changes 

terms of debate in IR theoretical debates. Chapter 7, on the other hand, seeks to illustrate 

how this reconceptualisation of causation affects IR theorists' engagement with concrete 

causal puzzles in world politics. The conclusion summarises that key arguments of the 

thesis, but also seeks to reflect on the implications of rethinking causation for the 'self- 

image' of IR as a discipline. 

A brief note should also be made on methodology. The first part of the thesis analyses the 
form and the impact of a particular discourse of causation in philosophical and IR 

literature. Given the nature of the object of study, the analysis here is premised on critical 
literature, or discursive, analysis. I seek to draw out the main assumptions and claims of 
different philosophical and theoretical approaches through a close reading of the key texts 
in philosophy of science, social science and IR. The approach taken here is not `literalist': 

the analysis advanced accepts that often assumptions about causation are not explicitly 

apparent, and have to be extrapolated from the wider discursive framework. The 

alternative to Humeanism advanced in the second part is developed out of literature- 

based engagement with non-Humean philosophies of causation. However, it is not 

reducible to these previous engagements but seeks, instead, to provide a new, more 

comprehensive, way of integrating philosophical discourses and conceptual systems. 

A few terminological and stylistic clarifications also need to be made. The thesis analyses 

a variety of philosophical and social theoretical approaches, as well as IR theoretical 
frameworks. In order to distinguish between them, the thesis refers to philosophical and 

social theoretical approaches in the lower case (realism) and the IR theoretical 

approaches in the upper case (Realism) - the only exception being `Humeanism', which 

will be referred to in capitals throughout. As for causal terminology, the notion 
'causality' is used predominantly when referring to Humean philosophers and theorists, 

while notions `cause' and `causation' are preferred outside of the Humean context 
because of their more ontologically grounded connotations. 
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Chapter 1 

The Humean Philosophy of Causation and its Legacies in 
Philosophy of Science 

The concept of cause is one of the central but also one of the most contentious terms in 

the history of philosophy. Part I of the thesis will examine the so-called Humean 

approach to causation, the central tenets of which were first formulated by the eighteenth 

century empiricist philosopher David Hume. The goal of the first part of the thesis is to 

understand the nature of the Humean philosophy of causation and the various forms it has 

taken over the years, and across various fields of inquiry. The aim is to examine how this 

particular conception of causation has become influential in philosophy of science, 

philosophy of social science and in the discipline of International Relations, and to 

examine the consequences that such framing of causation has for the kind of causal 

analysis that theorists in these fields have engaged in. 

This thesis focuses on the Humean philosophy of causation not because Humeanism is 

the only discourse on causation but because its central assumptions have played a highly 

influential role in how the concept of cause has been treated, especially during the 

twentieth century. As will be seen, the Humean philosophy of causation has become 

deeply embedded in twentieth century philosophy of science and social science due to the 
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fact that it has become entwined with the dominant empiricist conceptions of science. ' 

Indeed, the Humean solution to the problem of causation has become the `benchmark' 

that all accounts, including the non-Humean accounts that the second part of the thesis 

examines and draws on, have had to grapple with. 

The goal of chapter 1 is to examine the context for the development of, the assumptions 

of, and the influence of the Humean philosophy of causation and its conception of causal 

analysis in philosophy of science. The chapter first traces the decline of the ontologically 

grounded and `broad' accounts of cause advanced by the ancient Greeks and their 

replacement by the `narrowed down' and ̀ emptied out' Humean meaning of the concept 

of cause. I will point to the key assumptions that the Humean framing of causation 

entails: the acceptance of regularity analysis of causal relations; equation of causal 

relations with regularity relations of observables; and the treatment of causal necessity as 

a form of logical necessity, which has entailed a regularity-deterministic view of causal 

relations (when A, then B). The Humean framing of causation has, further, entailed the 

prior acceptance of the image of causes as `efficient causes', that is, as `pushing and 

pulling' causes. The latter part of the chapter analyses how these assumptions have 

become deeply embedded within twentieth century philosophy of science, even if in a 

variety of forms. 

History of Philosophy of Causation: from Aristotle to Hume 

The Origins of the Concept of Cause 

The origins of the notion of cause lie in the Greek philosophies of nature. The pre- 
Socratic philosophical schools started to develop the notion of cause from the 

superstitious, or semi-religious, ideas concerning the `powers' of nature. The early 

ancient philosophers started to inquire into `powers' that make and enable things to be 

' It is crucial to note that Humeanism does not exhaust empiricism, nor is empiricism defined exclusively 
by Humeanism. Empiricism refers to a particular epistemological conception of the nature of knowledge, 
while Humean philosophy of causation is a theory of causation that has become widely accepted by many 
empiricist philosophers. 
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what they are and for changes in them and between them to take place. The aim was to 

dispose of the mythical qualities of nature through finding nature's guiding `first 

principles'. In referring to powers of nature the common term used in pre-Socratic 

philosophy was arche (fundamental principle). Arche referred to those principles, that 

pre-existed concrete entities (yet in some way co-existed with them) and that furnished "a 

ground or a reason" for their existence. The pre-Socratic philosophers, especially in the 

Ionian and Eleatic schools, located the `first principles' of nature and change in the 

constitution of matter. 3 

This was something that Plato came to reject. Plato critiqued the materialist philosophies 

of nature through developing the so-called theory of forms, 4 which divided the world into 

distinct spheres: the ideational reality - the world of forms - and the sense-world, which 

was seen as the imitation of the 'real' unobservable world of forms. Interestingly, the 
`idea-ist' philosophy of Plato made a crucial contribution to defining the notion of cause. 
Plato specified the pre-Socratic arche to the notion of aition (plural aitia) [`cause', also 

previously denoting guilt and responsibility]. Plato's particular concern was with ideas 

(or forms) as aitia. Forms, Plato argued, 'participate in' or are pre-supposed in the 

phenomenal objects: it was forms that `were behind' and 'explained' things that we 

observe (sense-objects). Instead of reducing explanations of the state of the world to 

material principles Plato argues that 'formal' `aetiological' explanations should be used 
in explanations of the state of the worlds Causal, or aetiological, intelligibility of the 

world in this sense was a fundamental commitment for Plato. 

It was Aristotle, however, who truly developed the notion of cause and gave it a central 

place in Western philosophy. Aristotle aimed to synthesise and systemise the diverse 
ideas that had revolved around the notions of arche and aition. Accounting for aftia had a 
fundamentally important role for Aristotle's conception of science and knowledge: 

2 Frank Aveling, Cause [Internet] (Catholic Encyclopedia, 2001 [cited 20/07 2001]); available from 
www. newadvent. org/cathen/03459a. htm. 
' For more detailed accounts of cause in the different pre-Socratic schools see R. J. Hankinson, Cause and 
Explanation in Ancient Greek Thought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998) . 4 See William A. Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation I (University of Michigan: Ann Arbor, 
1972) p. 18, 
3 Plato, Phaedo, trans. David Gallop, World's Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993) pp. 51.55. 
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knowledge for him consisted of efforts to understand why things happen. Crucially, it 

was aitia that were seen to give answers to these why-questions. 6 Causal, or aetiological, 

explanation was, for Aristotle, a central epistemological tool of science: it was through 

asking why-questions and answering them through aitia that science could provide 

knowledge of nature. It is because of this emphasis on explanation through aitia that 

Aristotle made an important distinction between a mere `fact' and a `reasoned fact'; the 

prior denoted merely an observation, the latter a fact that had been explained through its 

aitia 7 

Crucially, for Aristotle, the concept of cause did not refer simply to an epistemological 

category of thought through which to understand the world: Aristotle's account of causes 

was ontologically grounded. While the concept of cause was recognised to be a `human 

concept', it referred to something ̀ out there': indeed, causes, for Aristotle, referred to 

really existing (ontological) things or powers in the world. Aristotle's account started 
from the philosophically realist metaphysical premise, that is, the assumption that people 
live in the world that is real and that pre-exists them, and a world in which things give 

rise to other things, where ̀ nothing comes from nothing'. The causal why-questions, and 

thus aitia, refer to independently existing ontological entities in the world. 8 

Aristotle's term for cause, aition, had a 'broad' meaning, something that modern 

philosophy, as will be seen, has left behind. In Aristotle's framework the meaning of 

aition was something close to the modern English meaning of `causal condition' or 

`causal antecedent'. 9 Aitia could refer to many different kinds of things. In Physics and 

Metaphysics Aristotle charts the contributions and faults of each of many `aetiological' 

accounts and, in the end, opts for a synthetic account, the so-called `four causes' account 

of causation. From the Ionians Aristotle picked up the idea of material explanation, from 

Empedocles and Anaxagoras vague ideas concerning agential causation, from Plato the 

6 Jonathan Lear, Aristotle; the Desire to Understand (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988) p. 6. 
7 Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation I p. 12. 
B Lear, Aristotle; the Desire to Understand p. 26. 
9 Matthews, "Introduction" in Mohan, ed., Aristotle Today; Essays on Aristotle's Ideal of Science 
(Edmonton: Academic Printing and Publishing, 1987) pp. 5-7. 
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notion of formal causes and from his own system the notion of final cause. 10 Aristotle 

argued that there are many types of aitia: "since many different things can be called 

causes, it follows that many different things can all be causes.. . not, however, causes in 

the same way. "' 1 

Aristotle proceeds to discuss four different types of causes. First, he conceptualises 
`material causes'; an aition defined as "that out of which a thing comes to be". 'Z Matter 

to Aristotle was fundamentally important in any explanation. However, matter was 

conceived as `indeterminate potentiality'. Matter was a cause through providing the 

material from which a thing `comes to be', such as marble as ̀ the cause of a statue'. The 

substance of marble is a cause in that without it the statue could not be, but also in the 

sense that the properties of the substance ̀constrain and enable' how matter can be 

shaped. 13 Crucially, matter, for Aristotle, is of little significance in and of itself, and it is 

ultimately unintelligible: we cannot make sense of marble as the cause of the statue 

without considering what it is being moulded into. 

To `define' or `specify' material causes, Aristotle thinks we require understanding of the 

second type of cause, formal cause. Formal causes refer to the forms, ideas or essences of 
things. The formal cause, as the cause of a statue, would be the idea, image or shape that 
the sculptor moulds the marble into. Formal causes, then, denote the forms/shapes that 
`define' and ̀ actualise' material potentiality into things or substances. 

Third, Aristotle conceptualises agential, or what he calls `efficient' causes, which he sees 
as "the primary sources of change". 14 ̀Source of change' could, for Aristotle, entail any 
agential ̀ mover' or more broadly `an act' of doing something. The efficient cause of the 
bronze statue, then, would be the sculptor or the act of sculpting. 

10 A. Edel, Aristotle and His Philosophy (London: Croom Held, 1982) p. 412. 
1' Aristotle, Aristotle's Physics, Books I and 2, trans. W. Chariton (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970) p. 28- 
30. 
12 Ibid. p. 28. 
1' Aristotle, Metaphysics, trans. Hugh Lawson-Tangred (London: Penguin Books, 1998) p. 115. 
14 Ibid. pp. 28-29. 
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The fourth category of Aristotle's four-fold categorisation of causes is the notion of final 

cause - 'that for the sake of which' something takes place. Aristotle saw `striving' for 

something as a different way of talking about causes. "`Why', we might ask, ̀ is this chap 

walking about the place? T 'It is in order', replies the expert, ̀ to be healthy', and in so 

saying he reckons to have put his finger on a cause of the behaviour. " 15 Aristotle did not 

argue that there is a `conscious' nature that determines things, merely that nature, and 

human acts, can often be understood better in relation to their purposefulness or 
intentionality. 16 

It should be noted that Aristotle's four causes account was very flexible and sensitive to 

pragmatic concerns of explanation. Aristotle recognised that causal explanation always 

takes place in pragmatic explanatory settings. It follows that although causal explanations 

get at ̀ real causes' in the world, for practical purposes we might not need to cite them all, 
just the crucial ones from the point of view of our inquiry. Also, Aristotle recognised that 

the categories can be used in different ways in different contexts: they do not refer to 

ontologically rigid categories. Furthermore, he accepted that while the four causes can be 

conceptualised as different categories, in practice different causes often `mesh together' 

or "coincide". This was the case especially with formal, efficient and final causes. 17 

Aristotle's account of causes was, though all-encompassing and ontologically grounded, 

also a very flexible and, indeed, for want of a better word, a `common-sensical"8 

account. 

The Aristotelian account of cause is dealt with in more detail in chapter 6 as the insights 

of this account of cause are transposed to the debates in the social sciences. However, 

there are some questions of interpretation that are worth discussing at this juncture. 

IS Aristotle, Metaphysics p. 115. 
16 Aristotle, Physics pp. 39-42. 
" In substantial explanations the lines between the different types of causes could blur. For example, in the 
statue example, the formal cause (image of object) can be seen as closely intertwined with the agent, the 
'image' of object in his head and the purpose of sculpting (to make marble into this image). Ibid, p. 38. 
18 The notion `common-sensical' is potentially a very loaded term. In the context of this thesis it is taken to 
mean that which seems to make `practical sense' to a number of people, that which seems intuitively 
satisfactory. 
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First, we must clarify the meanings of `causal necessity' and `determinism' in the 

Aristotelian framework. 19 The idea of causal necessity plays an important role for 

Aristotle. However, crucially Aristotle recognises many kinds of `aetiological' 

necessity. 20 He recognises that there are statements which necessitate each other 
logically: "because demonstration cannot go otherwise than it does". 21 This logical 

necessity, however, is distinguished from natural necessity. Natural necessity refers to the 

ontological causal relation that arises from within the constitution of a substance and/or 
from the interaction of different ontological substances, or aitia. Crucially, natural 

necessity is not `deterministic' in the sense that a cause strictly necessitates an effect 
(when A, then B): this is because natural necessity is always contextual. Although things 

or changes are ̀ determined' (caused) they are always ̀ co-determined' by many naturally 

necessitating aUla. For example, Aristotle argues that potentiality of matter is a 
`necessary' cause, but this refers to a naturally (ontologically) necessitating relation that 
implies a `non-deterministic' kind of necessity in the sense that though matter is 

necessary (ontological) cause of a thing, it is determining in `constraining and enabling' 

sense and is never the only `determining' cause. 

Also, Aristotle's conception of `voluntary action' demonstrates that Aristotle is not a 
determinist in the sense often implied. If Aristotle had been a determinist there would 
have been no room in his account for voluntary actions of people, nor moral 
responsibility; this, however, is not the case. On the contrary, Aristotle is very interested 
in the `voluntary actions' and the ethical considerations that arise from such actions. 
Aristotle believes that there are no `fresh starts' (uncaused basis) for human action, yet 
for him this does not entail negation of voluntary action. 22 Although he admits that 

character is caused both internally and externally, it is still the locus of voluntary actions: 
we have many feelings/beliefs/desires that, although are caused, we can choose from, 

" For a discussion of necessity and determinism in Aristotle see Edel, Aristotle and His Philosophy pp. 
390-5. 
20 For Aristotle's discussion of various forms on necessity see, for example, Aristotle, Metaphysics pp. 120- 
1. 
_1 For example 2+ 2= 4. Ibid. p. 121. 
22 Richard Sorabji, Necessity, Cause, and Blame: Perspectives on Aristotle's Theory (Ithaca, N. Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 1980) pp. 227.242. 
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which in turn builds our character. 23 The Aristotelian conceptions of causal necessity and 

determinism differ greatly from the more modern conceptions of these notions, as will be 

seen. 

It should also be noted that attempts to associate Aristotle's notion of causal explanation 

with the search for universal regularities and laws are misplaced. Although Aristotle put 

great emphasis on empirical data as means to understand the world, this did not mean that 

he espoused the regularity accounts of cause that have come to dominate in modern 

philosophy. 24 For Aristotle, even though a pattern or a generalisation is one way to gain 

knowledge of the world, it is simply not enough to grasp the ontological nature of things 

or to answer our pragmatic why-questions. 25 Causal explanations, for him, consist of 

accounting for the coming together of (ontological) causal factors not from observation of 

regularities. 

The Aristotelian account of causation remained the norm in philosophical debates up 

until the seventeenth century. It was especially powerful during the medieval times in the 

frameworks of Scholastic philosophers. Throughout the medieval period the universe and 
its substances were understood through material and formal causes (hylomorphism). 

Also, efficient causes played a role during this period and, in fact, gained some precision 

through the development of the theories of local motion. 26 However, the most crucial 

category in the Scholastic philosophy was the notion of final cause, which became linked 

to the idea of God as a final cause?? However, seventeenth century Renaissance scientists 

started to challenge, and slowly dispose of, the Aristotelian categorisation of causes. 

23 Moreover, it should be noted that Aristotle discusses extensively the notion of chance. Chance and 
accidents, for Aristotle, are not uncaused events but rather events with "indefinite causes" from the point of 
view of the person who considers something as ̀ chance' or `accidental'. See Aristotle, Metaphysics p. I50. 
24 The origins of the regularity account can, in fact, be traced to the Stoics who saw causation as not only a 
universal principle in the world but also as a determinist principle. They introduced to philosophy the 
notion of "exceptionless cause" and linked this with the notion of regularity. See, for example, Sorabji, 
Necessity, Cause and Blame pp. 64-68. 
2S Ibid. pp. 64-66. 
26 Francisco S uarez, On Efficient Causality: Metaphysical Disputations 17,18, and 19, trans. Alfred J. 
Freddoso (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994). 
21 St Aquinas, Summa Theological (Aberystwyth: UWA, 1964). 

24 



Chapter 1 

The Anti Aristotelian Turn and the `Narrowing Down' of the Concept of Cause 

The early modem scientists were sceptical of achieving knowledge of the `ultimate 

causes' in the world on Aristotelian lines. Against the Aristotelian `speculations' 

concerning the constitution of the world, there was a shift towards more systematic 

observation-led view of science. This entailed prioritising `observed facts' over the 

Aristotelian `reasoned facts'. This shift can be seen in the works of the leading figures of 

the emerging experimental science: Galileo, Gilbert, Kepler and Newton. 28 

Despite the increasing hostility towards the Aristotelian framework, which was 

associated with the ̀ static' Scholastic philosophy and science, it should be noted that the 

emergent ̀empiricist' thinking was still balanced by the continuing belief in the notion of 

verae causae, that is, the assumption that there are real unobservable ontological causes 
behind observational knowledge of patterns of facts. 29 The fact that renaissance scientists 

still believed in the so-called ̀ true causes' signified that scepticism on causation had not 

yet blossomed to full scepticism of the ontologically grounded conception of causation. 
Also, the Aristotelian categories of cause were still used, although scientists started 

emphasising certain categories over others. 30 

The most crucial shifts in the concept of cause started taking place during the hundred 

years or so after the publication of Rene Descartes' Meditations in 1637: this is when the 

concept of c ause was first `narrowed d own' to efficient causes by Descartes and then 

'emptied out' of ontological meaning by the sceptics, notably David Hume. 

Descartes' thinking had its background in Scholastic philosophy. However, the purpose 

of h is philosophy was to escape the Scholastic doctrine and to provide a new way of 
thinking about the world and of the emerging experimental science. Central to Descartes' 

28 Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation I pp. 191.5. 
29 Thus, philosophically realist assumptions still held sway in early modern science. Kenneth C. 
Clatterbaugh, The Causation Debate in Modern Philosophy, 1637-1739 (London: Routledge, 1999) pp. 
181-2. See also Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation 1 pp. 159-210. 
'o Thus, Kepler focused on mathematical 'formal' explanations, while Galilei was interested in 
understanding the world through efficient causes. See Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation I pp. 
191-5. 
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philosophy that aimed to provide a rational basis for certain knowledge was the rejection 

of the Aristotelian schema of causes. First and foremost, Descartes rejected the Scholastic 

doctrine that had emphasised the notion of final cause as the most important causal 

category: "we must not inquire into the final, but only the efficient causes", he states. 31 

According to him, final causes cannot be known since only God knows the purposes of 

things. Also, Descartes wanted to avoid accepting the Aristotelian metaphysics of 

`substances'. Descartes argued that forms are an unnecessary part of scientific 

explanation: he was adamant that things cannot be assumed to have `little souls' (that 

shape their existence). Descartes also remained largely indifferent to material causes, 

especially the Aristotelian notion of material potentiality. Instead, he argued that the 

material world [body] can only be explained through ̀ pushing and pulling' or `moving' 

forces. Efficient causes, then, became the central category of cause to Descartes. 32 

Since Descartes argued that we must avoid assigning ̀ occult qualities'33 to objects of 

science, efficient causes became not only the sole philosophically valid category of cause 
but they also became narrowed down in their content. Since Descartes ruled out `forms' 

pre-existing within the efficient causes, efficient causes were no longer conceived of as 
`self-moving' (powers for moving conceived to arise from internal structure or 

substance). 34 The conception of efficient cause used became `mechanical': efficient 

causes referred, quite simply, to `pushing and pulling' forces in the universe. The 

universe, and change in it, was understood mechanically: causes were seen as analogous 
to cogwheels in clocks where the various parts 'push' another along. To use the sculptor 

example, the sculptor is now conceived as a mechanical cause (that which chips marble) 

rather than conceived as a substance with a particular form (and hence possessing causal 

" Descartes, Key Philosophical Writings, ed. Tom Griffith, trans. Elizabeth and Ross Haldane, G. R. T. 
(Ware: Wordsworth Classics of World Literature, 1997) p. 287. 
32 Descartes stretched the meaning of efficient cause to two senses. Firstly, since God is omnipotent, God is 
the first (and only) efficient cause in the universe. Descartes is often seen to be on the borderlines of a 
rather curious causal theory called 'occasionalism'. According to this view - that was later developed in 
Malebranche's and Berkeley's philosophies - God is the only 'efficient and total cause' in the universe. 
Yet, Descartes also does give a place for 'created things' as causes. He is interested in the new science and 
volunteers many explanations to worldly phenomena, thus charting worldly, or secondary, efficient causes 
in `created things'. William A. Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation II (Ann Arbor,: University of 
Michigan Press, 1972) pp. 89-61. 
33 Chavez-Aevizo, "Introduction" in Descartes, Key Philosophical Writings p. ix. 
34 Descartes, Key Philosophical Writings pp. 3-15. 
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powers of sculpting) with a goal (final cause) and an image of object (form) in mind. The 

deeper, embedded meaning of efficient cause advanced by Aristotle, was abandoned. 

Arguably, Descartes' denial of the wider causal categories created a trend toward 

deterministic and mechanistic interpretations of causation, exemplified by the philosophy 

of Thomas Hobbes. 35 Causes, however, were still fundamentally important for Descartes 

and the rationalist philosophers: Descartes may have initiated the disintegration of the 

Aristotelian categories of thinking about causation but he was not a sceptic on 

causation. 36 

John Locke's philosophy was one of the first to contain scepticism of the idea of 
`necessary connection' between causes and effects, and specifically, scepticism about the 

ontological grounding of causes. Locke feared that the lack of human capacity to 

understand natural things beyond their empirical facets forced some limitations upon the 

`search of causes' as a way to certain knowledge. Locke argued that instead of talking 

about unobservable causes, and assuming the `real existence' of these unobservable 

ontological causes, science would be better justified if it relied on 'sense-experience'. 37 

Locke, then, laid down the first empiricist critique of classical metaphysical and 

renaissance rationalist understandings of causation, although he did not develop this 

empiricism to a systematic rejection of these positions. 38 

George Berkeley took up Locke's incipient scepticism on causation. Berkeley also drew 

on the tradition of occasionalism, that is, the theory of causation that asserted that there 

� Thomas Hobbes, The Metaphysical System of Hobbes as Contained in Twelve Chapters from His 
'Elements of Philosophy Concerning Body' and in Briefer Extracts from 'Human Nature' and 'Leviathan, 
Selected by Mary Whiton Calkins (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Tubner Co., 1905). See also Clatterbaugh, 
The Causation Debate pp. 9-10. 
36 Clatterbaugh, The Causation Debate p. 5. See also Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation 11 pp. 
5-16. 
" Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation II p. 29. 
38 However, despite advancing empiricist ideas Locke did not dispense fully with the idea of causation or 
the notion of 'causal powers'. Behind his pessimism about humans finding out necessary causal 
connections, he seems to acknowledge that this does not mean that there are no real causes in the world 
(even if they are often beyond our understanding) John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding (Menston: Scolar Press, 1970) p. 335. 
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are no causes in the world besides God as the efficient and total cause. 39 The outcome of 

this combination of intellectual backgrounds was the development of the scepticist 

ontologically `empty' notion of cause. Berkeley argued that `natural causes' have no real 

ontological status - nor do they have ̀ active power' in them. All causal power ultimately 

relates back to God. Because of his stance on inefficacy of natural causes Berkeley came 

to argue that all earthly science does is observe the law-like occurrences in the world - 

without speculating on their metaphysical status ('reality'). 40 This step is crucial in 

leading up to the sceptic empiricist philosophy of causation of David Hume. 

David Hume and Empiricist Scepticism on Causation 

David Hume's solution to the problem of causation, or as he rephrases it, the problem of 

causal relation, is not only one of the most oft-quoted in modem philosophy, it is also, for 

our purposes, the most crucial one to understand for it is this conception of causation that 

can be seen to have fundamentally influenced philosophy of science ever since. Hume 

advanced the first radically sceptic empiricist philosophy of causation: directly 

challenging both metaphysically realist and rationalist stances on causation. 1 The main 

contribution of Hume's philosophy, it is commonly agreed, is that it aimed to extend to 
its logical conclusions the sceptical critique of knowledge that emerged into modem 

philosophy with Locke and Berkeley. The question that Hume was grappling with was 
'how can we really say we know anything for certain? ', or perhaps more precisely, ̀ given 

we cannot know anything for certain, how can we justify science and knowledge? '42 For 

Hume the `solution' to the problem of knowledge lay in recognising that all knowledge 

arises purely from experience. The bases of knowledge - and the limits of our knowledge 

- are defined by what our perceptions transmit to us. 

39 Louis Loeb, From Descartes to Hume; Continental Metaphysics and the Development of Modern 
Philosophy (Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1981) pp. 229-268. 
ao Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation II pp. 36-7. 
41The critiques of modern Sceptics are in many ways developed on the same lines as ancient Greek 
scepticism of Pyrrhos and Aenesidemus. See Hankinson, Cause and Explanation p. 269. 
42 See F. D. Norton, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Hume (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1993) p. 1. 
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Hume promised to draw "no conclusions but where he is authorised by experience" 43 

Against the rationalists, Hume argued that our ideas are not innate to us but arise from 

experience. Experiential impressions precede our ideas: "our impressions are the causes 

of our ideas". 44 Instead of inquiring into ideas, we should, he argued, inquire into what is 

`behind' the ideas that we hold, that is, the impressions that precipitate the particular 
ideas we hold. `By bringing ideas in so clear a light we may reasonably hope to remove 

all dispute which may arise concerning their nature and reality. , 45 Against the 

philosophical realists, Hume famously argued that it is impossible to conceptualise the 

nature of reality beyond our impressions: because we have no way of justifying 

knowledge beyond our impressions and (impression-derived) ideas. Any claim to 
knowledge beyond experience is simply meaningless, he argued. 46 Hume, thus, initiated 

the radical empiricist critique of metaphysics according to which human mind and 

perceptions take precedence over `reality'. As a result, any claims concerning external 

objects outside perceptions were to be "committed to the flames" as "metaphysical". 47 

The human mind, for Hume, is "nothing more than a faculty of compounding, 
transposing, augmenting or diminishing the materials afforded to us by senses and 

experience". 48 Our "associations between ideas", he argues, arise from three things: 
"resemblance, contiguity in time and place and cause and effect. "09 Importantly, Hume is 

careful in defining the most important form of the `associations between ideas', that is, 

the relation between cause and effect. Hume has a profound disagreement with all the 

philosophers before him who have tried to define causes - be it on the basis of "efficacy, 

agency, power, force, energy, necessity, connexion or productive quality"50. These 

43 David Ilume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 2nd edition, with an analytical index by L. A. Selby-Rigge ed. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978) p. 646. 
44 In that they are regularly conjoined with ideas and precede them. Ibid. p. 5. 
as David Hume, An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Charles Hendel (London: Liberal Arts 
Press; H. Jonas&Co Ltd., 1955) p. 29. 
46 See, for example, Rosenberg, "Hume and Philosophy of Science" in Norton, ed., The Cambridge 
Companion to Hume pp. 69-70. 
47 Hume quoted in Ibid. p. S. 
48 Hume, Inquiry p. 27. 
49 Hume, Treatise p. 11. 
50 Ibid. p. 157. 
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definitions, Hume points out, are all 'metaphysical' (refer to what cannot be experienced) 

and, thus, cannot be used to define causation. sl 

Hume argues that "instead of searching for the idea [of cause and effect] in these 

definitions" we must "look for it in impressions, from which it originally derived". 52 He 

argues that there is nothing that can be perceived about causal relation per se in terms of 
`powers', `energy' or `necessity' between cause and effect. 53 What the idea of causal 

relation, and the belief in the 'necessary connection' between cause and effect, come 
down to is the experience of `constant conjunctions' of observable impressions, which 

our mind through ̀ custom' grows to 'link' together. We talk of `causes and effects', he 

argues, when we have perceived certain observables or events regularly following each 

other: when we observe billiard balls colliding in regular successions we come to assume 
that the movement of one ball is the cause of the movement of the other. 

Hume argues that a cause should be defined as "an object precedent and contiguous to 

another, and where all the objects resembling the former are plac'd in like relations of 

precedency and contiguity to those objects which resemble the latter". 54 Causation, or 

causal relation between a cause and an effect, is but an `illusion' created in our minds 
through habit and imagination when we have observed certain constant conjunctions of 

observables or events in regular succession. 

Upon the whole, necessity is something that exists in the mind, not in objects: nor is it 
possible for us ever to form the most distant idea of it considered as a quality of bodies. 
Either we have no idea of necessity, or necessity is nothing but that determination of the 
thought to pass from causes to effects and from effects to causes, according to their 
experienced union. ss 

Being simply an `imagined' relation between successively observed events there are no 

metaphysical constraints on Humean causes: as long as regularities are present "any thing 

51 Ibid, p. 77. 
52 Ibid. p. 157. 
� Ibid. pp. 161-3. 
54 Ibid, p. 170. 
ss My italics. Ibid. pp. 165-6. 
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may produce any thing". 56 The only qualification Hume insists on is that causes must be 

prior to their effects: indeed, in order to identify what is` cause' and w hat an` effect' 
Hume needs to define cause as the "precedent event", that is, the type of event that is 

observed temporarily prior to the effect. 

This definition of cause is characterised by certain key assumptions - assumptions that 

will in this thesis be termed Humean assumptions. The guiding tight of all these 

assumptions is the empiricist principle that all knowledge is derived from empirical 

experience. 

First, Hume's definition of cause entails that all that can be said about causes must be 

derived from analysis of regular successions of perceptions: the idea of cause emerges in 

our heads only when we have observed certain types of events in `constant conjunctions'. 
Beyond the patterns of regular successions there is no meaning to the notion of cause, and 

no basis for making claims about causal relations between causes and effects. Thus, the 

only way to find out what caused a billiard ball to move is to examine regular instances in 

which billiard b all moved, for example, particular kinds of collisions between billiard 

balls. " These regular experiences provide us with the only valid grounds to make a 
`causal statement' about the relations of objects. 

Second, Hume reduces causal relation to a relation between ̀ observables': since all we 
can know is what we observe, causal relations cannot but be regularity relations between 

observables, that is relations of observable material particulars (billiard balls) and 
`events' between them (billiard balls colliding). It should be noted that this assumption of 
observability entails that the objects Humean approaches talk about are `ontologically 
flat', that is they do not interest us beyond their observable facets. Since all we can know 
is what we observe, ̀ deep ontological' questions about the nature or constitution of 

objects beyond observability cannot be talked about meaningfully. For example, 
questions concerning the `nature' and `properties' of the billiard balls, let alone the 

56 Ibid. p. 173. 
57 Ibid. p. 652. 

31 



Chapter 1 

`powers' and ̀ capabilities' of the players, the table, or gravity, fall outside the limits of 

justifiable empiricist knowledge. 

Third, the Humean definition denies the notion of `natural necessity', that is, the idea that 

causes and effects are linked ontologically. Hume tried to reduce the problem of 

causation to an epistemological issue, thus avoiding all ontological aspects of the 

problem of causation. Hume also avoided describing causal relations as in any way 

`necessary'. However, arguably, his account does inadvertently advance what might be 

seen as `logically necessary' view of causal relation. Despite Hume's scepticism of 
induction (inference from past experience to future events), it is difficult for him to avoid 

presuming some sort of logically necessary relation between causes and effects. For 

example, if we have observed billiard ball A hitting ball B for N amount of times, we 
have, on Humean grounds, basis for saying A is the cause of B's movement. We say this 

because some sort of connection between A and B is presumed. This connection, for 

Hume, cannot be `naturally necessitating' since we can say nothing about ontological 

reality beyond observation. What is the nature of this connection then? It is, in the end, a 

connection derived from logic. Given past regularities involving A and B we can 
`logically' assume ̀when A, then B': A and B, or statements pertaining to them, are 
logically related. 58 Despite Hume wanting to avoid this description, this assumption, as 
the followers of Hume have accepted, is fundamental to any empiricist account of causal 

relation. 59 

This logical conception of causal connection is important to note because it carries within 
it a particular form of determinism, so-called regularity-determinism. Basing analysis of 

causal relations on relations of regularities, entails the implicit assumption that when we 

account for regularities we can make ̀ logically deterministic' causal claims of the form 

`given regularities, when A, then B. When regularities are present we can `logically' 

sa As flume puts it: "when by any clear experiment we have discover'd the causes or effects of any 
phenomenon, we immediately extend our observation to every phenomenon of the same kind. " Ibid. pp. 
173-4. 
s9 Popper, for example, accepts that this is the fundamental contradiction within all empiricist thought 
(deriving all truths and knowledge from experience but b eing sceptical of experience as way to certain 
knowledge). See Karl R. Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (London: Hutchinson of London, 1959) 
p. 42. 
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deduce what will happen in a given instance. This assumption has subsequently come to 

play an important role in Hume's followers' accounts and gives rise to the particular 

`closed system', and predictive, view of causation characteristic of twentieth century 

approaches to causation: given regularities we can logically deduce, or predict, a given 

event. 

Finally, it has to be noted that the Humean discussion of causation takes place strictly 

within the ̀ efficient cause' definition of cause marked out by Descartes. As Hume puts it: 

there is no foundation for [the] distinction... betwixt efficient causes, and formal, and 
material,... and final causes. For as our idea of efficiency is deriv'd from the constant 
conjunction of two objects, wherever this is observ'd, the cause is efficient; and where 
there is not, there can never be a cause of any kind. 60 

Even though Hume rejects any ontological definition of cause (efficient or otherwise), the 

efficient cause metaphor plays a crucial role in the Humean accounts. The `imagined' 

relation between causes and effects on the basis of regularities is imagined as a 

mechanical efficient one. Indeed, the regularity-deterministic `when A, then B' 

assumption evidences this well. 

These assumptions of Humean philosophy have been widely influential in philosophy of 

science in the late nineteenth century and twentieth century, as will be seen. However, 

before moving on to examine Hume's legacy in philosophy of science, it is vital to point 
to an often ignored inconsistency in Hume's thought. 

Through his scepticist empiricism, Hume is seen to have destroyed any traditional 

philosophical justification for the concept of cause and for the old metaphysical maxim 
`everything must have a cause' - in the ontological `naturally necessitating' sense. 61 

However, the ̀ realist' strand of interpretation maintains that Hume does, in contradiction 
to his empiricist principles, accept the reality of non-observational objects and their 

6° Iiume, Treatise p. 171. 
61 Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation II p. 40. 
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cist causal powers. 62 The realist interpreters point to the fact that although his empiri 

philosophical bases dictate that Hume should not talk of "distinctions between objects 

and perception", Hume still regularly talks "of things whereof he should be silent". 63 In 

many passages Hume accepts that external (non-perceptual) objects are real and have real 

properties, even though we cannot necessarily know them through our ideas or 
impressions - hence, his frequent references to them as "the unknown powers". 64 

These ultimate springs and principles are totally shut of from human curiosity and 
enquiry. Elasticity, gravity, cohesion of parts, communication of motion by impulse; 
these are probably the ultimate causes and principles which we shall never discover. 65 

If metaphysical realism is defined as the belief in a mind-independent ontological reality 

of the world and its objects66, it seems that Hume, in contravention of his empiricist 

scepticism, in fact, accepts the ontological nature of reality beyond our knowledge about 
it. 67 Despite arguing that our knowledge is limited to `constant conjunctions', Hume 

accepts that causal powers, in a `metaphysical' sense, still exist beyond our empirical 
knowledge. 68 

This is a crucial thing to note not just because it exposes a fundamental incoherence in 

the thinking of this supposed ̀arch-empiricist', but also because it allows us to realise 

62 The realist interpretation of Hume has a long history. Already some of Hume's contemporaries noticed 
his realism intertwining with empiricism. More recently, especially Wright has been associated with this 
strand of interpretation. See John Wright, P., The Sceptical Realism of David Hume, Studies in Intellectual 
History (Manchester: University of Minnesota Press, 1983). 
63 Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation II p. 41. 
6' There are numerous passages that imply this. See, for example, Hume, Treatise pp. 159,267 and Inquiry 
pp. 75,96. 
6 Hume, Inquiry p. 45. 
66 For a more detailed discussion of philosophical realism see chapters 5 and 6. 
67 This implicit metaphysical realism, the realist interpreters argue, is also evident in Hume's second, often 
ignored, definition of cause as "an object precedent and contiguous to another, and so united with it, that 
the idea of the one determines the mind to form the idea of the other and the impression of the one to form 
a more lively idea of the other". Hume, Treatise p. 170 This statement, it is argued, implies that Hume 
accepts that our minds are "determined" to pass from one idea or impression to another and that, hence, 
Hume sees imagination and custom (the fundamental basis of his philosophy of causal relation) as real 
neurological, ̀ mechanical power' of the human mind. See also Hume, Treatise pp. 55,84-6,94-5,104-5, 
108. 
68 1 iume, Treatise p. 60. 
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that perhaps "heroic Humeanism with its deficiencies is not Hume's position". 69 It 

follows that we must be cautious in defining Humeanism and in analysing Humean 

approaches. Humeanism is defined here through the three empiricist assumptions drawn 

out in this section (regularity, observability and logical necessity/regularity-determinism) 

and is also seen to be associated with efficient causality (although this does not 

characterise only Humean approaches). It is argued here that an approach is seen as 
Humean if it accepts, explicitly or implicitly, these assumptions. However, it is crucial to 

note that Hume himself, nor other scholars, are necessarily ̀simply Humean'. This thesis 

focuses on drawing out the Humean assumptions in philosophers' and theorists' work (in 

order to show that we should do away with these assumptions, as they confuse rather than 

clarify causal analysis) but this does not entail that people's views on causation are 
informed only by such assumptions. The Humean assumptions have, as will be seen, been 

dominant in modern engagements with causation. Yet, it is crucial that we recognise the 
fact that they have played themselves out in various forms - hard and moderate, explicit 

and implicit - and that Humean assumptions can be accompanied (even if incoherently) 

with non-Humean assumptions. 

The Legacy of IIumeanism in Twentieth Century Philosophy of Science 

The aim of the latter part of the chapter is to inquire into how the Humean assumptions 
have informed twentieth century philosophy of science. It is argued that Humean 

assumptions have become dominant in how scientific causal explanation is framed. This is 

because the Humean assumptions - albeit in a variety of forms - have become an essential 
ingredient of the empiricist philosophies of science that have dominated twentieth century 

philosophy. However, before discussing the legacy of Hume in twentieth century 

philosophy of science, I will first make a brief comment on the first influential 

philosophical systems to be deeply informed by Hume: Immanual Kant's and John Stuart 

Mill's. 

69 Tom L. Beauchamp and Alexander Rosenberg, Hume and the Problem of Causation (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1981) p. 32. 
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Kant and Mill 

Hume's discussion of causality famously awoke Kant from his "dogmatic slumbers7° and 

precipitated the ambitious Kantian system of philosophy that aimed to synthesise 

empiricism and rationalism. Hume had argued that causal necessity was but an illusion 

given rise to by regular experiences. Kant was disturbed by Hume's sceptical conclusions 

and sought to give new philosophical grounds for causality. Kant wanted to justify the 

notion of causal necessity by rooting it in the a priori categories of the mind. 

For Kant, there are two aspects to knowledge: sensation (passive observation) and 
thought (spontaneous act of mind). These ̀ ways of knowing' take place in space and 
time, intuitions that Kant deduces to be a priori categories of the mind . 

71 Causality, for 

Kant, is an important example of an a priori synthetic relation that combines both ways 
of knowing and provides an important justification of human cognition. 72 Kant roots 
causality in the a priori categories of the mind: causal relation is necessary in thought, 

although not necessary in the world. Kant justified causal necessity by arguing that 

causality is based on the ̀ necessary intuitions' of space and time that impose necessity on 
perceptions and thought. He argues that causal relations are ̀ necessary' because without 
necessary relation between causes and effects (in thought) experience becomes 
impossible: causality connects a priori categories with experience, thus justifying the role 
of human cognition. 

However, it should be noted that this justification for causation is still squarely within the 

empiricist, and ultimately Humean, fold. Although the relation between cause and effect 
is seen as a` necessary relation' itis not a relation in the world but in thought. Also, 

crucially, Kant still sees causality as based on experience, and specifically, on "the 

70 Kant, quoted in A. C. Ewing, Kant's Treatment of Causality (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, 
Trubner&Co., 1924) p. 1. 
71 Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Pure Reason; a Revised and Expanded Translation Based on 
Meiklejohn, ed. Vasilis Politis (London: Everyman Library, 1993) pp. 48-75. 
72 See Ibid. pp. 177-180. 
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succession of the manifold". 73 Like Hume's, Kant's conception of causation works on the 

basis of experienced regular successions: it is still a relation known through experience 

and a relation that has no real value beyond experience of regular instances. 74 

Kant's treatment of causality should be noted for another reason beside its Humeanism. It 

is important to note that Kant initiated an important division in modem thought by 

divorcing causality in the phenomenal world from the sphere of ideas. The `noumenal' 

sphere of moral and rational reasoning is, for Kant, divorced from deterministic causal 
laws of the phenomenal world; in then oumenal sphere free will can be seen to have 

autonomy from the exercise of causal laws. 75 Recognising this division is important as it 

has given rise to a dualistic logic in modem philosophy: causality has become associated 

with deterministic laws of nature and the noumenal has been seen as a separate 
`ideational' non-causal/non-caused field entirely divorced from these ̀deterministic' laws 

of phenomenal world. 76 

In contrast to Kant's attempts to give a role for a priori faculties of the mind in justifying 

the category of causality, Mill continued the bold English tradition of empiricism. For 

Mill, all human reasoning was based on experience. It followed that the principle of 

causality was also derived from empirical experience: Mill argues that we can establish 
the `universal law of causality' through the method of induction. 77 Mill's account of 

cause is fundamentally Humean in that the inductive logic takes causal knowledge to be 

co-extensive with regularities of observables. 

73 Ibid. p. 146, 
'° For discussion of Hume and Kant and their similarities see Tom L. Beauchamp, Philosophical Problems 
of Causation (Encino, Calif.,: Dickenson Pub. Co., 1974) pp. 1-35. 
7 Ewing, Kant's Treatment of Causality pp. 196-235. 
76 For a good account of the impact of this dualistic logic see Heikki Patomäki, After International 
Relations; Critical Realism and the (Re) Construction of World Politics (London: Routledge, 2002) p, 89. 
77 J. S. Mill, A System of Logic; Ratiocinative and Inductive (London: Longman, 1970) p. 203. Unlike Hume 
Mill is not critical of the principle of induction but asserts that inductive method if properly developed can 
provide basis for all knowledge. Hume saw no self-evident certainty in induction. See for example Hume, 
Inquiry p p. 4 0-54. For a discussion as to the e xtent of his scepticism of induction see Beauchamp and 
Rosenberg, flume and the Problem of Causation pp. 33-79. 

37 



Chapter 1 

However, Mill also extended Humean arguments in a new direction. Mill defines causes 

not just in terms of the classic Humean logic, but also in terms of `consequents' and 

`antecedents': "every consequent is connected... with some particular antecedent or set of 

antecedents; for every event there exists some combination of objects or events.. . the 

occurrence of which is always followed by that phenomena. 08 Crucially, Mill 

emphasises that causal analysis tries to determine those antecedents that can be shown to 

be crucial for an effect. Mill puts forward the so-called Method of Agreement as a way of 

explicating these singular causes. He argues that a cause can be called a cause if can be 

shown that when effect E is present, cause C is also present. Crucially, he also introduces 

the so-called Method of Difference which aims to demonstrate, through a counterfactual 

argument, that effect E would not have taken place was it not for cause C (that is, E is 

absent when C is absent). 

Although Mill makes room for talking about what seem to be `singular' causal 

antecedents (causal statements that do not explicitly invoke regularities), it should be 

noted that causal antecedents are seen to be underlined by regularities in nature. To say, 
`if C, then E' or `if no C, no E' entails, for Mill, the acceptance of a regularity connection 

that links `C to E. The logic of the argument is also tied to the logical necessity and the 

regularity-deterministic assumption that characterises the Humean account of cause: we 
have grounds for making 'if C, then E' and ` if no C, then no E' statements precisely 
because causal relations are seen as characterised by `closed system': when regularities 

are observed we have basis for making regularity-deterministic statements of the `when 

A, then B' or `if no A, then no B' kind. 

Despite Kant and Mill's acceptance of basic Humean premises, Humeanism did not 
flourish fully until in the twentieth century. During the twentieth century the Humean 

assumptions became deeply embedded within the dominant currents in philosophy of 

science. I will now discuss the most influential twentieth century philosophies of science 

and examine how they have been informed by the Humean assumptions. I will first 

discuss the anti-causal H umeanism that c haracterised phenomenalism, conventionalism 

78 Ibid. pp. 213-4. 
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and logical positivism and, then, the more moderate form of Humeanism that informed 

the most widely accepted form of twentieth century Humeanism, DN-model positivism. 

Finally, I shall also refer to the more implicit variants of Humeanism that have often not 

been noted as Humean, notably the counterfactual theories of causation. 

Radical Empiricism and the Anti-causal Turn 

For Hume, Kant and Mill, despite the acceptance of some key empiricist assumptions, the 

notion of cause still played a fundamental role in scientific terminology and knowledge 

claims. However, at the turn of the century there was a distinct turn against the very notion 

of cause in scientific and philosophical circles, a turn premised on following the Humean 

assumptions to `radically empiricist' conclusions. 

Ernst Mach was one of the first radical empiricists. Mach based his phenomenalist 

philosophy on the basic empiricist assumption: "what is knowable must be perceivable". 79 

However, Mach took this principle to its extreme logical conclusions: Mach denied outright 
the existence of `things' (external objects) in nature. For Mach, all we can know and all 

that exists are sense-impressions. The job of science is to catalogue these sense-impressions 
for practical purposes and, hence, all references to `real objects' and ̀ external reality' must 
be abandoned. 

The world consists only of sensations and the assumption of the nuclei referred to, or of a 
reciprocal action between them from which sensations proceed, turns out to be quite idle 
and superfluous. Such a view can only suit a half-hearted realism or a half-hearted 
philosophical criticism... what I aimed at was merely to obtain a safe and clear philosophical 
standpoint... shrouded in no metaphysical clouds. 

0 

The `conventionalists' concurred with this anti-realist conclusion. Henri Poincare and 
Pierre Duhem proposed that what we think are scientific facts are only what we think are 

convenient ways of thinking about the world. This entailed a whole-scale rejection an 

" Ernst Mach, The Analysis of Sensations; and the Relation of the Physical to the Physical, trans. C. M. 
Williams (New York: Dover Publications, 1959) p. 46. 
B0 Ibid. pp. 12,47. 
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independent reality beyond the human mind, an assumption that had been fundamental for 

Aristotle and was also implicitly accepted by Hume. 81 

The logical positivists followed these empiricist lines of thought but aimed to give this 

new radical empiricism solid grounding through `logical analysis of language'. The 

principle at the heart of logical positivism was Ludwig Wittgenstein's `verification 

principle', which maintained that all propositions of science should be analysable by 

deducing them down to more elementary statements that can be verified through 

observation. 82 Instead of resorting to tautological analytic statements, such as ̀ a sleep- 
inducing powder has dormitive power', or speculative synthetic statements, such as ̀ all 

bachelors are drunkards', which are not clearly verifiable, science must base itself on 

clearly verifiable statements such as `all observable bodies of the type A, with the 

observable qualities x, y, z..., tend to, in given circumstances a, b, c..., be observed to 

behave in C ways', the truth of which can then be clearly established through 

observation. 83 

Logical positivist account of science aims to provide the ultimate bulwark against 
`ontological', or `metaphysical', approaches to science. Indeed, the import of the 

verification principle was that any non-observation-based statements could be rejected as 
"meaningless", since "we have no idea of what [they are] supposed to signify". 84 

How did these radical empiricists see causation? Most radical empiricists came to abandon 

all references to causes. Mach and the conventionalists, for example, rejected the notion of 

cause as unreliable, rudimentary and ̀ conventional' notion with no real practical purpose in 

the new twentieth century science. " The countless controversies in metaphysics seemed to 

a' Dantzig, Henri Poincare - Critic of Crisis: Reflections on His Universe of Discourse (London: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1954) p. 12. 
82 L. Wittgenstein, Tractacus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness (London: 
Routledge, 1961). See also Oswald Hanfling, Logical Positivism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981) p. 7. 
23 A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1974) p. 7; Mark Smith, Social 
Science in Question (London: Sage with Open University Press, 1998) pp. 98-99. 
84 Schlick, quoted in Hanfling, Logical Positivism p. 8. 
's Poincare, quoted in Dantzig, Henri Poicare - Critic of Crisis: Reflections on His Universe of Discourse 
p. 93. 
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prove that there has never been, nor can there ever be, agreement on the metaphysical 

question of causation: as a result, it was argued that science had better accept that there is 

no `essential' causation. 86 Others, such as Bertrand Russell, similarly concluded that "the 

law of causality... like much that passes among philosophers is a relic of a by-gone age". 87 

On the whole, the issue of causation became replaced by a new focus: analysis of laws. 

It is more fruitful to replace the entire discussion of the meaning of causality by an 
investigation of the various kinds of laws that occur in science. When these laws are studied 
it is a study of the kinds of causal connections that have been observed. The logical analysis 
of laws is certainly clearer, more precise problem than the problem of what causality 
means, 88 

The p henomenalist, c onventionalist and 1 ogical positivist view of science b ecame based 

upon looking for empirical regularities of `facts', which could (with enough verification, 
that is, repetition) be inferred into `general laws'. 

Crucially, laws are conceived of in line with Humean assumptions. They were seen as 
`factual generalisations', that is, generalisations consisting of observed `factual' 

regularities. Since laws were conceived of simply as describing regular patterns of 
observation, following Hume, causal relations in any deeper ̀ ontologically necessary' 
sense were not deemed to concern science, Indeed, the radical empiricists saw references to 
`real' causal relations or `powers' as meaningless. Thus, to say, for example, that `gravity 
has causal power' is meaningless because this statement cannot be verified through 

experience. To talk of such things as gravity meaningfully, we have to construct 
empirically verifiable statements, such as ̀ all material bodies with weight X fall to earth', 
which, when empirically verified (through regular observations), can be inferred to refer to 
the empirical ̀ law of gravity'. 

This conception of science based on the analysis of laws was, crucially, firmly rooted in the 

acceptance of Humean assumptions. Indeed, the radical empiricists acknowledge their roots 

B6 Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation II pp. 168-80. 
Bertrand Russell, quoted in Ibid. p. 181. 
R. Carnap, Philosophical Foundations of Physics; an Introduction to the Philosophy of Science (London: 

Basic Books, 1966) p. 204. 
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in Hume and Mill and the tradition of "English empiricism". 89 However, they also make 

clear that what they want to pick up from this tradition is the strictly empiricist premises. 

They argue that Humean assumptions, when developed coherently, can be used to do away 

with the all the ̀ vague' discussions of external reality but also, paradoxically, to dispose of 

the very notion of cause (that Hume, Kant and Mill accepted). The acceptance of Humean 

assumptions in their pure form, it is pointed out, leads to the obsolescence of the very 

concept of cause: it is, in fact, a vague notion that must be abandoned for the more precise 

notion of laws. 

It is important to emphasise that although these approaches were largely anti-causal in 

terminology, they entailed the acceptance of the Humean assumption of logical necessity 

and ̀ closed systems'. This can clearly be detected in the radical empiricist penchant for 

talking about `functional necessitation', `mathematical functions' and `prediction', 

instead of causation. Indeed, as Mach puts it: 

The notion of cause possesses significance only as a means of provisional knowledge or 
orientation. In any exact or profound investigation of an event, the inquirer must regard 
the phenomena as dependent on one another in the same way that the geometer regards 
the sides and angles of a triangle as dependent on one another... The concept of cause is 
replaced... by the concept of function; the determining of the dependence of phenomena 
on one another, the economic exposition of actual facts, is proclaimed as the object, and 
physical concepts as a means to an end solely. 90 

While logical necessity was not termed ̀causal' in the work of these theorists, the emphasis 

on `functional determination' and `mathematical necessity' exemplified the regularity- 
determinist way of framing relationships of explanatory regularities or laws. When 

regularities have been observed (laws), we can compare their relationships 
logically/mathematically and deduce predictions from them. Laws and their relations make 

up ̀ closed systems' within which 'when A, then B' type statements can be formulated. The 

radical empiricists saw the world, and science, as characterised by `closed' systems' where 

regularities (laws), or statements pertaining to them, were seen as logically related. 91 

89 Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic pp. 73-4. 
90 Mach, quoted in Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation Hp. 171. See also Mach, The Analysis of 
Sensations pp. 89-92. 
91 See S chlick, "Positivism and Realism" in A. J. Ayer, Logical Positivism (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free 
Press, 1959) pp. 85-7. 
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It is on the basis of this closed system view of causation that these approaches also 

emphasised the role of prediction: Regularity assumption allows these theorists to talk 

about not just `laws' but also of predictability. 92 Given that certain regularities, or laws, 

have been observationally verified, scientists can predict (logically deduce) expected 

events. Furthermore, the notion of probability is greatly developed as a way of introducing 

openness to the otherwise logically necessitating closed system view of causation. Indeed, 

the problem of induction (cannot always obtain observationally perfect laws) is solved by 

resorting to `probability inferences', that is probability measurements of the degrees of 

certainty that an empirical law has 93 

Deductive-Nomological Causal Explanation 

In the 1960s the logical positivist position was challenged ̀from within'. What came to 

replace the dominance of logical positivism in philosophy of science was the `standard 

positivism' of Carl Gustav Hempel and Karl Popper. These philosophers of science were 
ingrained within logical positivism but attacked its excessive reliance on inductive 

inference. Popper argued that scientific knowledge does not arise simply from inductive 

observation but, rather, from deductive testing of hypotheses. Popper accepted that 

scientists hold many theoretical and conceptual (or `metaphysical') pre-conceptions before 

engaging in their empirical testing. 94 He also accepted that verification by empirical testing 

never proves conclusively a scientific truth, as the logical positivist view of science had 

assumed. He maintained that by rejecting the logical positivist inductive view of science in 

favour of a `deductive' and `falsifiability-based' model of science we can justify the 

practise, rationality and progress of science far more adequately. 

Popper argued that the key to a scientific (as opposed to non-scientific) theorising is that it 

is falsifiable, that any other person can empirically test the theory, and, thereby, either 

92 R. Carnap, Philosophical Foundations p. 192. 
93 See, for e xample, R. C arnap, Logical Foundations ofP robability (London: R outledge& K egan P aul, 
1950). 
94 Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery p. 38. 
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corroborate or falsify it. Science does not need to, nor should it advance absolute truths: 

science is about being critical of knowledge claims by subjecting all claims to the 

possibility of falsification. Popper stipulates that a scientific explanation has to follow a 

particular method of inference to avoid ̀ unscientific' and ̀ unfalsifiable' conclusions. This 

method of scientific inference is well summarised by Hempel as the so-called ̀deductive- 

nomological' (DN-) model of explanation. The DN- or covering law model claims that the 

explanatory and predictive logic of science requires that we analyse events (explanandums) 

through a logically deductive analysis of two kinds of empirical statements, general laws 

and initial conditions (explanans). 

General laws 
Initial conditions Explanans 

Events to be explained Explanandums 95 

Crucially, it is argued that "to give a causal explanation of an event means to deduce a 

statement which describes it, using as premises of the deduction one or more universal 
laws, together with certain singular statements, the initial conditions". 6 To causally 

explain something we have to describe a) the universal laws that have been observed (e. g. 

whenever a weight put on a thread exceeds the tensile strength of the thread, it will 
break), and b) the initial conditions referring toap articular time and p lace (1) t ensile 

strength of thread X is 1 pound and 2) weight of 2 pounds is put on the thread') we can 
then c) deduce the ̀ event' to be explained (thread breaks). 97 

Contra radical empiricists, Hempel and Popper do not reject the concept of cause. 
However, it must be noted that the DN-model understanding of science and causality is 

deeply empiricist and, indeed, fundamentally Humean. Popper makes it clear that he 

rejects the metaphysical principle of causation (assumption that everything has an 

ontological cause) settling, instead, on seeing causal explanations (in the deductive mode 

prescribed) as a "guiding methodological rule" of empirical science. 98 Crucially, causal 

95 Carl G. Hempel, Philosophy of Natural Science (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice Hall, 1966) p. 50-4. 
96 Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery p. 59. 
97 Ibid. p. 60. 
98 Ibid. p. 61, 
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analysis, as a methodological rule, is still firmly tied to regularities. Popper admits that 

the initial conditions of the deduced event are often referred to as the `cause' of the 

event. 99 However, he points out that mere initial conditions do not explain: statements of 

universal causal laws are necessary for any causal explanation. Causal explanation, then, 

is based squarely on the analysis of regularities. Scientific causal statements require, or 

more weakly, presuppose, the notion of causal laws (conceived as regularities). Any 

account that makes a singular causal statement without advancing the laws on which it is 

presupposed is, as Hempel puts it, only an "explanatory sketch" that needs to be validated 
by search for the relevant regularities. '00 To say that placing a weight on thread was the 

cause of thread breaking is only an explanatory sketch that needs validation by laws 

(observation-based regularities) to qualify as a ̀ causal explanation'. The general laws are 

still arrived at through observing regularities of events and the `general laws' are still the 

crux of the scientific `causal' explanation. 

Also, the causal statements are still based on regularities of observed events. Science is 

concerned with generalisations about observations. Hence, `deep ontological' 

assumptions about the nature of observables are not necessary for scientific knowledge. 

For knowledge to be reliable, scientific inquiry must not veer into making unjustifiable 

speculative claims about unobservables. Popper admits that scientific theories make 

many theoretical assumptions about unobservables but, crucially, the confirmation of the 

plausibility ofa scientific a ccount must c onform to the logic of empirical observation 

specified. 10' 

Importantly, it must also be noted that the regularity theory in the DN-model form also 

entails the assumption of logical necessity and regularity-determinism, that is, if `laws' 

99 Ibid, p. 60. 
'oo Hempel, "Aspects of Scientific Explanation" in Aspects of Scientific Explanation and Other Essays in 
the Philosophy of Science, ed. Hempel (New York: Free Press, 1965) p. 423. 
101 Even though, arguably, the treatment of the notion of cause with Popper acquires some deeply 
problematic overtones due to his inability to distinguish between logical and natural necessity and his 
occasional references to causal laws as 'ontologically' or 'metaphysically' necessary. Indeed, there seems 
to be an amount of 'slippage' into philosophically realist assumptions in Popper's work, although these 
sharply contradict his empiricist Humean premises. See Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery p. 438. 
See also essays by Kneale and Popper in Beauchamp, Philosophical Problems of Causation pp. 36-63. 
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have been detected and initial conditions are outlined certain events can be `logically' 

deduced. Causal relations refer to logically necessitating relations between statements 
(pertaining to regularities) rather than naturally necessitating causal relationships. The 

regularity-deterministic assumption is also accepted: it is assumed that "for every event Y 

there is an event X, or set of events X1... Xn, such that X, or XI... Xn, and Y are 

regularly conjoined under some set of descriptions; thus whenever X (or X1... Xn), then 
y9.102 Causal explanation and prediction, then, are justified on the basis of a `closed 

system' model of causation. Due to this Humean regularity-deterministic framing of the 
issue of causation, explanation, prediction and causality come to be seen as mutually 
dependent, symmetrical processes in the DN-model: causality (understood in terms of 
regularities) equals explanation equals predictive capability. If prediction is not possible, 
neither is proper causal account or an explanation of a set of observations. 

Popper and Hempel recognised the problem that the strict tying together of `causality' 
(conceived of as regularities), prediction and explanation entailed, given how difficult 

prediction in many sciences is. To deal with this problem of prediction, standard 
positivism developed the `how possibly' mode of explanation. This mode of explanation 
works in exactly the same format as the DN-model but with the requirement of showing 
probability rather than deductive certainty. '03 

Importantly, a variety of probabilistic theories of causation have prospered in the wake of 
the DN- model explanation. 104 The key argument of probability theories of causation, that 
have evolved from this how possibly model, is that causation is taken to be a description 

of probability measurements: we can talk of causal relations when one event is followed 

with a high probability by the appearance of the second. '°5 Probability models recognise 
that causation does not equal correlation. Nevertheless, it is assumed that statistical 

102 Roy I haskar, A Realist Theory of Science (Hassocks: Harvester Press, 1978). p. 69. 
103 llempel, Philosophy of Natural Science p. 58-68. 
104 See for example Ellery Eells, Probabilistic Causality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); 
Patrick Suppes, A Probabilistic Theory of Causality, Acta Philosophica Fennica (Amsterdam: North- 
Holland Pub. Co., 1970); S. Spirtes, C. Glymour, and R. Schienes, Causation, Prediction and Search (New 
York: Springer-Verlag, 1999); Christopher Hitchcock, 'A Generalised Probabilistic Theory of Causal 
Relevance' Synthese, 97, no. 3 (1993) pp. 335-64. 
105 Suppes, A Probabilistic Theory of Causality p. 8. 
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methods that measure correlations are what fundamentally give us access to `causal 

relations'. It is important to remember that the probability models are fundamentally tied 

to the empiricist Humean assumptions of regularity, observability and, indeed, logical 

determinism (although in probabilistic form). The resort to probability explanations 

provides a way for empiricist Humean accounts to recognise - while being premised on a 
`closed' model of causality - that perfect prediction and deterministic ̀ when X, then Y' 

statements are not always possible. 106 

Implicit Humeanism 

The logical positivist account of science dominated philosophy of science for the first 

part of the twentieth century. Since the 1960s the Popperian view of science has been 

dominant, even if criticised with regard to its account of the ̀ growth of knowledge'. Both 

versions of empiricism are seen to have b een supported by sc ientific developments in 

quantum physics and chaos theory. These developments are seen to have demonstrated 

the uselessness of talking of `reality' or `ontological causal powers' and, hence, have 

validated the empiricist `ontologically empty' form of scientific inquiry focused on 

analysing logical relations of statements and statistical relations of quantifiable 

variables. 107 

Because of the dominance of empiricist views of science, most philosophy of science 
debates have, in the last four decades, been debated within the confines of the Humean 

analysis ofc ausation t hey have entailed. H umean a ssumptions have been so dominant 

106 Daniel Hausman, "Probabilistic Causality and Practical Causal Generalisations" (paper presented at the 
Congress on Causation and Explanation in Natural and Social Science (Censs2002), University of Ghent, 
17.5.2002). 
107 This assumption has certainly guided so-called orthodox quantum physics. See, for example, 
Heisenberg, The Physical Principles of Quantum Theory, trans. C. Eckart and F. C. Hoyt (Chicago: Dover 
Publications, 1930). This conclusion, however, is not straightforward. Arguably, the dominance of 
empiricist frameworks has contributed to the anti-realist trends in early quantum and chaos theory. Recent 
developments suggest that relativity theory, quantum theory and chaos theory are all commensurable with a 
ontologically realist and causal approach. See for example Arthur Fine, The Shaky Game: Einstein's 
Realism and the Quantum Theory (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1986); Norris, 
Quantum Theory and the Flight from Realism; Philosophical Responses to Quantum Mechanics (London: 
Routledge, 2000); D. Bohm and B. J. Hiley, Undivided Universe; an Ontological Interpretation of Quantum 
Theory (London: Routledge, 1993); G. P. Williams, Chaos Theory Tamed (London: Taylor Frances, 1997). 
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that they have, by and large, been accepted as a given in twentieth century philosophy of 

science. The debate on the `growth of knowledge', for example, has been conducted 
largely within the confines of the Humean assumptions. Although the logical positivist 

and Popperian models of scientific progress have come under criticism from philosophers 

such as Thomas Kuhn, Imre Lakatos and Paul Feyerabend, 108 these attacks have not 

challenged the Humean notion of cause embedded in these accounts of scientific 

progress. 109 

Because of the largely unproblematised nature of the empiricist view of science, the 

Humean assumptions, it must be noted, are not just accepted explicitly and knowingly, 

but increasingly also inadvertently. It is important to point to some of these implicitly 

Humean philosophical approaches. 

One of the influential theories of causation that has increasingly been adopted by many 

philosophers of science has been the counterfactual theory of causation. Mill was the first 

to advance a counterfactual definition of causation but it did not gain wide acceptance 

until the 1970s when David Lewis developed his counterfactual theory of causation. 110 

The counterfactual theory of causation has complicated philosophical justifications 

involving the `similarity relations' between possible worlds. The basic idea, however, is 

simple: E (effect) causally depends on C (cause) if and only if E would not have 

happened had it not been for C's occurrence. To give a concrete example often utilised by 

counterfactual accounts: Suzy's throw was a cause of a bottle breaking because, had she 

not thrown the stone at the bottle, it would not have broken. Essentially this means that 

causation is defined as a dependency relation between observed events. This assumes an 

108 Lakatos and Musgrave, eds., Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge (London: Cambridge University 
Press, 1970); Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1962); Paul Feyerabend, Against Method, 3rd ed. (London: Verso, 1993); L. Laudan, Progress and Its 
Problems (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978). 
109 Although the empiricist idea of science was questioned by Feyerabend, the empiricist notion of cause, 
and the attendant form of scientific causal theorising, was never fully attacked. See Paul Feyerabend, 
Realism, Rationalism and Scientißc Method Vol I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981); Paul 
Feyerabend, 'Realism and the Historicity of Knowledge' Journal of Philosophy, 86 (1989) pp. 393-406. 
10 David K. Lewis, Counterfactuals (Cambridge,: Harvard University Press, 1973). For revised ideas see 
David K. Lewis, Papers in Metaphysics and Epistemology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999). 
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asymmetry between causes and effects, that is, an effect is seen as counterfactually 

dependent on the cause in a way that cause is not dependent on the effect. " The 

counterfactual theorists have come up with a variety of `causal puzzles' to extend and 

clarify the logic of counterfactual definition of causation. ' 12 However, for our purposes, it 

is not necessary to go into these puzzles in great detail; instead what needs to be 

ascertained is that the counterfactual account of causation is premised on Humean 

assumptions. 

Counterfactual theories are Humean because they accept all the key Humean assumptions 

concerning causation, although in an implicit form. First, counterfactual causation is 

based squarely on observables: the counterfactual theories analyse the relationships of 

observed events. Secondly, analysis proceeds on the basis of examining the logical and 

semantic relation between these observed events: the focus is on finding logical patterns 
in the way in which we assign something as a cause. 113 Counterfactual theory, then, is a 

purely epistemological theory: indeed, it is premised on the acceptance of the 

impossibility of making 'deep ontological' causal claims concerning powers or structures 

underlying observable instances or events. Furthermore, and most interestingly, although 

counterfactual theories put focus on singular cases of causal relation, these singular cases 

assume a Humean account of laws. ' 14 Singular claims, as in Mill's account of cause, are 
based on generalised observational patterns: breaking of the bottle was counterfactually 
dependent on Suzy's throw - because it is assumed that in the past we have learned 

through successive observations that when hard objects counter glass bottles at enough 

speed they tend to break them. Counterfactuals "are made true by laws implying global 

111 For an account of causal asymmetry see Daniel M. Hausman, Causal Asymmetries, Cambridge Studies 
in Probability, Induction, and Decision Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
112 See, for example, J. Collins, 'Preemptive Prevention' Journal of Philosophy, 97 (2000) pp. 223-34; D. 
Lewis, "Void and Object" in Counterfactuals and Causation, ed. J. Collins and L. Paul (New York: MIT 
Press, 2002). 
113 Encyclopedia, Counterfactual Causation [Internet] (Stanford University, 2002 [cited 1/5 2002]); 
available from www. plato. stanford. edu/entries/causation-counterfactual. 114 As demonstrated well by Helen Beebee, "What Is a Counterfactual Analysis of Causation For? " (paper 
presented at the Congress on Causation and Explanation in Natural and Social Science (Censs2002), 
University of Ghent, 18.5.2002). 
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regularities". 11 sT his is evidenced also in the f act t hat counterfactual theories accept a 
form of a regularity-deterministic logic: it is important to note that the ̀ when no A, no B' 

logic is but a reversal of the regularity-deterministic logical deduction ̀ if A, then B'. 

Another influential account in the recent years has also been the so-called INUS- 

condition account developed by J. L. Mackie. A cause for Mackie is "an insufficient but 

non-redundant element of a complex in itself unnecessary but sufficient for the 

production of an effect". 116 Thus, the lighting of a match was a necessary but an 
insufficient element of the background conditions that were unnecessary but together 

sufficient to produce a result, that is, fire. The INUS-condition account has seemed very 

appealing to many theorists as it can claim to account for various complexes of causes in 

a logically consistent manner. 

However, although Mackie's account is a more sophisticated and nuanced Humean 

account, it is a Humean account nevertheless. First, it assumes at its base, like 

counterfactual theories, a regularity account of causal laws. Indeed, many Humeans like 

to draw on the INUS-condition account in justifying the role of `non-absolute' 

regularities. Hausman, for example, justifies probability explanations by arguing that 

smoking is an 1NUS-condition of lung cancer: this, crucially, allows him to still call on a 

regularity relation of smoking and cancer, while allowing him to argue that many other 

causes (regularity-based intervening variables) have to, also, be accounted for. 117 Mackie 

can account for more complex conditions of causal regularities but his position cannot 
derive causality from anywhere else but regularities of events previously observed. 

Also, the INUS-condition account still works on the basis of observable ontology and 

eschews accounting for causes in terms of ontological causal necessity. It is the 

examination of the logical structure - not the underlying ontological nature - of causal 

relations that Mackie concentrates on. While Mackie's account explains why (in logic) 

1 15 Peter Menzies, "Intrinsic Relations and the Problem of Causation by Absences" (paper presented at the 
Congress on Causation and Explanation in Natural and Social Science (Censs2002), University of Ghent, 
16.5.2002). 
116 J. L. Mackie, The Cement of the Universe; a Study of Causation (Oxford,: Clarendon Press, 1974) p. 62. 
1171lausman, "Probabilistic Causality and Practical Causal Generalisations". 
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we call something a cause, it does not say how something causes something or what it is 

about the cause that brings about the effect. Although Mackie opens up the traditional 

Humean logic (when A, then B), the deeper assumptions of Humeanism are not 

challenged. To do so the Humean assumptions would have to be clearly identified and 

refuted - but this is something that twentieth century accounts in philosophy of science 
have found hard to accomplish due to their deep embeddedness within the Humean 

discourse of causation. 

Summary 

The notion of cause has developed significantly over the years. From the broad and 

ontologically grounded conception of cause, the meaning of the term has been 

systematically ̀ narrowed down' in scope to efficient causes, and then `emptied out' of 

ontological meaning. Hume's empiricist philosophy, in which these two trends 

culminated, sought to solve the problem of causation by solving the epistemological 

problem of causation: how do we come to know causes? By arguing that all we have to 
base causal claims on is observational empirical regularities, Hume assumed that he had 

provided solid foundations for thinking about causation. The key assumptions that 

characterise the Humean treatment of the issue of causation have been identified here as 
follows. 

1) Causal relations are tied to regularities. Causal explanation is seen as dependent 

on finding associations between patterns of regularities. 
2) Causal relations are seen as regularity-relations of patterns of observables. 

Statements concerning ̀ causal ontology' or `causal powers' are, as unobservable, 
taken to be meaningless. 

3) Causal relations are characterised by logical necessity: causes and effects are 
linked through logical necessity rather than natural (ontological) necessity. Also 

causal relations are characterised by regularity-determinism: it is assumed that, 

given certain observed regularities, when A type of events take place, B type of 

events can be assumed to logically follow. Humeanism, especially in the 
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twentieth century, is based on the assumption of logical necessitation and, hence, 

creates a `closed system' view of causation, thus giving grounds also for 

prediction. 

4) Beyond these strictly Humean assumptions, causes have been understood through 

the notion of efficient cause. Causes are seen as ̀ moving' causes that `push and 

pull'. 

These assumptions have become widely accepted in twentieth century philosophy of 

science. They were first appealed to by the radical empiricists who turned the discussion 

of causality into the analysis of the logical relations between observation-based laws. The 

Popper-Hempel DN-model moderated the excesses of the radically empiricist view of 

science. However, the Humean assumptions have informed the DN-model of scientific 

explanation, too. Causal explanation has been tied to regularity analysis of observables 

and is seen to be characterised by logical and regularity-deterministic rather than 

ontological natural causal necessity. 

Crucially, the Humean assumptions have coincided with, and reinforced, a particular 

conception of science, that is, the empiricist conception of science that sees science as 
defined by 'a scientific method' based on 'systematic' empirical observation. Empiricist 

philosophy of science sees science as a provider of knowledge that, based as it is on 
empirical observation of general patterns, provides `truth-approximating', predictive 
knowledge of the empirical world around us. The Humean conception of causation, and 

of science, has become widely accepted as `self-evident' in much of philosophy of 
science and has formed the implicit and unquestioned backdrop for most debates in the 

philosophy of science in the past decades. Indeed, even when `loose causal' talk is 

engaged in - for example, it is stated that `moisture is the cause of the rusting of the 
knife' or that `had Suzy not thrown the rock the glass would not have broken' - it is 

accepted that this 'loose' causal talk is always premised, even if implicitly, on the 
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Humean assumptions. This is because it is accepted that, fundamentally, outside the 

Humean criteria, there is no meaning to the concept of cause. 118 

The goal of this thesis is to argue that the Humean solution to the problem of causation is 

not self-evident, nor is it necessarily consistent, in framing causation and causal 

explanation. The aim of this thesis is to rethink the empiricist view of causation, as the 

empiricist assumptions are seen as highly problematic: both in their superficiality (lack of 

ontological grounding) and their narrowness (no conception of different types of causes). 
This thesis will seek to draw on theories of causation that, as a consequence of the 
dominance of Humeanism, have been largely marginalised in philosophy of science but 

that nevertheless, provide much more consistent, if more open-ended, views on causation 

and causal analysis. However, before moving on to discuss the philosophical alternatives 
to Humeanism, the following chapters will concentrate on examining the consequences of 
the dominance of the Humean framing of causation in the philosophy of social science 

and in the discipline of International Relations. 

"" Das Van Fraassen has, in fact, pointed out that empiricists must be careful in using 'loose' causal 
language because it opens up their accounts to critiques from the s cientific r ealists. 13 as Van F raassen, 
Scientific Image (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980) pp. 113-5. 
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Humeanism and the Controversy Over Causes in the Social 
Sciences 

Humeanism has played a crucial role in the philosophy of science as chapter 1 

demonstrated: it has provided the dominant account of what the concept of cause means 

and what causal analysis entails, especially during the twentieth century. This chapter 

will examine the assumptions concerning causation that underlie the philosophy of social 

science debates. It is seen that the Humean assumptions have played a foundational role 
in informing these debates, too. Having drawn on the accounts of cause that have been 

dominant in philosophy of science more widely, the main traditions in the philosophy of 

social science have also turned to the Humean philosophy of causation in grappling with 

the concept of cause. Crucially, the acceptance of the Humean assumptions has given rise 
to some foundational controversies in social theorising over the legitimacy of `social 

scientific causal analysis' and has gone towards bringing about a highly dichotomistic 

view of forms of social inquiry. 

The classic debate in the philosophy of social science has been over the question of 
`naturalism'. Philosophers of social science have disagreed sharply over whether there 

are crucial differences between `natural' and `social' kinds and, consequently, over 

whether social phenomena can be studied through the same ̀ scientific' methodology as 
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the natural sciences. ' Crucially, the Humean notion of cause has played an important role 

in this foundational debate between the `positivist' and the ̀ hermeneutic' traditions. The 

positivist `naturalists' have argued for, not just naturalism but, crucially, for a Humean 

understanding of causal analysis as the basis for this naturalism. The advocates of the 

hermeneutic tradition, on the other hand, have contended that `social kinds' are distinctly 

different from natural kinds since they are meaning/concept/rule-dependent and that, 

hence, social inquiry must involve `empathic understanding' and ̀ interpretive methods', 

rather than simply generalise about patterns of behaviour. The hermeneutic tradition, it 

has followed, has denied the legitimacy of `causal analyses' of the social world. 
However, it will be seen that the hermeneutic theorists have also been embedded within 

the Humean discourse: although they have rejected causes and causal analysis, this 

rejection has been based on the prior acceptance of the Humean conception of causal 

analysis as unproblematically characteristic of a causal approach to social inquiry. 

Understanding the role of causation in the debates between the positivist and hermeneutic 

strands of social theorising is crucial for the purposes of this thesis because the discipline 

of International Relations, as will be seen in the following chapters, has drawn on these 
debates, thus carrying the Humean assumptions, and the divisive logic they have given 

rise to with regard to forms of social inquiry, into the disciplinary debates. 

Positivist IIumean Social Science 

As was seen in the previous chapter, the concept of cause has undergone some important 

transformations in the course of the last few centuries. Crucially, it was argued in the 

previous chapter that so-called Humean assumptions have gained prominence in 

informing engagements with causation and causal analysis. Following Hume's scepticist 

philosophy of causation, causes 1) have been associated with, and analysed through, 

regularities; 2) causal relations have been understood as regularity relations of 

observables; and 3) causal relations have entailed logical necessity and the assumption of 

1 For a comprehensive account of these debates see, for example, Finn Collin, Social Reality (London: 
Routledge, 1997). 
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regularity-determinism (when given regularities have b een observed we have basis for 

making ̀ when A, then B' statements about causal relations). 4) Moreover, these Humean 

empiricist assumptions have worked within the confines of an `efficient cause' 

understanding of causation. This is because, since Descartes, cause and effect relations 
have been seen to refer to `pushing and pulling' relations. 

In the social sciences the Humean assumptions have most clearly and explicitly 

characterised the so-called ̀ positivist' approach. Positivism is a term that is infamously 

difficult to define and includes within it many different variants. I shall here use the 

notion of `positivism' to refer to those approaches that 1) believe in `a scientific method' 

that is applicable across sciences and hence 2) assume naturalism and 3) empiricism, 4) 

believe in value-neutrality of scientific method and 5) emphasise the importance of 
instrumental (predictive) knowledge. 2 This section will discuss different forms of 

positivism in the social sciences: early positivism of Comte and Durkheim, radical 

empiricist of the logical positivists and the behaviourists, as well as the social science 

versions of DN-model positivism. Although these approaches differ in some crucial 

respects, they can all be seen to share a commitment to the key Humean assumptions. 

Early Positivists 

The origins of positivism and of the application of the regularity theory of causation in 

the social sciences can be traced to August Comte, the nineteenth century `founding 

father' of modern sociology. Comte maintained that, in order to steer social inquiry clear 

of speculative, theological and superstitious claims, the study of social phenomena was 
best pursued through following the precepts of `positive philosophy'. Comte's conception 

of `positive philosophy' was in line with the Humean assumptions. Comte accepted the 

empiricist assumption that reliable knowledge should be based on the perceivable and, 
hence, that social inquiry should proceed through the analysis of regularities of 

observable human behaviour. Consequently, he argued that social inquiry should search 

2 Gerard Delanty, Social Science: Beyond Constructivism and Realism, Concepts in Social Sciences 
(Buckingham: Open University Press, 1997) p. 12. 
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for patterns of "succession and resemblance" in social life, thereby uncovering laws of 

society. 3 On these bases, Comte also advocated ̀ naturalism': he equated the study of 

patterns in society to the study of patterns in the natural sciences. 4 He believed that the 

laws of social behaviour were analogous to natural scientific laws and, also, that through 

uncovering the laws of social life `social engineering' to cure the ills of society would be 

possible. 

Another early positivist social scientist that drew from the Humean assumptions was 
Durkheim. In order to gain insight into `social currents', Durkheim argued, we should 

analyse social facts through a quantitative empirical approach. Durkheim has been 

considered a positivist p ar excellence because his studies, most famously his study of 

suicide, attempted to establish statistical relations between empirical variables constituted 
by regularities of observed events. Indeed, Durkheim's method for making `causal' 

claims about social facts was based on a method he called concomitant variation: an 

analysis of "nomological macro-laws" that could be used to link particular causes to 

particular effects. 5 Thus, for example, quantitative study of the empirical regularities of 

suicide rates would yield the most important `causal variables' in explaining suicide (or 

rather suicide rates). Although on many occasions Durkheim wanted to insist that social 

causes exist outside human minds in `collective' ideas and sentiments as real 

3 Comte also turned the liumean assumptions into an anti-causal argument: he relegated causes to the 
`metaphysical' stage in the progression of knowledge and replaced the search for causes with search for 
laws. Scott Gordon, The History and Philosophy of Social Science (London: Routledge, 1991) p. 290. 
However, he did not subscribe to the radical empiricist assumptions that the later logical positivists became 
fixated on, that is, crude objectivism, the reliance on logical analysis of scientific statements and the use of 
mathematical logic. Michael Crotty, Foundations of Social Research: Meaning and Persepctive in the 
Research Process (London: Sage, 1998) p. 22. 
° Comte, quoted in Kenneth Thompson, August Comte: The Foundation of Sociology, ed. Ronald Fletcher, 
The Making of Sociology Series (London: Nelson, 1976) pp. 44-45, See also Mark J. Smith, Social Science 
in Question (London: Sage, 1998) p. 79. 
s Lukes, S., "Introduction" in Emile Durkheim, The Rules of the Sociological Method and Selected Texts on 
Sociology and Its Method, with an Introduction by Steven Lukes, trans. W. D. Halls (London: Macmillan, 
1982) p. 7. 
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(ontological) causal forces, 6 Durkheim did accept the empiricist assumption that only 

observation of patterns of events gives us reliable knowledge of such forces.? 

The positivist study of social behaviour became popular in the social sciences due to the 

influence of early `foundational' figures like Comte and Durkheim. However, early 

positivism was taken more as a practical guide to knowledge construction rather than as a 

clearly defined philosophical school. However, positivism as a school of thought gained 

coherence and precision with the rise of the logical positivist and behaviourist 

approaches. 

Logical Positivism and Behaviourism 

In the 1920s and 1930s Otto Neurath, drawing on the logical positivist movement, aimed 
to give a new radically empiricist basis for knowledge in the social sciences. Neurath saw 

social science as part of the wider `Unified Sciences'. This meant that Neurath rejected 
the ̀ uniqueness' of social sciences and its methods: he conceived of the social sciences as 

part of the general sciences and argued that the social world could be studied through the 

same empirical scientific methods as the natural sciences. Neurath despised the use of 
`emotional' and `magical' (non-verifiable) terminology in the social sciences. The 

Verstehen approach was his most specific target: "empathy, understanding ( Verstehen) 

and the like may help the research worker, but they enter the totality of scientific 

statements as little as does a good cup of coffee, which also furthers a scholar's work. "8 

6 See Ibid. pp. 3-8. It must also be noted that Durkheim's assumptions were not all in line with empiricist 
assumptions. Moreover, it could be argued that despite accepting a Humean methodology, deeper 
ontological assumptions underlie Durkheim's theorising. First, being an adamant advocate of holism, the 
study of empirical generalisations, for Durkheim, took place on the level of the social, not of the individual, 
as many Humeans before him had argued (e. g. Mill). Significantly, Humean approaches have often worked 
on the basis of individualistic ontological assumptions because this ontology is more easily 'observable', 
but Durkheim did not consider this an impediment to his studies. Indeed, it seems t hat Durkheim was 
something of a philosophical realist about social objects. 

Delanty, Social Science p. 27. 
Otto Neurath quoted in Marie Neurath and Robert S. Cohen, eds., Otto Neurath: Empiricism and 

Sociology (Dordrecht, the Netherlands: D. Reidel Publishing Comp., 1973) p. 357. 
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Neurath took it upon himself to outline more logically rigorous bases for the social 

sciences. To steer clear of `metaphysical speculations', Neurath avoided according 

objects of science any `essences' or `depths'. Neurath argued that the social science 
involved quite simply the empirical study of the patterns of behaviour of `physical 

systems' called humans. Logical positivist `physicalism' entailed the belief that 

everything in science had tobe " expressable in solely spatio-temporal" terms " or else 

vanish from science". 9 As a consequence, Neurath argued against the use of `mentalistic' 

words, such as ̀ mind' and ̀ motive', and against the use of `metaphysical speculations', 

such as ̀ nation', `ethical forces' and ̀ religious ethos'. '° 

Neurath also rejected the notion of cause: indeed, the notions of `cause' and ̀ effect' were 

relegated to his list of forbidden ̀ metaphysical' words. Instead of talking about causation, 
Neurath argued that the analysis of general laws, derived from rigorous observation of 
human behavioural patterns, gives us the only legitimate scientific insights into the social 

world. 

Neurath's attempt to unify social sciences with the other Unified Sciences never came 

about. However, a number of his arguments gained currency in the social sciences in the 

1950s and 1960s through the ̀ behaviourist revolution'. Drawing on logical positivism, an 

approach called behaviourism (or logical behaviourism) continued the search for `truly 

scientific' knowledge of the social world. To provide social sciences with objective 
knowledge the behaviourists argued that we must abandon belief in `human 

consciousness. " They maintained that, although terminology about `mental states' of 

various kinds is ripe in our everyday language, in social scientific investigations these 

concepts have no meaning. Social science should concentrate firmly and strictly on 

studying patterns of observable behaviour. 

9 Ibid. p. 325. 
10 C. G. Hempel, "Logical Positivism and the Social Sciences" in The Legacy of Logical Positivism, ed. S. F. 
Barker (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1969) p. 168. 
11 See, for example, B. D. MacKenzie, Behaviourism and the Limits of Scientific Method (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977). 

59 



Chapter 2 

Behaviouralism was deeply informed by the Humean assumptions. First, the behaviourist 

school, following Neurath, argued that the only `safe' method of study in the social 

sciences was the Subsumption of types of behaviour under established general laws. 12 The 

main motivation was to make social sciences ̀scientific' by imposing regularity-criteria 

on social scientific analyses. This, it was hoped, would enable them to come through with 

their `great promise', which had so far eluded them because of the proliferation of `non- 

scientific' methods. 13 

Second, observability was prioritised and since the focus was on the observable, human 

actors were seen as atomistic ontologically `flat' entities, whose internal constitution, 
feelings or motivations did not matter: what mattered is that they `behave' in certain 

measurable and generalisable ways. Society, on the other hand, was seen as a 

conglomeration, or a sum, of the measurable behaviour of individual human actors. 

Third, the behaviourist conception of social analysis also entailed the acceptance of the 

assumption of regularity-determinism and, hence, a'closed system' view of the social 

world. It was assumed that when laws of behaviour have been observed, on the basis of 

these regularities we can predict human behaviour. '4 

Despite its supposedly clear-cut answers to many philosophical problems, behaviourism 

in its full form has decreased in credibility, although its legacies have continued to 
influence the social sciences. '5 The more influential and lasting positivist approach to 

social science has proved to be the Popperian ̀standard positivist' model of explanation. 

12 Michael Scriven, "Logical Positivism and the Behavioural Sciences" in The Legacy of Logical 
Positivism, ed. S. F. Barker (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1969). 
" Behaviourists and logical positivists always had 'great hope' in the 'rise' of the social sciences once they 
sorted out their philosophical and methodological basis. See Richard von Mises, Positivism; a Study in 
Human Understanding (New York: George Brazillier, 1956); Leon Festinger and Daniel Katz, eds., 
Research Methods in the Behavioural Sciences (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1965). 
14 Festinger and Katz, eds., Research Methods in the Behavioural Sciences . " Including the tendencies towards individualistic approaches and the nurturing of quantitative approaches. 
See, for example, E rkki B erndtson, B ehaviouralism: Origins of the Concept (2004 [cited 10.06 2004]); 
available from www. valt. helsinki. fi/vol/tutkimus/index. htm. 
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Standard Positivism 

Popper's and Hempel's ̀ standard positivism' became influential in the post-war social 

sciences, as it did in the natural sciences. The central tenet of this form of positivism was 

the belief in a systematic scientific analysis on the lines of the Deductive-Nomological 

model of explanation, which emphasised that all scientific explanation must be tied to the 

discovery of general laws from which specific effects, in specified initial conditions, can 
be deduced. Standard positivism avoided the extremes of logical positivism in avoiding 

reliance on induction but, nevertheless, followed the assumptions derived from Hume. 

The DN-model positivism, just as logical positivism, was based on a unified conception 

of the nature of explanation in the different sciences. The only difference between the 

natural and the social sciences, Hempel argued, was that in the natural sciences 
`generalisations' were explicit, whereas in the social sciences, history for example, 
theorists often failed to make explicit the general regularities that underpinned their 

accounts. 16 Even in the social sciences, he argued, all 'causal' statements are derived 

from empirical regularities. Sometimes the prediction-explanations, he argued, can be 

based on more `deterministic' laws (universal regularities), more often on mere 
`probabilistic regularities'; nevertheless, laws based on observational regularities form 

the essence of historical explanation. Crucially, `empathic understanding' of the 

meanings and reasons underlying patterns of behaviour, Hempel argues, is only a 
`heuristic device' and one that "does not constitute an explanation". 17 

However, it should be noted that Hempel and Popper did not defend their DN-model 

causal explanation as strongly in the social sciences as they did in the natural sciences: on 
the contrary, they often downplayed their claims about causal laws in the social sciences. 
Popper was, in fact, wary of the applying the covering law model to social inquiry. This 

was largely triggered by his aversion to forms of Marxism and ̀ historicism'. In The Open 

16 C. G. Hempel, "The Function of General Laws in History" in Aspects of Scientific Explanation and Other 
Essays in the Philosophy of Science, ed. C. G. Hempel (London: Macmillan/Free Press, 1965) p. 236. 
1' Ibid. p. 239. It should be noted, however, that laws for Hempel could quantify many things: not just 
patterns of events but also 'reasons' and 'motives' for action. 
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Society and its Enemies Popper argued against social scientists that wanted to explain the 

social world and history in terms of universal laws. 18 In a paradoxical way, Popper stood 

for unity of method between the sciences but took the nature of causality in the social 

world to be contingent and not comparable to causality in the natural sciences where it 

was, in his view, characterised invariable regularities. Also, Popper was averse to the 

efforts to predict social affairs; one must, he argues, make a clear distinction between 

prediction in the natural sciences and prediction in the social sciences where it is nothing 
but self-fulfilling historical prophecy. 19 This meant that the DN-model based squarely on 

the prediction-explanation nexus seemed to falter in the social sciences. 

However, it was not clear what this meant for the social sciences: that they were 

characterised by less certain `probability-explanations' or that they were not properly 
`scientific' at all? The nature of causation, as it was so closely tied to empirical 

regularities and prediction in the DN-model, became rather vague with Popper's 

qualifications about the nature of social generalisations. 

Many practicing social scientists, however, have ignored Popper's uncertainty about 
finding causal laws in the social world and have proceeded to use the DN-model 

explanation extensively in social explanation, even if often in the weaker ̀ how-possibly' 

form. Indeed, despite the fall of behaviourism, and Popper's own scepticism about the 

applicability of the DN-model to the social world, positivist assumptions are still very 

much around in the philosophy and practice of social science. The DN-model still forms 

the basis of most textbook accounts of research methods20, and, indeed, the core of 

research training programs for many social sciences. As a result, many social researchers 
follow the Popperian assumptions in conducting and justifying their empirical work. 
Even when social theorists/researchers do not explicitly identify themselves as an 

empiricist or a positivist, they mostly conduct their studies through identifying and 

lB K. R. Popper, Open Society and Its Enemies; the Hightide of Prophecy: Hegel, Marx and the Aftermath, 
5th ed., vol. 2 (London: Routledge, 1974) p. 81. See also preface in K. R. Popper, The Open Society and Its 
Enemies; the Spell of Plato, 5th ed., vol. 1 (London: Routledge, 1974) and K. R. Popper, The Poverty of 
Historicism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1957). 
19 Popper, The Open Society p. 3. See also Delanty, Social Science pp. 30-32. 
20 See for example C. F rankfurt-Nachmias and D. N achmias, R esearch Methods in the Social Sciences 
(London: Edward Arnold, 1994). 
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indexing variables and seeking to explain the relationships of these variables21 Indeed, 

the form of causal explanation that is seen as `scientific' has by and large been 

understood through the Humean assumptions. 

The appeal of positivism has been improved by the fact that contemporary empiricist 

approaches have devised a number of answers to a lot of the well-rehearsed objections 

from the interpretivist comer. 22 Also, many positivist approaches now accept the validity 

of historical and qualitative data, even though they argue that this data should be 

subjected to rigorous scientific examination. This `rigorous scientific examination' has 

entailed making this data conform to the positivist conception of science and its Humean 

assumptions. Historical and qualitative data, they argue, should be moulded into clearly 

identifiable observational indexes, regularities and variables so that it can be 

systematically evaluated. 23 

Humean assumptions embedded into the positivist approaches, then, still play an 
important part in structuring many social scientists' views concerning `causal 

explanation': causes are still often associated with regularities, observation is still 

prioritised and, hence, ontology is still geared around individualistic assumptions (as 

observability is satisfied by focusing on the observable behaviour of individual actors). 
Also, prediction, that presumes the acceptance of regularity-deterministic assumptions, is 

still widely accepted as a legitimate goal of social scientific inquiry. Also, interpretive 

social science approaches and methods are still often marginalised as `unscientific', 

certainly if they do not appear ̀systematic' in accordance with empiricist criteria. 

The positivist study of the social world aims to be systematic and rigorous. Yet, its 

systematic and rigorous approach to empirical observation and generalisation has failed 

21 See Mats Ekstrom, 'Causal Explanation of Social Action: The Contribution of Max Weber and of Critical 
Realism to a Generative View of Causal Explanation in Social Science Acta Sociologica, 35 (1992) pp. 
107-122. 
22 For example, positivists now refute 'reasons accounts' through arguing that reasons are causes. However, 
the bases of this argument are very different from the critical realist ones, advocated in later chapters of this 
thesis. See David Papineau, For Science in the Social Sciences (London: Macmillan, 1978) pp. 78-81. 
23 King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry; Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). 
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to convince social theorists that point out that the positivist approach seems to miss out 
the complexity and `meaningful' nature of the social world. Indeed, the interpretive 

theorists have argued that the social world cannot be adequately understood through the 

methods of empiricist science and its Humean conception of causal analysis. 

Hermeneutic and Interpretive approaches 

In opposition to the positivist approaches to the study of social affairs an alternative 
tradition of philosophy of social science has developed from the mid-nineteenth century 
onwards. Against the positivist emphasis on `science' of human behaviour, the 
hermeneutic philosophies put emphasis on analysing the role of consciousness and 
intentionality in human action and on understanding the meaning-defining rule context in 

which social action takes place. The hermeneutic and interpretive theorists have argued 
that the meaning- and concept-dependent nature, and the complexity, of social life make 
the positivist efforts to generalise about human behaviour inadequate in providing us with 
knowledge of the social world. The hermeneutic theorists have rejected the empiricist 
scientific approach to studying social life, and crucially, the Humean conception of causal 
analysis it has entailed. I will now examine the h ermeneutic or interpretive schools of 
thought and, specifically, their understanding of the issue of causation. It will be seen that 
despite its rejection of positivist precepts, the hermeneutic tradition is itself, 

paradoxically, tied to the Humean conception of causation. 

Traditional Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutic approach has its origins in the medieval methods of translating religious 
texts but gained currency in social inquiry in the mid-nineteenth century. Wilhelm 
Dilthey, one of the first hermeneutic philosophers, outlined the basic assumptions of 
hermeneutic interpretation by arguing that the social world differs in crucial ways from 
the natural world and that this should be taken into account in the methodology of social 
studies. Historical and social analysis, he argued, should involve the researcher joining in 

a `hermeneutic circle' with the author, the texts and the contexts to be analysed. Hence, 
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the goal of historical and social studies, for Dilthey, was not the locating of scientific 

laws or general facts, but "the retrieval of the purpose, intention, unique configuration of 

thoughts and feelings which precede social phenomena". 24 In opposition to the so-called 

nomothetic (lawful) natural sciences, historical and social studies came to be seen as 
25 idiographic (concentrated on the particular). 

Edmund Husserl developed these hermeneutic insights in his phenomenological 

approach. Husserl's phenomenology focused on the questions of intentionality and 

representation and involved the study of different forms of "conscious human 

experience". The goal, contra nomothetic explanation, was to `understand' social life 

through a detailed description of experiences. 26 

Dilthey and Husserl, arguably, saw hermeneutics as an important methodological tool in 

understanding men and society, objects of study that, unlike natural objects, were seen as 
fundamentally tied to `conscious experience' and `intentionality' giving them a unique 

nature. Husserl's student Martin Heidegger, on the other hand, began to develop 

hermeneutics from a methodological approach to social explanation towards a deeper 

`ontological' understanding of interpretative relations. Heidegger rejected the 

methodological approach to interpretation of the early hermeneuticians and, specifically, 
Husserls ̀ bracketing' of interpreter's subjectivity in the process of interpretation. For 

Heidegger, in the process of interpretation, the interpreter's fore-knowledge becomes 

fundamentally entwined within his or her `existential understandings' of the world. 27 

Heidegger also emphasised the deep role that language had in interpretations of the 

world: it did not simply express experience but defined experience. Moreover, Heidegger 

became interested in studying the wealth of (hidden) meanings that could be `excavated' 

24 Z. Baumann, Hermeneutics and Social Science; Approaches to Understanding (London: Hutchinson, 
1978) p. 12. 
25 However, from the analysis of the 'particular' in its historical and subjective context one could also draw 
wider conclusions. Tim May, Situating Social Theory (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1996) p. 35. 
26 Interestingly, despite being associated with the hermeneutic tradition, Husserl's goal was paradoxically 
reminiscent of the logical positivist purposes in that empirical description was for Husserl seen as prior to 
any metaphysical 'depths' and Itusserl's method of 'bracketing' meant that we should abstain from 
positing the existence of a natural world around us when it came to analysing human consciousness I, Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (Oxford: Blackwell, 1967). 
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from language, its syllables, words and phrases28 and came to subvert many of the 

traditional categories of meaning in modem philosophy: he emphasised significance over 
fact, relation over substance, understanding over knowledge. 29 The impact of Heidegger's 

thought on social theory has been significant: it provided the basis for questioning 

traditional ways of knowing and helped put renewed emphasis on understanding of 'life- 

worlds' through interpretation of meanings. 

Gadamer, on the other hand, developed the hermeneutic tradition in a new direction by 

arguing that hermeneutic understanding is not just a method: the world itself, he argued, 
is characterised by a continually expanding ̀spiral' of hermeneutic relations. 30 The goal 

of interpreters of the world is to gain an understanding of the objects of study through so- 

called ̀ fusion of horizons'. This notion emphasised the fact that we cannot simply `come 

to know' a tradition of thought, for example, ̀ objectively' from the outside but must 
`fuse' our own interpretive self with the meaning contexts of the object. The process of 

understanding, then, is never simple `one-way' process through which we can fix the 

meaning and nature of the object of understanding but a complex meeting of interpretive 

horizons 31 

The significant unifying element of the hermeneutic approaches has been the rejection of 
the positivist `lawful' approaches to the social world. Hermeneutic theorists reject that 
`social facts' and 'laws' of human behaviour can be derived simply from observation and 
through the use of natural science methods. Rather, the interpretive approaches argue that 

social kinds differ from `natural facts' in that they are not mind-independent but involve 
intentionality, human cognition and representation through language and symbols, the 

meaning of which must `understood' from within. Hermeneutic theorists, then, reject the 

positivist approach to the so-called human sciences: social inquiry does not, in their view, 

2' George Steiner, Heidegger (Glasgow: Fortuna Paperbacks, 1982) p. 15. 
29 S. C. Weinsheimer, Gadamer's Hermeneutics; a Reading of Truth and Method (London: Yale University 
Press, 1985) p. 5. 
30 Ibid. p. 40. 
31 Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. G. Barden, 2nd ed. (London: Sheed and Ward, 1975) p. 273. 
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derive its value from their degree of conformity to the positivist `scientific' 

methodology. 32 

This anti-positivism has led to an aversion to the notion of `science', but also to the 

notion of cause. Crucially, the interpretive approaches reject causation as a concept 

applicable to the social world. For Husserl, for example, the notion of cause was a notion 

applicable only to the natural world and, hence, in no way to the 'spiritual' sphere" For 

Husserl the equivalent of causation in the sphere of the Mind was the notion of 

motivation: causes connect events in the material nature, motivation in the human 

`conscious' domain. 34 The `motivational impetus' could in some ways be seen as type of 

cause 35, but Husserl, to prevent dragging metaphysical baggage into the 

phenomenological science, did not want to talk of this `motivational causation' in 

explicitly causal terms. Gadamer, too, was opposed to the use of causal language since it 

implied determinism and fixity of social life that was not in conformity with the fluidity 

and deep interpretative nature of social life that the hermeneutic circle implied. 36 

The interpretivists' treatment of causation needs unpacking. It could be argued that the 

rejection of causation by the hermeneutic theorists is based squarely on the rejection of 

positivism. Positivism is the target that the hermeneutic approaches attack: whether its 

nomothetical methods (Dilthey) or its simple-minded ̀ objectivism' about social affairs 
(Heidegger, Gadamer). However, because causes are associated with science and science 

with positivism37, causes too have to be rejected. On a closer analysis, it becomes clear 

that the hermeneutic theorists are deeply wedded to the positivist understanding of 

science and its form of explanation since they do not inquire into the nature of science or 

causation outside of the positivist and Humean criteria. 

32 William Outhwaite, New Philosophies of Social Science: Realism, Hermeneutics and Critical Theory, cd. 
Anthony Giddens, Contemporary Social Theory (London: Macmillan, 1987) p. 62; Weinsheimer, 
Gadamer's Hermeneutics p. 4. 
33 B. Smith "Mind and Body" in B. Smith and D. W. Smith, eds., The Cambridge Companion to Husserl 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995) P. 366. 
'4 Ibid. p. 354. 
's Mohanty, "Development of Husserl's Thought" in Ibid, p. 66. 
36 Weinsheimer, Gadamer's Hermeneutics p. 33. 
" Outhwaite, New Philosophies of Social Science p. 66. 
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Thus, when we observe hermeneutic theorists arguing against causes, we must keep in 

mind that the object of attack is the `lawful' positivist form of causal explanation 
(regularity analysis) and the assumption of regularity-determinism (given regularities we 

can make `when A, then B' statements and predict) assumed within it" Also, under 

attack is the notion of observability, that objects of social inquiry should be observable 
behaviour. Outside the regularity-based, regularity-deterministic and observation based 

conception of causality, the concept of cause is pondered on very little. This implicit and 
inadvertent acceptance of the Humean premises concerning causation is also evident in 

the most influential `strand' of hermeneutic thought, the Wittgensteinian linguistic 

hermeneutics. 

Linguistic Hermeneutics: Reasons vs Causes, Constitutive vs Causal approaches 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, in his later philosophy, came to reject the correspondence theory of 
truth and language and, instead, outlined the so-called philosophy of language games. 39 

Language, for Wittgenstein, was the most important carrier of meaning in social life: all 

meaning arises from language. Wittgenstein's key insight was that the world can be seen 
to consist of 'life-worlds' made up of different language games, which do not, in any 
straightforward sense, refer to anything outside the language games themselves. 
'Reality', instead of being external and independent of humans, is actually made or 
carried within our language and concepts. Wittgenstein argued that in understanding life- 

worlds one should, instead of studying the world as an 'external' reality, concentrate on 
the interpretation of meanings and rules that define our understandings, including our 
'causal understandings', of the world. 40 

This insight was picked up by Peter Winch, who developed Wittgenstein's linguistic 
interpretation of social life further. Winch followed the Wittgensteinian notion of 

38 Weinsheimer, Gadamer's Hermeneutics p. 33. 
39 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Preliminary Studies for 'Philosophical Investigations, Generally Known as Blue 
and Brown Books, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966); Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 
trans. G. E. M Anscombe, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1967). 
40 See, for example, Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations pp. 170,198. 
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concept-dependence arguing that "our idea of what belongs to the realm of reality is 

given for us in the concepts we use" . 
41 Social analysis, he argued, is fundamentally 

complicated by the fact that the researcher is entwined in the very conceptual frameworks 

that (s)he wants to study and by the f act that there isno other way to describe social 

events/processes except through the already socially produced concepts. 

More importantly, however, Winch also argued that the social world should be 

understood to consist of, and analysed through the notion of, rule-following: "all 

behaviour which is meaningful (therefore all specifically human behaviour) is ipso facto 

rule-governed" 42 Winch argued that there is no escaping rule-following in social life, in 

the same sense that we cannot escape language games more widely. Without 

understanding the constitutive rules of social life `from within', Winch argued, one could 

make no sense of social activity. As Hollis explains: 

A visiting Martian, seeing a human being shift a piece of wood a small distance on a 
squared surface would not know that a pawn had been moved. To recognise a pawn as a 
pawn the visitor needs to grasp the rules and the point of the activity. Without its rules, 
indeed, there would be no such activity as chess and no pawns to move... Rules of 
language define a ̀ game', which would not exist without them. 43 

Examining the social world through understanding internal rules and meanings, the 
linguistic hermeneutic philosophers came to the conclusion that, contra empiricists and 

positivists, causal explanations of behaviour are not sufficient or even legitimate in 

accounting for human action. Wittgenstein argued that interpreting 'how to go on' in the 

social world involves interpreting a rule, and this interpretation process is not causal as 

Winch, following Wittgenstein, also proceeded to attack all theorists who took human 

'motives' as a species of causal explanation, and who treated 'reasons' as something 

generalisable. 45 Instead, what became central was treatment of the ̀ self as an intentional 

object whose `reasons' and motives for action are distinct from 'causes' of external 

41 Peter Winch, Idea of Social Science and Its Relation to Philosophy, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1990) p. 
15. 
42 Ibid. p. 52. 
°' Martin Hollis, The Philosophy of Social Science: An Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994) p. 152. 
44 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations pp. 59-60,72-3; Wittgenstein, Blue and Brown Books p. 15. 
45 Winch, Idea of Social Science pp. 75,86-88. 
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kind. 46 This rejection of causation - in favour of a ̀ reasons account' of social action - has 

given rise to some powerful dichotomies in the twentieth century philosophy of social 

science, most specifically between non-causal and causal approaches to social theory and 
between theories of intentional and ̀ reasoned' action and ̀ caused' behaviour. 47 

It is important, however, to examine closely the premise on which causality is rejected in 

the Wittgensteinian tradition. Wittgensteinians argue that our `reasons' for action are not 

causal or, in any straightforward sense, caused. This is because relations between events, 

rules and human reasons for action in the social world are seen as `internal' and not 

necessitated by `causes', which are considered ̀independent' and ̀ external' to meanings 

and understanding. ̀ Causal explanation' is deemed impossible because the causal 

approach cannot get at the internal relationship between rules, reasons and actions: this 

can only be achieved through ̀ understanding' the meanings of rules, reasons and actions. 
Since human life is seen as an intricate web of meanings and rules, seeking prediction 

and determinate explanations, associated with causal explanation, is seen as a wasted 

effort. 48 

However, as with the rest of the hermeneutic tradition, causation in this line of argument 
is, in fact, conceived of in accordance with the Humean assumptions. Causal explanation 
is equated with the positivist model of explanation. For example, Winch clearly sees 

causal analysis as a question of` generalisation. ' However, the expectation t hat causes 
have to involve regularities (lawfulness) and prediction is a typically Humean one. 
Moreover, besides generalisation, it is assumed that causal analysis involves cause and 

effect to be `external' and `independently existing' (as independently observable 

events/objects). A classically Humean notion of observability and resulting criteria of 
'independence' is being applied here. Also, Winch's arguments are based on a Humean 

regularity-deterministic understanding of the relationship of causes and effects: indeed, 

reasons are seen to apply in the social world because causation conceived in the Humean 

46 See G. B. M. Anscombe, Intention (Oxford: Blackwell, 1957) and Peter Winch, Idea of Social Science and 
its Relation to Philosophy, 2"d ed. (London: Routledge, 1990). 
" See, for example, D. M. Armstrong and N. Malcolm, Consciousness and Causality; Debates on the 
Nature of the Mind (Oxford: Blackwell, 1984). 
48 Winch, Idea of Social Science p. 92. 

70 



Chapter 2 

mode - given regularities, we can make legitimate `when A, then B' statements - does 

not seem to work. 

Indeed, Winch, in the second edition of Idea of Social Science, admitted that his 

conception of causation is in line with the Humean regularity theory and that this created 

an unjustified anti-causal prejudice in his work. 

I found myself at times denying that human behaviour can be understood in causal terms, 
when I should have been saying that our understanding of human behaviour is not 
elucidated by anything like the account given of cause by Hume ... The important point to 
remember is that the word 'cause' (and related words) are used in a very wide variety of 
contexts. Hume's account applies perhaps pretty well to some of these uses, to others 
hardly at all. We do use causal language when we are exploring people's motives. ̀ What 
made him do that? ' 'What was the cause of him doing that? ' 'It was a combination of 
ambition, greed and jealousy. ' And there is of course nothing wrong with this way of 
talking. 49 

Despite Winch's telling admission, the Wittgensteinian approaches have arguably not 

sought to get away from the largely Humean conception of causation that their approach 
is premised upon, nor the dichotomisation of causal and non-causal (reasons) approaches 
it as given rise to. Although Winch recognised the crucial role Humeanism played in his 

rejection of causal descriptions, many of his followers have not. 

The reasons and causes dichotomisation has given rise to another misleading conceptual 
dichotomisation in social sciences: dichotomisation of constitutive and causal 

approaches. An important contemporary figure that argues for the separation of causal 

and constitutive theorising is Charles Taylor. He has been one of the most explicit recent 
defenders of the hermeneutic approach to the study of the social world. He argues that the 

naturalistic tradition in the social sciences by its very nature excludes from social science 

that which actually truly accounts for social events. He argues that modern social science 

- conceived in the positivist terms -- works on the basis of a notion of agency, of freedom 

and of understanding that gets in the way of making sense of the social world around us. 

49 Ibid. p. xii. 
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He argues that in order to account for the social world properly, we must study the 

`constitutive rules' of social life. Language and inter-subjective meanings, he powerfully 

argues, have the role of not just depicting and making intelligible things `outside', but 

also in `constituting' ourselves. This means that in trying to understand anything in the 

social world we must interpret language and its meanings and, hence, in doing social 

science, there is no getting away from the hermeneutic circle. " Contra the positivists, 

Taylor argues, there is no such thing as certainty in social science. Predictions in social 

science are laughable: "human science is largely ex post understanding". 51 There are no 

closed systems; all social systems are open systems. There is no brute data; everything 
has to be interpreted. Crucially, interpretation means that knowledge is never objective 

and ̀ value-neutral' as it always arises from context of more or less ̀ subjective' points of 

view of the inquirer. 

What is the relationship of `constitutive' accounts to causal accounts? Taylor does not 

address the issue directly. However, he assures readers that causal relationships are not 

the focus of social inquiry. He argues that the focus of social inquiry should be on the 

"constitutive' meanings and these do not refer to `causal relationship[s]". 52 What he takes 

causation to be remains something of a mystery; presumably it involves `closed systems' 

and exists outside the realm of language (and hence outside social relations too) - and, 

thus, is by definition something that social studies should not talk about. 

The notion of `constitutive rules', just as the notion of `reasons', is built up as the 

`opposition' to scientific causal explanations. However, this dichotomisation is arguably 
built on a Humean understanding of causal explanation and, hence, the hermeneutic 

theorists arguably attack a straw-man of causal explanation. As will be seen in later 

chapters of this thesis, if causation is conceptualised in a more sophisticated non-Humean 

manner the hermeneutic approaches can be seen as unnecessarily, and indeed, 

misleadingly, anti-causal. 

so Charles Taylor, Philosophy and the Human Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985) p. 
24. 
51 )bid. p. 56. 
52 Ibid. p. 8. 
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Caught in the Middle: Weber, Habermas, Foucault and Derrida 

The dichotomisation of the social sciences between the positivist and the anti-positivist 
hermeneutic approaches, reasons and causes accounts and constitutive and causal theories 
has played a fundamental role in the twentieth century philosophy of social science. 
However, it must be noted that not all social theorists have followed the divisionary logic 

religiously. This section will examine Max Weber, Jürgen Habermas, Michel Foucault 

and Jacques Derrida: theorists that are not easily accommodated within the divisionary 

logic of twentieth century philosophy of social science and theorists that seek to avoid 

reducing causation to Humean assumptions - while, however, failing to advance clearly 
thought-out or philosophically coherent non-Humean alternatives. 

Max Weber, arguably, attempted to transcend the traditional positivist-hermeneutic 
dichotomies in social science theorising. Like an `interpretivist', Weber emphasised the 
importance of interpretive understanding in doing social research. He considered it 
important that social researchers understand not just the physical behaviour of people but 

the meanings behind behaviour, what makes behaviour an action. Explanations for him 

needed to be "adequate on the level of meaning" (which for him was satisfied when 
motivations could be understood as rational). 53 Weber's acceptance of the Verstehen 

methods has been interpreted, by many hermeneutic theorists, as a sign that Weber was 
an advocate of a non-causal hermeneutic understanding of the social world. However, in 
Weber's thought, hermeneutic Verstehen methodology was coupled with concern about 
causes. For Weber, sociology is "a science which attempts the interpretative 

understanding of social action in order, thereby, to arrive at causal explanation of its 

course and effects". 54 Adequacy on the I evel ofm caning' n ceded tobe augmented by 
"causal adequacy". 55 Where did `causal adequacy' arise from for Weber? 

s' Max Weber, ed., The Interpretation of Social Reality (London: Joseph, 1970) p. 98, 
s4 Weber, quoted in Keat and Urry, Social Theory as Science (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975) p. 
145. 
55 Weber, Interpretation of Social Reality p. 22. 
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The positivists point out that the causal significance of factors arose, for Weber, from the 

verified reliability (degree of invariance) of empirical regularities. It is true that Weber's 

understanding of causes can on some level be compared to Hempel's DN-model causal 

explanation. 56 He argued that "historical judgement... does not acquire a valid content 

until we bring to the 'given' reality the whole body of our `nomological' empirical 

knowledge". 57 Thus, although understanding human actions and motives through 

engaging with the individual subjective notions was crucial for Weber's sociology, he 

was, it seems, also equally attached to the positivist tradition in the social sciences and 

their Humean assumptions about causation. 

What are we to make of this two-pronged approach to social explanation: was Weber an 
interpretivist or a Humean positivist? The hermeneutic theorists have appropriated Weber 

to the Verstehen camp, while the positivists have interpreted him as a soft positivist. Most 

theorists have argued that there is a tension in his thought as a result of his acceptance of 

the key principles of both approaches. 

It could be argued that Weber was confused about causation: he found it attractive to see 

causes through the Humean approach, while, arguably, being aware of a `deeper' 

meaning to the notion of cause that was not captured by nomological knowledge. 58 

However, it could be argued that Weber's account has not been fully understood, not just 

because he himself was unclear about what exactly causation meant or causal analysis 
involved, but also because of the lack of understanding of non-Humean approaches to 

causation among his interpreters. Importantly, very few social theorists have questioned 

whether Weber was really either a Humean or a Verstehen scholar. As the later chapters 

56 Gordon, The History and Philosophy of Social Science pp. 465-8. 
57 Weber, Interpretation of Social Reality p. 21. 
Se Ekstrom has emphasised that Weber used the regularity approach merely as a methodology to identify 
causal puzzles and that he sought to understand these causal puzzles in a 'deeper' sense through the 
interpretive approach. Ekstrom argues that causal explanation of social action, for Weber, arises from 
analysis of the social properties and meanings operating within different contexts, not from analysis of 
constant conjunctions. It follows that the problem of whether causal accounts could account for motives 
and reasons ('externality of causes') did not concern Weber as it has concerned the rest of the hermeneutic 
theorists. This is because he did not conceive causes as Humean 'external' independent forces but 
conceived of causal explanation as a matter of understanding concrete human actions and motives. See 
Ekstrom, 'Causal Explanation of Social Action' pp. 107-22. 
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will attest, if we rethink the notion of cause, the divisionary logic between positivist and 

hermeneutic approaches needs to be rethought. This allows us to see Weber's theorising, 

too, in a different light. He could be seen, not as a theorist `tom' between two mutually 

opposed approaches, but as a theorist that transcended traditional division through 

developing, if only in a rudimentary way, a non-Humean ̀generative account of cause', 

which saw reasons as part of causal explanation and, hence, understanding as part and 

parcel of causal explanation. " This possibility has been missed entirely by many of his 

interpreters because of the dominance of the Humean discourse of causation, and the 

dichotomous logic that it has given rise to in the social sciences. 

In discussing approaches that have sought to transcend the divisionary logic in the social 

sciences a note must also be made on Jürgen Habermas. Habermas can, on the whole, be 

associated with the hermeneutic end of social theorising: he has argued that the social 

sciences must be distinctly separated from the natural sciences on the basis of both 

subject matter and methodology. Habermas argued that the social sciences could not be 

exhausted by the positivist methods but should instead embrace the hermeneutic methods, 
including not only the traditional hermeneutic but also the `deeper' insights of linguistic 

hermeneutics. 60 

However, his work on the `cognitive interests' seeks to moderate the dichotomisation of 

approaches in the social sciences. Habermas argues that the sciences are directed by their 

different cognitive interests. He argues that the empirical sciences seek instrumental- 

technical control and prediction; the historical-hermeneutic sciences aim to gain practical 
interpretive understanding; and the critical social sciences work on the basis of 

emancipatory interests and, thereby, combine the two methods above in investigating the 

obstacles to understanding. 61 Habermas' goal was to expose the 'conditions' of 
knowledge but also, crucially, to b ring explanatory and interpretive approaches ̀under 

one roof in the conception of critical social sciences. 

S9 Ibid. p. 107. 
60 J. Habermas, On the Logic of the Social Sciences, trans. J. A. Stark (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988). 
61 J. Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests (London: Heineman, 1972) p. 309. 
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However, it could be argued that this methodological ̀ unification' suffers from the fact 

that it is a unification underlined, in the end, by a Humean account of causation. 

Although Habermas tried to establish both causal and interpretive methods as the basis 

for the critical social sciences, Habermas was never very critical of the positivist Humean 

account of causation that underlies positivism. Indeed, Habermas still accepted positivism 

as a legitimate method in the natural sciences - he was only concerned to limit its 

influence in social theory. 62 Asac onsequence, H abermas, not only understood c auses 

and causal analysis in the Humean sense, but also, in failing to challenge this approach to 

causation, ended up legitimising the Humean understanding of causation as a valid 

account of what causation and causal analysis entail. Habermas' inadequate development 

of the notion of cause means that he remains within the Humean tradition and, thereby, 

ends up reproducing the dichotomies between different forms of knowing. 

As part of our discussion of approaches that do not easily fit the dichotomous logic that 

has divided the social sciences, we should also make a note on Foucault and Derrida. It is 

often assumed that Foucault's and Derrida's theories are fundamentally anti-causal and 
fit in with the interpretive side of the debate in the social sciences. However, it can be 

argued that the assumption that these theorists ignore causal analysis owes "more to 

hearsay than to first-hand acquaintance with [their] texts ". 63 

Many theorists of the `postmodernists' inclination do vehemently reject the notion of 

cause. Lyotard, for example, sees the notion of cause as a form of a modernist `meta- 

narrative' of laws, imposed on the world by modern science and philosophy fixated on 
looking for stability and control. 64 He sees laws and causes as "associated with notion 
that the evolution of system performance can be predicted if all of the variables are 
known". 65 He argued that in the emerging post-modem era, evinced with the rise of chaos 
theories, such deterministic meta-narratives are dying away. Hence, "post-modern 

62 Outhwaite, New Philosophies of Social Science p. 14. 
63 C. Norris, New Idols of the Cave; on the Limits of Anti-Realism (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1997) p. 79. 
64 Implied in the discussion of modern and postmodern science. J. F. Lyotard, Postmodern Condition: A 
Report on Knowledge (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984) pp. 53-62. 
65 Ibid. p. 55. 
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science" concerns itself less with modernist grand narratives (like laws and causes) and 

more with undecidables, discontinuities, catastrophes, paradoxes and limits of control. 66 

This rejection of the concept of cause is in line with the general hermeneutic approaches: 

causes are understood in a Humean manner (laws, regularities, determinism) and rejected 

on such basis. Interestingly, Foucault and Derrida demonstrate a much deeper 

engagement with causation. They recognise, as Nietzsche did too67, that even though you 

can challenge and deconstruct the notion of cause, this does not mean that you can do 

necessarily do away with all causal concerns. 

Foucault aimed to challenge traditional accounts of the development of modern society. 
Instead of emphasising historical continuities he pointed to the contingencies and 
discourse-dependencies of modem social institutions, practices and knowledge. 68 His 

goal was to challenge the traditional structuralist, agency-centric or `linear' progressive 

readings of the birth of modem social institutions and to, thereby, enable a critique of 

present practices. Foucault is often taken to emphasise the radical indeterminacies in the 

social world, and this has been taken to mean that Foucault rejects the notion of cause. 
However, this conclusion is not a straight-forward one. 

Foucault finds the traditional causal explanations of the birth of modem society 
inadequate, " Social life, for him, consists of the complex interplay of relations of 
discourses, practices and institutions that do not have clear-cut unidirectional causal 

relations. Foucault, then, was sceptical of the uses of the notion of cause as it stands in 

modern philosophical and historical discourse. Yet, it is important to note that in many of 
Foucault's works one can distinguish an implicit, and sometimes even more explicit, 

66 Ibid. p. 60. The assumption that new forms of science, such as chaos theory, are `anti-causal' is 
simplistic. Causality plays an important role in chaos theory. Chaos theory can be seen to challenge the 
empiricist predictability based accounts of cause but not all accounts of cause: indeed causal descriptions 
continue to play an important role in chaos theory. See, for example, G. P. Williams, Chaos Theory Tamed 
(London: Taylor Frances, 1997). 
67 Nietzsche's deconstruction pointed out that the effect, in fact, has logical primacy over the cause because 
identification of cause depends on identification of the effect. Paradoxically, the effect then causes the 
cause itself. See John Culler, On Deconstruction; Theory and Criticism after Structuralism (London: 
Routledge, 1983) p. 87. 
6ß C. C. Lemert and Gillan G., Michel Foucault: Social Theory and Transgression (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1982) p. 10. 
69 M. Foucault, The Order of Things; Archeology of Human Sciences (London: Tavistock, 1970) p. xii. 
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causal terminology and lines of argumentation. 70 Foucault constantly refers to "forces of 

production", "discursive formations" as "fields of complex social forces", "affective 

mechanisms" and "unobservable social rules and mechanisms". 71 These, he seems to 

accept, have some sort of causal ̀ influence' (even if not a direct and unidirectional) with 

people's practices and with the formation of discourses and power-knowledge 
hierarchies. Foucault's historical accounts suggest that he does work with an implicit 

notion of cause, even though he does not posit clear-cut causal relationships. This is 

emphasised by the fact that his account is not an ̀ idealist' account: he does not argue that 

discourses are just `ideational' and `(inter-)subjective'. On the contrary, "discourse is 

seen as a material relation that interacts with non-discursive practices". 2 Discourses do 

not work on some ̀ ideational' noumenal level, they emerge from and have important - 

arguably in some sense causal - consequences for, material social relations. 73 

Derrida's deconstruction has also been commonly taken as the arch-type anti-causal 

approach to the social world due to its emphasis on radical i ndeterminacies oft extual 

relations. Derrida's deconstruction does, indeed, pose deep challenges to Western ̀ logo- 

centric' philosophy and theorising. Derrida placed `under erasure', as necessary yet 

unstable concepts, many of the classic concepts of modern philosophy starting with the 

notion of subject, followed by the notions of object, truth and logic. The purpose of such 
deconstructions was to show that all key concepts in Western philosophy and science can 
be 'destabilised'. Instead of searching for `stable essences', the key to understanding is 

the search for a plurality of unstable metaphorical relations. 74 The notion of d(erance is 

central in Derrida's work: he argues that signs constitute their meaning in difference to 

and in deferring their meaning in relation to other signs. Hence, there is no stability 

within signs because a surplus meaning (supplement) will always leave a sign in 

70 See, for example, M. Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge (London: Tavistock/Routledge, 1972); 
Foucault, The Order of Things ; M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. A. 
Sheridan (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991). 
'' See Lemert and G., Michel Foucault pp. 130-5. 
72 Jonathan Joseph, Social Theory: Conflict, Cohesion and Consent (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2003) p. 190. 
" It is important to note that it is followers such as Rorty, Laclau and Mouffe that have been responsible for 
creation of the 'idealist', 'non-causal' Foucault, not necessarily Foucault himself. Ibid. p. 190-1; Norris, 
New Idols of the Cave p. 79. 
74 Mark Smith, Social Science in Question (London: Sage with Open University Press, 1998) p. 256. 
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contestation within itself and in relation to other signs. This means that meanings always 

change and the meaning the author might want to convey cannot be fixed but remains 

fundamentally undecidable. No text can escape the inherent instability and undecidability 

of textual relations. 5 

The notions of inter-textuality, undecidability and indeterminacy of meaning have been 

used widely in the social sciences from the late 1960s onwards. The central claim of 

`poststructuralists' that have drawn on Derrida has been that their research is different 

from other `standard' social research in that they challenge the `modem' norms of 

research p remised on fixed or stable c oncepts t hat f ail toc apture the c ontingency and 
indeterminacy of social (textual) relations. Further, it is rejected that social research is 

getting at an 'independent reality': reality is seen to arise from within language. Since 

there is no fixed arbitrating reality that we can compare our accounts to, it is not viable to 

assume that our accounts of the world are more ̀ true' or valid than other perspectives. 76 

However, the non-causal, anti-deterministic and anti-realist reading of poststructuralism 

cannot be read back to Derrida, it could be argued. In reading Derrida's work, one cannot 
but be struck by how often he refers to 'determinacies' and 'necessities'. Indeed, in 

Limited Inc Demda especially emphasises the fact that undecidability does not mean 
indeterminacy. 

Undecidability is always a determinate oscillation between possibilities...! am interested 
more in relations of force, or differences in force, in everything that allows, precisely, 
determinations in given situations to be stabilised through a decision of writing... there 
could be no indecision were it not determined... poles which are upon occasion terribly 
necessary .... differance is not indeterminacy. 77 

It could be argued that Derrida's determinacies do not seem to be anything ̀ ontologically 

necessitating', they refer to relations of logical necessitation within language. Yet, 
Derrida does not consider conceptual determinations outside of non-conceptual order: he 

is interested not just in overturning conceptual orders but also in, thereby, critiquing the 

75 Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 1978). 
76 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity (Cambrigde: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 
77 Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1988) pp. 148-9. 
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social contexts within which these conceptual orders have been established: conceptual 

orders are always articulated within non-conceptual ones. 78 

It follows that it is by no means obvious that Derrida is an idealist, nor an anti-causal 

theorist. 9 Derrida's concern with causes is aptly revealed in his comments on Foucault. 

Derrida criticises Foucault for his vagueness on the question of causation in his empirical 

studies of the history of madness. Foucault's history, he argues, is problematic because of 
Foucault's attempts to account for discourses and relations of social forces 

without establishing... whether an event such as the creation of a house of internment is a 
sign among others, whether it is a fundamental symptom or a cause. This kind of question 
could appear exterior to a method that presents itself precisely as structuralist, that is, a 
method for which everything within the structural totality is interdependent and circular 
in such a way that the classical problems of causality themselves would appear to stem 
from a misunderstanding. But I wonder whether when one is concerned with history (and 
Foucault wants to write history), a strict structuralism is possible, and especially, 
whether... such a study can avoid all etiological [causal] questions, all questions bearing 
shall we say on the center of gravity of the structure. The legitimate renunciation of a 
certain stgYle of causality perhaps does not give one right to renounce all etiological 
demands. ° 

Neither Foucault nor Derrida reject the concept of cause as easily as many hermeneutic 

theorists or the `post-modernists', such as Lyotard. They challenge linear accounts of 
history and lawful mono-causal accounts of the social world. However, they do not reject 

all meanings of the notion of cause. While showing wariness of a particular kind of 

causal theorising, they admit that the concept has some relevance to accounts of the 

social world, including their own. Thus, even though these theorists have not theorised 

causation systematically, they can be seen to challenge the Humean notion of cause and, 
indeed, the discursive oppositions constructed in twentieth century philosophy of social 

science between causal and non-causal accounts. 

It should be noted that besides these theorists another current of theorising that has 

largely avoided Humeanism and the traditional dichotomisations in social science has 

'B Heikki Patomäki, After International Relations; Critical Realism and the (Re) Construction of World 
Politics (London: Routledge, 2002) p. 41. 
79 Norris, New Idols of the Cave pp. 78-155. 
80 Derrida, Writing and Difference pp. 43-4. 
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been the Marxist current. Marx, and Marxism, are sometimes seen as ̀ positivist' because 

of the repeated references to `laws' of social life. 81 However, with the focus on 

`independent reality', `ontological causes and mechanisms' and `social relations', 

philosophical realist rather than empiricist bases can be seen to underlie this current of 

social theory. 82 Indeed, arguably, the interpretation of Marx through the lenses of 

empiricism has resulted in significant misunderstandings about Marx's philosophy, the 

reproduction of which will be avoided here. 83 It follows that this current of social 

theorising will not be discussed here but will be made reference to as part of the 

discussion of the philosophically realist approaches discussed in chapter 5 and 6. 

Summary 

The issue of causation has been very controversial in the social sciences. The powerful 

positivist corner has argued that the best way to do causal analysis in the social world is 

to analyse regularities of observable behaviour. Social reality, then, has been reduced to 

regularity analysis. This has brought with it the assumptions of regularity-determinism, 

that is the assumption that given regularities we can make (at least probabilistic) claims 

of the form 'when A, then B' and predict social affairs. Also, because of the assumption 

of observability emphasis has been on analysis of individuals and their behaviour 

(atomistic ontology). 

The hermeneutic theorists, on the other hand, have argued that social world cannot be 

explained through regularities of behaviour but should be conceived to consist of webs of 

meanings and of inter-subjective understandings. The concept-dependent and non- 

observable meaning-defined nature of social reality is pointed to and the problems that 

81 Arguably, the positivist slant in Marx is a result of Engels' interpetation of Marx. See Thomas, "Critical 
reception: Marx then and now" in Terrell Carver, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Marx (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991) p. 41. 
82 Farr, "Science: Realism, Criticism, History" in Ibid. pp. 106-123. See also Derek Sayer, Marx's Method: 
Ideology, Science, and Critique in 'Capital' (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1979); Keat and 
Urry, Social Theory as Science; Scott Meikle, Essentialism in the Thought of Karl Marx (Lobndon: 
Duckworth, 1985. 
83 Meikle, "History of Philosophy: The metaphysics of substance in Marx" in Cambridge Companion to 
Marx pp. 296-319. 
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this raises with regard to law-based causal analysis are drawn out. Causal descriptions of 

the social world have been rejected in favour of interpretive understanding of subjects. 

However, the central problem, it seems fair to argue, has been that a Humean 

understanding of the notion of cause has dominated the way in which causation has been 

discussed in the philosophy of social science. There has been very little discussion of 

what it means to say that social action is caused - beyond the Humean assumptions. This 

inability to think about causes beyond Humeanism has, it could be argued, been the key 

reason for the proliferation of dichotomies between causal and non-causal, explanatory 

and interpretive, approaches in the philosophy and practice of social sciences. 

Weber may have developed, at least in a rudimentary fashion, an account that transcends 

these divisions. However, his insights have been lost due to the efforts of both 

hermeneutic and positivist theorists to read him in their own ways. Habermas, has also 
tried to avoid the dichotomisation, but has still fallen back on the dominant Humean 

account of cause. Foucault and Derrida have rejected the traditional accounts of cause. 
They have, however, also refused to do away with the notion of cause or to endorse the 
dichotomous causal/non-causal framing of social inquiry. Yet, they have not developed a 

coherent alternative to the Humean treatment of causation. 

As will be seen in later chapters, it is crucial that we systematically rethink the meaning 

of the notion of cause by rejecting all of the Humean assumptions concerning causation. 
It will be seen that when Humeanism is challenged the dichotomies that are built around 
the acceptance of this model of causation can be readdressed. However, before we move 
to rethink causation we must understand the influence of the Humean framing of 
causation in the discipline of International Relations. 
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Humeanism and the Rationalist Causal Approaches in IR 

Chapters 1 and 2 have sought to demonstrate that Humean assumptions have played a 

central role in twentieth century philosophy of science and philosophy of social science. 

The focus now turns to the analysis of a specific social science discipline, International 

Relations (IR). The discipline of IR developed in response to the First World War: its 

guiding task was to analyse the nature of international politics and the causes of wars 
between states, with the aim of devising some solutions to the problems of international 

interaction. For much of the twentieth century IR theorising has been dominated by two 

main schools of thought: the Realists, who argue that war between states is an ever- 

present condition of international politics - due to either the self-interested nature of 
human actors or states, or because of the `anarchic' nature of the international system - 
and the Liberals, who argue that war between states can be moderated, regulated or even 

overcome through various means such as institutionalisation or economic interaction. 

While the main debates (the so-called first and third debated) in IR have revolved around 

It has been common to characterise IR through the notion of 'Great Debates'. See, for example, Steve 
Smith, "The Self-Image of a Discipline: A Genealogy of International Relations Theory" in International 
Relations Theory Today, ed. Ken Booth and Steve Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995) 
pp. 1-37, The first debate refers to the 'debates' between the Idealists and Realists during the interwar 
years, while the third debate refers to the 'inter-paradigm debate' between the Globalists, the Realists and 
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these positions and their various permutations, another divide has also characterised IR 

theorising: there have been deep disagreements between those that see the discipline of 

IR as one involving a historical or interpretive analysis of world political processes and 

those that have sought to make the discipline `scientific' by enforcing `systematic' 

methods of empirical science on IR research. These disagreements underlay the so-called 
`second debate' between the Traditionalists and the Behaviouralists in the 1960s, but 

have developed a new guise in recent years through the rise of the so-called ̀ fourth 

debate' that has involved the controversies between the so-called rationalists and 

reflectivist IR theorists. ' 

It is the goal of this thesis to examine and to reframe the latest permutation of this 

`discipline dividing' debate through analysing and critiquing the dominant conception of 

cause that has informed this debate. To this end, this and the following chapter aim to 

examine in detail the treatment of the concept of cause in the contemporary discipline. 

This analysis is necessary because, despite the central role that the concept of cause has 

played in the theoretical debates in IR, an in-depth analysis of how the concept of cause 
has been understood and used in IR theorising has been lacking. This chapter focuses on 

analysing the concept of cause in the rationalist `causal' approaches in IR, while chapter 
4 examines the so-called post-positivist, or reflectivist, `constitutive' approaches. 

It is argued in this chapter that the Humean assumptions outlined in chapter 1 characterise 

most contemporary causal approaches in IR. 3 The assumptions of regularity, 

observability and regularity-determinism, play important roles in rationalist theorising, 

although the forms that these assumptions take vary. It is pointed out that whether 

the Pluralists. It should be noted that this Great Debates framing of IR is considered dubious by some IR 
histiographers. A. Osiander, 'Rereading Early Twentieth Century IR Theory: Idealism Revisited' 
International Studies Quarterly, 42, no. 3 (1988) pp. 409-432; P. Wilson, "The Myth of the 'First Great 
Debate"' in Eighty Years' Crisis (Cambirdge: Cambridge University Press, 1998) pp. 1-17; B. C. Schmidt, 
The Political Discourse of Anarchy (New York: State University of NY Press, 1998). 
2 Ole Waever, "The Rise and Fall of the Inter-Paradigm Debate" in International Theory: Positivism and 
Beyond, ed. Steve Smith, Ken Booth, and M. Zalewski (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) pp. 
149-85. 
3It is recognised that theorists' assumptions concerning causation can be confused and philosophically 
inconsistent. Most approaches carry with t hem a variety of assumptions. However, h ere Humeanism is 
given analytical priority for it, arguably, plays the most prominent role in directing 'causal approaches' in 
contemporary IR. 
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Humean assumptions are accepted in explicit or implicit form, the acceptance of Humean 

assumptions has some crucial consequences for the kind of theorising and research that 

the rationalists conduct: it directs them towards ̀ isolating' and ̀ additive' theorising; it 

forces them to justify causal statements through regularities and to attach regularity- 
deterministic assumptions to them; it also directs them to accept atomistic views of social 

actors and their social context, thus limiting the rationalists' ability to account for certain 

processes in world politics. It should be noted that this chapter does not aim to advance a 

specific critique of Humeanism, although some of the implications of accepting 
Humeanism are characterised as problematic and will, indeed, be avoided in later 

chapters. Full critique of rationalism necessitates the reframing of the philosophical bases 

of this form of causal theorising and, hence, will be left for Part II of this thesis. 

The analysis of rationalist approaches proceeds as follows. First, in order to contextualise 
the discussion of contemporary approaches, a brief note will be made on the early 
theoretical approaches in IR as well as on the 1960s Behaviouralist theorising. The 

central focus, however, will be on examining the contemporary ̀ rationalist' approaches. 
These are dealt with through, first, reviewing the rationalist `guidelines' to causal 
theorising summarised in Nicholson's and King, Keohane and Verba's work. Having 

established the basic precepts of rationalist theorising, I will examine how these 

guidelines are followed in substantive theorising and draw out some of the consequences 
that the acceptance of Humean assumptions has for the kind of theorising and research 
the rationalist conduct. 

Causal Analysis in Early IR Theorising 

The notion of cause has been central in International Relations from the inception of the 
discipline, due to the fact that IR arose as a discipline to tackle the causes of war in the 

aftermath of the First World War. However, the way in which causes have been thought 

about has not been uniform but has shifted through the years. In order to contextualise the 
treatment of causation in the contemporary IR approaches, it is useful to briefly examine 
the assumptions that characterised the early 'Idealist' and 'Realist' IR theorising. It can 

85 



Chapter 3 

be seen that because the early theorists in IR were not deeply informed by the empiricist 

views on science (that have gained prominence in later IR debates) their assumptions 

about causation did not follow the Humean framing. Instead, their approach to causation 

was more open and `common-sensical' than that of the Humeans. Yet, they did not 

explicitly conceptualise the concept of cause either and, as a result, their thinking on 

causation was rather unsystematic. 

The earliest IR theorists in the discipline have often been termed ̀ Idealists' as they have 

been seen as advocates of a certain type of liberal order that did not manage to prevent 

war in the international system. Although the goals of the early theorists in IR were 
`progressivist', in the sense that IR scholars hoped that the international system would 

avoid another disastrous war4, it should be noted that the early theorists were not after 

easy panaceas, but recognised the complexity of international affairs and of political 

problems. This could be seen in their analysis of the causes of war. 

It is often argued that the early `Idealists' located the causes of the First World War 

simply in the undemocratic nature of some states or in the misperceptions and 

misunderstandings that had existed between states and their leaders in the run up to the 

war. 5 On a closer analysis it can be seen that the early analyses of the causes of war were 

not this simplistic. Woolf, for example, distinguished four dominant (though not 
exhaustive) types of causes of war - legal, economic, administrative or political and 
social. These factors, he argued, interacted in various ways in specific historical contexts, 

and each type would have to be countered in different ways in different contexts. 6 The 

early inquiries into causes of war were much more multifaceted than is often recognised. 
The supposed ̀Idealists' did not envisage simple solutions to problems of world politics 

4 For classic 'Idealist' works see, for example, Leonard Woolf, The Framework of a Lasting Peace, London 
(Allen and Unwin: 1917); Alfred Zimmern, League of Nations and the Rule of Law 1918-1935 (London: 
Macmillan, 1936); G. L. Dickinson, The Choice before Us (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 1917). 
s Martin Hollis and Steve Smith, Explaining and Understanding International Relations (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1990) p. 19. 
6 Leonard Woolf, International Government (London: Fabian Society, Allen and Unwin, 1916) p. 11. 
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because they were very aware of the fact that "large historical events and movements are 

moulded by all kinds of different causes". 7 

What were their assumptions about causation? The liberal internationalist rhetoric 

espoused a `scientific' approach to curing the problem of war. However, the early 

theorists were not scientific in the sense that dominated conceptions of science at the 

time, nor was their conception of causation a Humean one. The `Idealists' did not like to 

generalise beyond the historical contexts that they were studying, nor did they seek, or 
isolate, distinct `causal variables' in world politics. The early theorists, drawing on the 

traditions of international law and diplomatic history, came to their conclusions through 

conceptual and historical analyses. The early theorists were not interested in finding 

universal laws of war and peace, rather they saw themselves as historians and pragmatic 
intellectuals aiming to understand, and advance knowledgeable judgements on, the 

complex, multiple and changing forces in world politics. 

With the coming of the Second World War, and the rise of the self-proclaimed Realist 

school of international politics, the `Idealist' international relations scholarship was 

attacked ferociously. Realists argued that the `Idealists' had been clouded by their 

ideological political views, and had allowed the `purpose' of their studies (the wish to 

eradicate war) to drive their analysis. 8 As far as the Realists were concerned, the 

'Idealists' had not inquired deeply enough into the causes of wars and disorder in the 
international system. In fact, E. H. Carr argued, the 'Idealists' had completely ignored 

causal analysis -a tendency considered widespread in all `infant sciences'9 To remedy 
this, Carr emphasised the persistent asymmetry between the `haves' and `have-nots' in 

the international system as an underlying cause of the recurrence of war, while Hans 

Morgenthau espoused the idea that instinct for survival at the core of human nature was a 

7 Leonard Woolf, Economic Imperialism (London: Swarthmore, 1920) pp. 14-5. 
° E. 11. Carr, Twenty Years' Crisis 1919-1939: An Introduction to the Study of International Relations 
(London: Macmillan, 1939) p. 8. 
9 "During [ the utopian] stage, the i nvestigators will pay little attention to the existing `facts' or to the 
analysis of cause and effect, but will devote themselves whole-heartedly to the elaboration of visionary 
projects. " Ibid. P. 8. 
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persistent incurable ultimate cause for the recurrence of wars. 1° However, despite their 

critiques of the substantive analyses of world politics advanced by the `Idealists' the 

conception of causation that informed the Classical Realists was very much in line with 

that of the ̀ Idealists'. Crucially, the early Realists were not Humeans. 

Jim George has argued that because Morgenthau spoke of `objective laws' of politics he 

can be seen as a scientific `positivist' in the vein that has come to dominate the later 

discipline. " It is true that on occasion Morgenthau could sound like something of a 
Humean: he refers to the objective laws of political life and also uses language that 

portrays rather H umean sentiments about causation in the natural sciences. " However, 

equating Morgenthau's approach with positivism or Humeanism is misleading. On closer 

analysis, we can see that Morgenthau was, in fact, opposed to efforts to generalise about 

social life. More important than generalising about patterns was to have a deep 

understanding of the historical contexts underlying agents, and of the political 

complexities of given situations. Indeed, Morgenthau was fiercely opposed to any efforts 
to pursue predictive social science and, instead, emphasised the complexity and flux of 

social life and the need for historical and contextual judgements in dealing with world 

politics. 13 He vehemently resisted any tendencies to talk about causes in the (regularity- 

deterministic) "when A, then B" form14 as he did not see causal relations in the social 

world as simple or `stable', but rather as complex and interactive. 15 

Carr also resisted any attempts to see the relations of causes and effects as generalisable 

and isolatable, rather he saw the world consisting of `reciprocal causalities': various 
structures, agents, events as well as processes exerting influence on each other. 16 Causal 
forces were seen as complex, multi-layered and interactive and the role of the theorists 

10 Hans Morgenthau, Politics among Nations (New York: Alfred Knoph, 1948). 
" J. George, Discourses of Global Politics (Boulder: Lynne Reiner, 1994) p. 94. 
12 Hans Morgenthau, Scientific Man and Power Politics (London: Latimer Press, 1947) pp. 114,130. 
" Ibid. pp. 119-20. See also William Bain, 'Deconfusing Morgenthau: Moral Inquiry and Classical 
Realism Reconsidered' Review of International Studies, 26 (2000) pp. 449-459, 
14 Christopher Frei, Hans J. Morgenthau: An Intellectual Biography (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 2001) p. 191. 
IS Morgenthau, Scientific Man p. 115. 
16 See Kubalkova, "Twenty Year's Catharsis: E. H. Carr and International Relations" in Onuf, Kubalkowa, 
and Kowert, eds., International Relations in a Constructed World (London: M. E. Sharpe, 1998) p. 30. 
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was to give an account of the linkages between causal factors and their causal 

weighting. 17 

Despite the rhetorical strategies that appealed to `science' and ̀ laws', neither the Idealists 

nor the Realists bought into the Humean discourse on causation in any systematic way. 

They saw some patterns of behaviour in world politics but explained them through 

resorting to conceptual analysis of complex contextual and historical forces. Why did 

these theorists not accept Humeanism? Arguably, one of the reasons for this was the fact 

that these theorists saw their background in disciplines such as international law and 

international history, rather than disciplines such as sociology or economics, where the 

empiricist view of science initially had more influence. Since Humeanism played the 

most central role in the those approaches that had been most influenced by the empiricist 

and positivist approaches to philosophy of science, those scholars that were less 

dogmatically committed to empiricism did not feel equally tied to the Humean 

conception of causal analysis. 

However, it should also be noted that because Humeanism was the dominant discourse at 

the time, those that did not accept it often lacked clear criteria for how to conceptualise 

causes. Indeed, causation was not conceptualised in a coherent manner by the early 

theorists. 18 Instead, it worked as a common-sensical background assumption in their 

work: causes referred to various forces and conditions that shaped why and how certain 

events, changes or processes came about. Because of their lack of clear conceptualisation 

of causation the early theorists did not conceptualise causation as much as they simply 
`assumed' the pragmatic utility of talking about causes in referring to world politics. The 

open but weakly conceptualised framing of causation came under attack by those that, by 

the 1960s, sought to `systematise' the study of world politics. 

17 See E. H. Carr, What Is History?, 2nd ed. (London: Penguin, 1987) p. 90. 
18 Carr, perhaps, was the exception in this regard. His discussion in What is History? evidences a 
reasonably sophisticated understandings of philosophical debates on causation. In the light of this work his 
account of cause can be seen as a mix of pragmatist and philosophically realist assumptions. See Ibid. pp. 
87-105. 
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Rise of Humeanism in IR: Behaviourism 

The way causes and methods of causal analysis were thought about in IR changed 

drastically with the emergence of Behaviouralist approaches in the 1960s. With the rising 

influence of the empiricist view of science in the social sciences, the discipline of IR, too, 

eventually became shaped by the `scientific' conception of social inquiry, which in turn 

entailed the systematisation of the concept of cause and of causal analysis: crucially, on 

the Humean lines. 

Quincy Wright and Lewis Richardson had already utilised statistical ways of studying the 

problem of war in the 1940s and 1950s. However, it was not until in the 1960s that 

theorists, such as David Singer, Morton Kaplan and Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, proceeded 

to provide a `scientific' approach a solid footing in IR. The goal of the new `scientific' 

approaches was to apply the empiricist criteria of science to explanation of international 

affairs. The targets of attack were the studies reliant on mere `intuitive' historical 

judgements, such as Morgenthau's and Carr's. Their `conceptual' analyses of world 

politics were seen as inadequately ̀scientific' and, hence, were considered to be in need 

of rigorous systematisation. 

The scientific approach, following Hume, had as its aim the study of the "general 

patterns, not the unique"; indeed, the aim was "not... to delineate the particular causes of a 

specific war, but to examine a large number of wars to identify the conditions associated 

with war". 19 The focus of causal analysis was no more the search for essences or forces in 

international politics and their out-folding in specific contexts but rather generalisation 

about observable patterns of events, in this case about the general circumstances in which 

wars frequently occur. 20 The question of causes became subsumed under the analysis of 
`general laws'. The IR Behaviouralists focused the study of IR on the analysis of patterns 

19 J. Vasquez and M. T. Henehan, eds., The Scientific Study of Peace and War: A Text Reader (New York: 
Lexington Books, 1992) p. xx. 
20 A distinct kind of 'causal question' about causes of war, as pointed out by Suganami. Hidemi Suganami, 
On the Causes of War (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996). 
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of b ehaviour and c orrelates found within observational d ata. 21 This entailed, crucially, 

compilation of extensive ('large-N') statistical data. Various data-gathering projects 

emerged, for example, the Correlates of War project, Richardson's ̀ Statistics of Deadly 

Quarrels', and Bueno de Mesquita's alliance data. 

The assumption was that, on the basis of analysing the associations between observable 

or behavioural patterns, hypotheses about the linkages between some of the key variables 
in `war causation' could be either confirmed or rejected. Although the hypotheses could 
be `intuitively' derived, their testing and confirmation had to take place according to the 

scientific - conceived of as empiricist - procedures. In analysing data and testing 

hypotheses mathematical methods were the name of the game. To test their `causal' 

hypotheses the scientists correlated the patterns they were interested in explaining with 

other patterns and through bivariate, multivariate, contiguity and regression methods they 

drew conclusions as to the `strength of association' between variables. These 

mathematical methods were seen as superior to all other methods of data handling 

because they were seen to allow for methodological manipulation and control of data and 

made tests replicable. 22 

Singer gives a good summary of a typical Behaviouralist research exercise: 

Suppose one wanted to test the following hypothesis, not always made explicit, but 
central to what we call the balance-of-power theory: The closer the international system 
is to bipolarity, the greater the frequency and magnitude of war, and the further it is from 
bipolarity the less the frequency and magnitude. First the investigator selects a historical 
period which holds most theoretical interest for him... His generalisation normally holds 
only for that period. Next, he develops quantitative measures of his independent variable 
(polarity of the system) and his dependent variables (magnitude of war, frequency of 
war), and then he goes on to code and score the independent variable and the two 
dependent variables for each year. Finally, he runs simple statistical correlations between 
the two sets of variables, and concludes that, for the period under study, the hypothesis is 
(or is not) strongly (or weakly) [dis]confirmed... As to the complaint that many factors in 
the international system other than polarity may have accounted for the results, all the 

21 Most Behaviouralists in IR still used the word 'cause' but avoided giving it any deeper meaning outside 
the description of regular patterns and their correlative associations. See, for example, Vasquez and 
Ilenehan, eds., The Scientific Study of Peace and War: A Text Reader pp. xx-xxii. 
22 See, for example, J. E. Mueller, ed., Approaches to Measurement in International Relations: A Non- 
Evangelical Survey (New York: Meredith Corporation, 1969). 
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investigator can do is go on to study, in a similar fashion, the correlation between those 
factors and his outcome. 3 

Many, mainly Realist hypotheses concerning the associative relations of balance of 

power, arms races, alliances and capabilities were made and tested through these 

methods. 24 Theorists concentrated on studying observable ̀ variables' such as military 

capabilities (amount of military hardware) and incidence of war (defined through 

quantifiable battle deaths) as these were most easily subjected to the `scientific' analysis 

that the empiricist criteria of science required. Issues of perception and belief were 

largely ignored in favour of studying patterns of observable events, observable behaviour 

or observable ̀ things'. Thus, even when approach taken was not Realist (e. g. `peace 

research'), the focus was still largely on quantifying material capabilities or behavioural 

regularities. 25 

The empirical studies conducted on the basis of these methods of empiricist science 

stacked up. However, the theoretical contribution of these studies remained rather limited 

in that the Behaviourists only really advanced correlational evidence of the associations 

between specific `independent variables', rather than theoretically insightful explanatory 

accounts. It followed that Humeanism in the form of Behaviouralist approaches was not 

accepted without resistance. Hedley Bull, for example, argued vehemently against the 

rising tide of Behaviouralism. 26 

Bull remained extremely sceptical of the Behaviouralist attempts to quantify IR. Bull did 

not believe in the possibility of completely value-free, 'objective' and ̀ scientific' study 

of politics that the Behaviouralists argued for. For Bull, IR was a discipline that should 

utilise the ̀ approach to theorising that derives from philosophy, history and law, and that 

is characterised above all by explicit reliance upon the exercise of judgement'. 27 Bull 

23 Singer's italics. D. J. Singer, Human Behaviour and International Politics; Contributions from the Social- 
Psychological Sciences (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1965) pp. 9-10. 
24 Though as Vasquez as shown many of them were falsified. J. Vasquez, The Power of Power Politics: 
From Classical Realism to Neotraditionalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998) pp. 137-8. 
2s See, for example, B. M. Russett, ed., Peace, War and Numbers (London: Sage, 1972) p. 14. 
26 H. Bull, "International Theory: Case for Classical Approach" in Contending Approaches to International 
Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969) pp. 20-38. 
27 Ibid. p. 20. 
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argued that the contribution of the Behaviouralist methodology to IR was slight since it 

could not account for history, for sensitive political judgements, nor for any normative 

concerns. The scientific approach according to Bull distorted the nature of politics and 

impoverished the study of IR by reducing world politics to variables and quantifiables, 

hence, cutting IR off from historical and philosophical inquiry. 28 Bull did not think that 

the causes of international society, or of war, can be `objectively' identified in mere 

`correlates of war' or through functional analysis. 29 Rather, he argued, causal analysis in 

IR should follow the (non-Humean) assumptions of the early theorists 30 Although Bull 

recognised that statistical data and methods can have some uses, he argued that, at the 

end of the day, the contributions of theoretical claims about causality arose from the 

conceptual and historical judgements made not from the quantitative data. 31 

Despite Bull's resistance the Humean assumptions that made their way into IR through 

Behaviouralism have persisted as shapers of IR research. Although Humeanism has 

acquired more moderate and implicit guises in IR research, it is still dominant in the so- 

called 'rationalist' form of theorising. 

Contemporary Rationalism: The Basic Precepts 

Rationalism is a term that has come to be used widely in IR in the last decade or so. 

Robert Keohane first used it in the Presidential Address to the International Studies 

Association in 1988. He used the term to refer to those approaches that apply a scientific 

approach to the study of IR: approaches that believe in the importance of scientific 

methods and systematic empirical study. Keohane initiated the division of IR into two 

`camps', rationalist and reflectivists (examined in the following chapter). The rationalists, 

he argued, can be distinguished from the reflectivists in that they formulate clear research 

programmes, the assumptions and theoretical propositions of which can be clearly tested 

2e Ibid. p. 28. 
29 Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society (London: Macmillan, 1977) p. 76. 
30 It is important to note that Bull's objection to Behaviouralism did not arise from a 'hermeneutic' 
premise: causes were s till fundamentally important in understanding the world of international p olitics. 
Ibid. p. xiv. 
31 Crucially, however, Bull was not a relativist on causes: he accepted that some causal accounts are better 
than others. Ibid. p. xv. 
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by students of international politics. 32 The notion of rationalism has been applied 

especially in reference to the Neorealist and Neoliberal approaches, but it has also been 

seen as applicable to a number of approaches that preceded the term's formulation. The 

key to seeing a theoretical approach as ̀ rationalist' has been, not the content of the theory 

as such, but the way in which the theory has been formulated, justified and tested. 

Crucially, the key to seeing an approach as rationalist, as we will see, has been the 

acceptance of certain empiricist and Humean assumptions concerning science and its 

causal analysis. 

The Humean assumptions in contemporary ̀rationalist' approaches need not take radical 

empiricist (or Behaviourist) form. Indeed, even the scientifically inclined theorists in IR 

have argued that many of the Behaviouralist inquiries were characterised by insignificant 

findings and often non-sensical questions. 33 Humeanism, it should be noted has acquired 

new forms in the contemporary discipline. To gain a clearer understanding of this post- 
Behaviourist empiricism in IR, I shall first review some the rationalist methodological 

guidelines, notably Nicholson's and King, Keohane and Verba's. These guidebooks aptly 

summarise the rationalist post-Behaviourist assumptions about social scientific causal 

analysis. 

Michael Nicholson: Causes and Consequences 

The goal of Michael Nicholson's works has been to give consistent philosophically and 

methodologically grounded basis for systematic and scientifically rigorous `causal 

analysis' in IR. Nicholson has been keen to avoid the excesses of Behaviouralism, and 
has an aversion to the term `positivism' because of the logical positivist connotations 

attached to it. 34 However, he openly admits that he follows the empiricist lines of 
thought. He argues that central in social science research is the analysis of the relations of 

32 Robert Keohane, 'International Institutions: Two Approaches' International Studies Quarterly, 32 (1988) 
fp. 379-396. 

Vasquez, The Power of Power Politics p. 146. 
ý4 He prefers the term empiricism. Michael Nicholson, "The Continued Significance of Positivism" in 
International Theory; Positivism and Beyond, ed. S. Smith, K. Booth, and M. Zalewski (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996) p. 129. 
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empirical propositions grounded on observational evidence. He argues that there is an 
important level of `stability' (regular patterns) in social life and that generalising and 

predictive empirical analysis is what is needed to ground intelligent policy in the world 

politics. 5 These empiricist assumptions inform also his model of causal analysis. 

Interestingly, Nicholson never really defines causation. For example, in Causes and 
Consequences: a conceptual study, he, curiously, never addresses the issue of causation: 
in fact, Nicholson tries his best to avoid discussing the "philosophically treacherous 

problem of causation". 36 Instead of discussing the problem of causation, Nicholson 

prefers to take the Humean approach to causation as a given and concentrates on 

examining the Humean question: how are generalisations possible? 37 

Drawing on the Popperian form of Humeanism, Nicholson thinks it is fair that we talk of 
`causes' as descriptions of the logical relations between patterns of observables. Causal 

relations are seen as logical relations that hold between variables, or statements 

pertaining to those variables. Following empiricist view of science the key question is 

epistemological, that is, how do we gain reliable knowledge of the empirical world. The 

answer to this question is: through systematic unbiased experience. Systematic unbiased 

experience, for him, arises from `regular' experience: the world consists of patterns and 
these patterns can be discerned through careful observation. 38 Quantification and 

systematic empirical testing of propositions is central in causal analysis because it makes 

sure that vague and unsystematic accounts of world politics can be avoided. 39 

Nicholson makes some qualifications that allow him to dissociate himself from the 

Behaviourists. First, although regularities are defined in terms of observables, Nicholson 

accepts that some ̀ unobservables' have a valid place in science: references to `goals', 

mental states and beliefs are justifiable. However, following Humean scepticism, 

" This stability justifies acceptance of social ̀ things'. Ibid. p. 131. 
36 Michael Nicholson, Causes and Consequences in International Relations; a Conceptual Study (London: 
Pinter, 1996) p. 146. 
" Ibid. pp. 145,155,31. 
se Nicholson, "The Continued Significance of Positivism" p. 142. 
3 Ibid. p. 137. 
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unobservables can only be `assumed' to exist. While Nicholson says that we can 

`assume' existence of `unobservables' (`as if they existed), crucially, they only count in 

science in so far as they have regular observable facets or implications. 40 

Second, to avoid Popper's scepticism concerning the nature of causal laws in social 

science, Nicholson adopts the `softer' form of Popperian regularity theory: the weaker 

`how-possibly' understanding of DN-mode141 Probabilistic causal explanation, as was 

seen in chapter 1, avoids the absolutism of the deductive logic of the DN-model, instead 

settling for probabilistic calculations as basis for causal deductions. It follows that 

generalisation, for Nicholson, is about explaining how certain events (such as Iraq-Iran 

war) were `possible' (in light of quantifiable variables and their associations), not why 

they were 'necessary'. 42 While still squarely relying on the deductive logic of the DN- 

model and the Humean assumptions of generalisability, observability and (qualified) 

regularity-determinism, Nicholson can claim to be able to explain events in world politics 
in a way that is not deterministic. 

Nicholson' account is widely read as an epistemological and methodological guide to 

causal analysis in IR. However, an even more influential model of causal analysis is that 

by King, Keohane and Verba. 

King, Keohane and Verba: Systematising Causal Inference 

During the last decade, King, Keohane and Verba have assumed the mantle of 

methodological role models of `rationalist' explanation right across the different sub- 
disciplines of political science. King, Keohane and Verba wanted to advance a `unified 

logic of inference' for social scientific disciplines. The goal was to rescue social science 
from `vague' and `unsystematic' social inquiry by showing that the `scientific logic of 
inference' can be applied to the qualitative as well as the quantitative approaches. By 

demonstrating how qualitative analysis can become ̀scientific', King, Keohane and 

ao Ibid. p. 139. 
41 Nicholson, Causes and Consequences pp. 48-51. 
42 Ibid. pp. 49-50. 
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Verba hoped to force qualitative approaches to "take scientific inference seriously", 

hence allowing these approaches to start making "valid inferences about social and 

political life". a3 

King, Keohane and Verba emphasise that causal inference is fundamentally important for 

science, and indeed, that most approaches do use causal claims, even if implicitly. They 

argue against those who are against causal analysis due to the problem of complexity of 

social life and who choose to merely `describe' events (interpretivists). Equally, they are 

opposed to those empiricists who are wary of using causal claims due to the `correlation 

does not equal causation'-mantra (logical positivists/behaviourists) 44 

But what is causal inference for King, Keohane and Verba? They start by accepting what 

they come to call the Fundamental Problem of Causal Inference, that is, the assumption 

that "our uncertainty about causal inference will never be eliminated". 45 They do not 

claim to have a definitive solution to the problem of causality. However, they do argue 

that if certain methods are followed we can mitigate the Fundamental Problem of Causal 

Inference and, hence, have basis for reasonably trustworthy causal inferences. 

Causality, for King, Keohane and Verba, is measured in terms of the `causal effect' 

exerted by an `explanatory' variable on the `dependent variable'. They propose that we 

measure `causal effect' as "the difference between the systematic component of 

observations made when explanatory variable takes one value and the systematic 

component of comparable observations when the explanatory variable takes another 

value. t)46 In other words, when we assess causal relations we try to see what effect 

changing the value of the explanatory variable has for t he `dependent variable', Their 

account of causation is based on virtually `replaying' an event, or rather pattern of events, 

with all other elements held constant except for the explanatory variable. Important for 

this definition of causality is the notion of counterfactual conditionality: the causal effect 

43 King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry; Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994) pp. 3, ix. 
"Ibid. pp. 75-76. 
"s Ibid. p. 76. 
46 Ibid. pp. 81-82. 
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is the difference between the ̀ rerun' variable and the state of affairs had that variable not 

been there. 47 They acknowledge that due to the Fundamental Problem of Causal 

Inference we can never completely securely ̀ rerun' explanatory variables (as perfectly 

controlled experiments), but argue that, through careful observation of some central rules 

of causal inference - falsifiability, consistency, careful selection of dependent variables, 

maximisation of `concreteness' and of `encompassing qualities'48 - we can minimise this 

`disturbance' in causal explanations of the social world. 

Importantly, King, Keohane and Verba argue that this logic of causal inference applies 

equally to the quantitative and the qualitative inferences. It is argued that even in 

qualitative inference, scientific credibility lies in the careful definition of the `causal 

effect'. For example, to find out whether presidential or parliamentary systems are more 

politically stabilising we should run hypothesised experiments with both systems and see 

what the respective causal effects have been. Then, "we define the mean causal effect to 

be the average of the realized causal effects across the replications of this experiment". 49 

Not only is this definition of cause applicable across methodological approaches it is also 

considered logically prior to other definitions of causality, for example the `causal 

mechanism' and the `multiple cause' accounts. They argue that the causal mechanism 

and multiple cause approaches themselves rely upon an understanding of causal effects as 

they define it. 5° 

On a closer analysis we can see that this approach is steeped in Humeanism, though it 

might not be immediately obvious. The regularity argument is not insisted on as strongly 

as by the Behaviourists: King, K eohane and V erba do not take m ere correlation to be 

causation, nor do they see large-N studies as the only way to gain causal knowledge. 

However, underneath the `relaxed' rhetoric the regularity assumption still plays a 
fundamentally important role. First, there is an expectation that the qualitative variables 

47 Ibid. p. 77. 
48 Ibid. pp. 99-114. 
49 Ibid. p. 84. 
so They regard the 'mechanism' approach as vague in that it quickly leads to `infinite regress' as it cannot 
give a precise definition or measurement of any one causal effect at any time. Ibid. p. 86. 
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will be expressed in quantified terms and also that the larger the samples or numbers in 

qualitative inquiries the better the validity of the inquiry (numbers add ̀  efficiency'). 5l 

Moreover, the idea of causal effect itself is dependent on quantification, for how do we 

study say the `stability' of a political system if it is not through operationalisation of 

some indicators of stability (quantifiable) that we can then compare to the (indexed) 

stability in the other cases. 

Second, Designing Social Inquiry is characterised by deep empiricism with regard to 

observability: causal effects are relations between patterns of observables, not between 

anything `deeper' than that. Indeed, King, Keohane and Verba especially warn against 
including unobservable concepts that cannot be empirically operationalised into testing of 
theories. 52 Observable behaviour of individuals, or individual-like actors (e. g. states 

conceived of as unitary actors), provides the most obvious types of variables for the 

political sciences. 

Also, we can see that causal relation is seen as a relation between two independent sets of 

observations. Any 'interlinking' between variables is seen to `contaminate' the results. 
Thus, a researcher must be sure that the independent and dependent variables are truly 
distinct and not interrelated, in the sense that they are observed ̀ independently'. This is 

an important point because of the acceptance of the Humean assumption that events need 
to be `independently observed' to qualify as causes or effects: causal relations are 

relations between ̀ external' independent events/patterns they do not involve 'internal 

relations'. 

Furthermore, and crucially, King, Keohane and Verba do not talk about relations between 

things: causality, for them, is a strictly epistemological concept and the relationship of 

causes and effects a logical relationship of patterns of observables, or statements 

pertaining to them. The very fact that definition of causal effects is expressed in 

formalised form makes this clear. 

51 See Ibid. pp. 208-230. 
S2 Ibid. pp. 109-112,115-149. 
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Also, their account is regularity-deterministic: the primary goal is, indeed, to create 

`closed systems' (isolate causal variables). King, Keohane and Verba accept that 

excessive emphasis on parsimony can have some adverse effects. Thus, causal 

complexity is allowed only up to a point, in the sense that many causal variables can be 

studied within the same research. However, according to the empiricist logic, it is noted 

that too much concentration on the complex and the unique dampens the `efficiency' of 

the explanation; accounting for too many contributory factors lowers the `mean causal 

effect' of the key variable. 53 At the end of the day, the causal effects of a variable cannot 
be studied without the artificial isolation of an independent variable (closed system). 

Also, prediction is seen as a key goal of this sort of causal inquiry. It is assumed that the 

better the predictions, the better the causal argument: no causal argument is believable if 

it does not generate observable events that verify it or can be used to predict. Thus, if a 

study had made reasonably valid generalisations, for example, about the ̀ mean effect' of 
incumbency on electoral success, it is argued that ̀ certainly an incumbent would want to 

know the variation in the causal effect of incumbency so they can judge how closely their 

experience will be to that of previous incumbents and how much to rely on their 

estimated mean causal effect of incumbency from previous elections". 54 Generalisations 

are presumed to stay 'constant' and, hence, it is the generalisations that effects are 
derived from: given generalisation X, 'if A, then (with probability Z) B'. 

King, Keohane and Verba's account is steeped in Humeanism. They argue that 

correlation is not causation, but accept that the search for causal relationships is defined 

by and limited to the search of correlative, or associative, relationships in observed 
empirical data. Importantly, talking about causes involves, not saying what, and how, 

something is `causing' something else, but specifying (statistically) the `mean causal 

effect' of a variable when test environment has been trimmed to perfection. Data need not 
be mere large-N data (they can distance themselves from classical Behaviouralist 

s3 Ibid. pp. 104,182-183. 
s4 King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry p. 82. 
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positivism); yet, they assert that the positivist logic of inquiry and verification is the same 

throughout different kinds of empirical data. By `disciplining' causal theorists 

sufficiently (i. e. making them follow proper mathematical procedures, careful selection 

of variables and ensuring falsifiability) we can make claims about causal relations in 

qualitative data. 55 The key point is that science can provide more reasonably objective 

and reliable knowledge of causal relations in social affairs as long as the rules of 

`scientific method' are adhered to. 

These guidelines, rationalists have pointed out, apply to the study of various 'objects', 

including the study of ideas. Causal analysis of ideas and beliefs is possible, then: yet 

only insofar as beliefs are operationalised in accordance with the logic of science 

advanced. First, to be valid as a causal category ideas or beliefs must be tied to 

observables: one must have empirical proof of the holding of belief or of the effect of the 

holding of the belief (evidence can be obtained in an interview or deduced from 

behaviour of actors). Second, regularities must be present: the goal of ideational causal 

explanation is "to seek valid generalizations, without which no causal analysis [would] be 

of much value". 56 The goal is, through careful generalisation, to isolate the causal effects 

of particular ideas. It is argued that particular ideas that "individuals hold"57 can be 

treated as causal ̀ switchmen' if we can track regularities on the basis of assuming the 

existence of these ideas. 

In Ideas and Foreign Policy Keohane and Goldstein argued that the most obviously 

causal ideas are so-called `causal beliefs' for they have direct impacts that are 

generalisable: the holding of the theory of penicillin, for example, has had clear 

generalisable impacts and, hence, a `proven' causal role in modem medical science. 
Other ideas, such as principled beliefs and world-views have less clear-cut causal role: 

this is because their effects are not easily generalisable and deterministic (when A, then 

B). Rationalists recognise that, since these ideas are more difficult to observe, validate 

55 Ibid. pp. 77,75-114. 
56 J. Goldstein and R. Keohane, "Ideas and Foreign Policy: An Analytical Framework" in Ideas and 
Foreign Policy: Beliefs Institutions and Political Change (Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1993) p. 29 
s' Ideas are seen as something that 'individuals hold' they do not refer to an 'inter-subjective' or 'social' 
category. Ibid. p. 3. 
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and generalise about, these ideational causal analyses are often incomplete and uncertain. 
However, they argue that the problems of ideational causal analysis are not inherent or 
insurmountable but can be mitigated through a careful systematic empirical study. 58 At 

the end of the day, explanation of causal role of ideas, emotions or perceptions, as 
independent causal variables, can be conducted in exactly the same way as an analysis of 

more ̀ material' factors. 59 

A Note on the Rational Choice Approaches 

Another methodological ground we have to cover in understanding rationalist approaches 
in IR is rational choice theorising. Rational choice theorists argue that if we think of 
individuals, or states, as egoistic `mini-maxers', place these individuals in different 

(formal) structural situations and observe, or hypothesise about, how they act, we can get 

some crucial insights into how human societies/systems work. The idea of rational choice 

theory is that the particular structure of a 'game' defines a hypothetical causal structure 

within which the behaviour of actors can be predicted, given the assumption that they act 

rationally or in a specified `goal-directed' way. The rational choice approach to social 
inquiry has become highly influential in rationalist IR. Some theorists have gone for fully 

formalised rational choice approach, 60 while others have opted for a `softer' approach, 
taking on-board the assumptions about rational actors and utility maximisation, as well as 

about the structures of games, but without explicit formalisation and mathematical 

calculation of probable actions 61 

52 Ibid. pp. 8-10,27-29. 
59 Nicholson too emphasises that ideas, emotions and perceptions can also be quantified and studied 
through the empiricist form of explanation. See Nicholson, "The Continued Significance of Positivism" p. 
133. 
60 That fully lay out the matrices and probability calculations for the actions to be predicted see, for 
example, Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, "The Contribution of Expected Utility Theory to the Study of 
Interntional Conflict" in The Origin and Prevention of Major Wars, ed. R. I. Rotberg and T. K. Rabb 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) pp. 53-76. 
6' See, for example, R. Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1981); Joseph Grieco, 'Anarchy and the Limits of Co-Operation; A Realist Critique of the Newest 
Liberal Internationalism' International Organization, 42, no. 3 (1988) pp. 485-507; J. Mearsheimer, The 
False Promise of International Institutions' Intenational Security, 19, no. 3 (1994/5) pp. 3-49; S. D. Krasner, 
'Global Communications and National Power: Life on the Pareto Frontier' World Politics, 43, no. April 
(1991) pp. 336-56; R. Axelrod and R. O. Keohane, 'Achieving Co-Operation under Anarchy: Strategies and 
Institutions' World Politics, 38, no. Oct (1985) pp. 226-254; R. O. Keohane, After Hegemony (Princeton: 
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The game theoretical models are not strictly Humean in the traditional sense: they do not 

rely on generalisations and correlations gathered through extensive empirical research in 

the inductive sense. Nevertheless, game theory and rational choice methods ̀ fit in' with 

the Humean assumptions very well because they share many of the assumptions that 

inform traditionally Humean approaches. First, game theory has equal faith in the 

empirical definition of 'scientific' knowledge, concentrated on empirical testing of 

empirical propositions. Equally, it has complete faith in logical deductive methods as a 

path to reliable knowledge: the emphasis is, as in Humeanism, on predicting outcomes on 

the basis of deductive logic. Game theory also, as Humean approaches, assume the social 

world to be characterised by stable patterns of behaviour, in this case derived from the 

rationality models. Also, game theory is based on observable atomistic ontology, that is, 

ontology based on analysis of behaviour of individuals. Crucially, individuals are seen as 
`flat' rational actors: rational choice approaches make no effort to study in detail the 

individuals involved, nor their `social' environment. 

With this in mind, it is important that we clarify the meaning of causal mechanisms in the 

rational choice work. Crucially, it must be noted that references to `causal mechanisms' 

in rational choice approaches are premised on Humean assumptions. The 'causal 

mechanisms' that rational choice theorists refer to point either to the logical structure of 

the game ( given rationality and the structure of the game the individuals are 1 ogically 

deduced to act in certain ways), or to the probability distributions deduced from the 

choice-matrices (probabilistic causality). Both understandings of causal mechanisms are 

premised on logical deducibility. If the DN-model of causal explanation is premised on 
deducing from laws and initial conditions particular events, game theoretical models are 

premised on assuming "a set of circumstances in which decision makers of a certain sort 

(entrepreneurs, governments, individuals or whatever) operate... a set of assumptions 

goals which they pursue" and then seeing "what choices and what consequences follow 

Princeton University Press, 1984); D. Snidal, "Relative Gains and the Pattern of International Cooperation" 
in Neorealism and Neoliberalism: The Contemporary Debate, ed. D. A Baldwin (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1993) pp. 170-208. 
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from this as an issue of logic". 62 The test of the theory, then, is how well the predicted 

consequences match up with observed empirical data. 

This section has sought to review some of the central methodological and epistemological 

guidelines that the rationalist theorising in IR aims to live up to. It has been seen that 

Humeanism has played a crucial role in defining these methodological precepts. The next 

section will see how the Humean assumptions play out in substantive rationalist 

theorising. I will also point to some of the consequences that Humeanism has for how 

rationalist deal with world politics, consequences that, in the light of the following 

chapters, will be seen as problematic. 

Rationalism in Practice: Varieties of Humeanism and its Consequences 

Although the methodological precepts of rationalist IR are deeply informed by 

Humeanism, it should be noted that in substantive rationalist research Humeanism plays 
itself out in various forms. While some theorists conduct explicitly and strongly Humean 

quantitative research, other theoretical frameworks are shaped byH umeanism in more 
implicit forms. 

Explicit and Implicit Humeanism 

Some IR theorists in contemporary IR follow the empiricist Humean assumptions in very 

explicit and ̀ strong' form. The dominance of Humeanism has been very explicit in those 

theoretical frameworks that accept an unashamedly quantitative approach to causal 

analysis. One need not do much more than open up some of the American IR journals 

International Studies Quarterly, International Organisation or Journal of Conflict 

Resolution to gain an appreciation of the highly influential nature of the quantitative 

approaches in IR. 

62 Nicholson, "The Continued Significance of Positivism" p. 139. 
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One example of such quantitative approaches is the study of liberal democratic peace: the 

debates in democratic peace, as conducted on the pages of the American journals, firmly 

base themselves on the Humean assumptions: analyses concentrate on the examination of 

the statistical associations between regular patterns of observables pertaining to the 

democratic peace hypothesis. In the traditional democratic peace literature, democracies' 

propensities for peace are searched through conducting careful correlational studies based 

on extensive statistical data drawn from the quantitative data banks. 63 Both the advocates 

and the proponents of democratic peace use the empiricist quantitative approach. The 

proponents, on the basis of their analysis, argue that the proposition ̀ democracies do not 

go to war' is "one of the strongest non-trivial, non-tautological generalisations that can 

made about international relations": indeed, it is often considered the "closest thing to an 

empirical law" in IR. 64 Critics of democratic peace have also built their arguments on the 

empiricist assumptions. The Realists, for example, point out that the correlational 

associations the proponents find, seem statistically insignificant when they are compared 

with the (statistical) explanatory weight of other causal variables (alliances, cultural 

unity, wealth). 65 

Both approaches firmly believe that statistical quantitative analysis of observable 

variables give us reliable and valid knowledge of the truth or falsity of the democratic 

peace propositions. Because of the common acceptance of the quantitative approach to 

the object of study, the disagreements between the Realists and the Liberal democratic 

peace theorists often come down to narrow differences in the interpretation with regard to 

the data (which data entries are included or excluded and on what basis) and 

63 Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace; Principles of Post-Cold War World (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993); M. E. Brown, S. M. Lynn-Jones, and S. E. Miller, eds., Debating Democratic Peace 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999) See also numerous submissions on democratic peace in Journal of Conflict 
Resolution and for a European counterpart the forum on 'Democracy and Peace' in European Journal of 
International Relations, 1, no. 4,1995. 
64 Russett, quoted in Sean Lynn-Jones "Preface" in Debating Democratic Peace, edited by, Brown, Lynn- 
Jones and Miller p. ix. 
63 For critics of democratic peace theory see C. Layne, 'Kant or Cant: The Myth of D emocratic Peace' 
International Security, 19, no. 2 (1994) pp. 5-50. 
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disagreements over the particular statistical and mathematical methods of finding 

`associations' between variables. 66 

In recent years, the exclusive concentration on statistical analysis has been challenged as 

some theorists have argued that we need to pay closer attention to historical data67 and to 

explanation of the `causal mechanisms'68 that bring about democratic peace. However, 

these explanations have not escaped the Humean assumptions: for example, Russett's and 

Maoz's efforts to account for the `causal mechanism' of democratic peace through the 

structural and normative explanations, in the end, are nothing but attempts to demonstrate 

the "robustness" of correlative relations between the two independent variables 

(pertaining to democratic norms and institutional constraints) with the dependent variable 

peace. 69 ̀Causal mechanisms' have been conceived of and analysed as conglomerations 

of variables. 70 

However, it is also important to look at some of the rationalist theorists that do not 

explicitly espouse the strong and explicit form of Humeanism. I will now examine some 

key IR theorists whose theoretical outlooks are shaped by the Humean assumptions more 

`implicitly' or inadvertently. 

A good place to start is Waltz, whose work is one of the most foundational but also one 

of the most criticised in contemporary IR. Waltz is often lumped together with the 

66 See, for example, Rummel's critiques of other democratic peace theorists. R. I. Rummel, 'Democracies 
Are Less Warlike Than Other Regimes' European Journal of International Relations, 1, no. 4 (1995) pp. 
457-479. 
67 J. O. Owen, 'liow Liberalism Produces Democratic Peace' International Security, 19, no. 2 (1994) pp. 87- 
125. 
68 Z. Maoz and B. Russett, 'Normative and Structural Causes of Democratic Peace 1946-1986' American 
Political Science Review, 87, no. 3 (1993) pp. 624-638. 
69 Ibid. p. 624. 
70 More historically sophisticated democratic peace theorists, such as Owen, have also tended to apply 
regularity criteria to their explanations. Although theorists such as Owen have put more emphasis on 
discussing particular historical cases and have remained more open to the possibility of locating different 
'causal mechanisms' of democratic peace, the historical cases have not been used on their own merits, but 
as 'complements' to statistical analysis (from which the true causal explanations are seen to arise from). 
Owen, 'How Liberalism Produces Democratic Peace' pp. 87-125. 

106 



Chapter 3 

6 positivists'. 71 However, Waltz did not explicitly call for quantitative or regularity 

analysis of world politics, nor did his structural explanation of the causes of war derive its 

causal arguments from a clear-cut statistical analysis of past conflicts. What, then, allows 

us to associate Waltz with Humeanism? 

Adherence to certain key assumptions of Humeanism can be identified in his work. First, 

although Waltz was never as explicit about it as the Behaviourists or the quantitative 

theorists, the aim of Waltz's theory was to explain observed regularities. Although Waltz 

makes it clear that correlation is not causation, and that regularity in itself is not sufficient 

to establish causation, he implies that regularities are necessary for any causal account. 

Indeed, it is because of this assumption that he assumes that the cause of the recurrence 

of war must be equally stable as the recurrence of war. 72 

Second, throughout his reflections on the philosophical underpinnings of IR theorising, 

Waltz displays a very Humean scepticism of the ability of theories to reflect on anything 

`real' beyond the observable, For him, observability is central to science: science is about 

building theories (conceptual models) that explain how patterns of observables link 

together as they do. 3 However, there is no need to assume the existence of any deeper 

`reality' beyond observational patterns. Theories do not necessarily reflect, or need to 

assume, the existence of an underlying reality: theory idealises, abstracts and isolates a 

realm of empirical phenomena for instrumental purposes. 74 As a consequence, the 

structure of the international system is not `real' but a theoretical construction that can 

parsimoniously account for the important observable regularities in international politics 

71 See Durchill, "Realism and Neorealism" in Scott Burchill et al., eds., Theories of International Relations, 
2nd ed. (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001) pp. 88-9,92-5. 
72 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (London: McGraw-Hill, 1979) p. 66. 
" Importantly, theory for Waltz is not equal to regularities (laws) but refers, rather, to conceptual models 
that try to, as parsimoniously as possible, account for regularities. Regularities, then, do not in themselves 
explain. However, all theorising is still about regularities: about explaining them through isolating aspects 
of social world. Ibid. pp 1-17. There is a possible avenue here to more realist conception of theory 
(abstraction), which is never explored by Waltz due to his prioritisation of epistemology and his deep 
embeddedness in the empiricist conception of science. 
" Ibid. pp. 6-8. The link between positivism and instrumentalism becomes clear here. Waltz is an 
instrumentalist in the sense that for Waltz, as for many positivists, there is no truth in theorising, theories 
are judged merely on the basis of their usefulness in explaining events (that is explaining conjunctions of 
regular patterns). The link between positivism and pragmatism/instrumentalism will also be noted in 
Chapter 5. 
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(recurrence of war). Similarly, Waltz argues that causation is only an `assumed' 

connection between things, not a description of an ontological causal connection. 5 

Third, an assumption of logical determinism can be seen to underlie his theory. While 

trying to avoid seeing the international system as logically `necessitating' effects in the 

`when A, then B' manner, Waltz finds it hard to resist deducing logical effects from the 

system. Arguably, this is because the micro-economic model his theory is based on works 

on the basis ofa `closed sy stem' view oft he so cial w orld. Given the structure oft he 

system (anarchy) and the assumption of rational actors certain behaviour or patterns of 

events are logically deducible. This assumption is inherently linked to the Humean 

regularity model, as we have seen: it is only through accepting certain logically 

determinist assumptions that one can attempt to achieve ̀ closure', that is, one can come 

close to achieving the invariance required by the regularity premised causal model. The 

regularity-deterministic assumption also necessitates parsimonious and rigid isolation 

systems (or structures), as well as the acceptance of an atomistic conception of agents. 
These features can also be seen to characterise Waltz's account. 

Importantly, Humean assumptions create tendencies in Waltz's theorising that he, on the 

one hand, seemed to want to avoid. It should be remembered that Waltz has always 

argued that anarchy is only an indirect, underlying `permissive' cause of war. In 1986, 

Waltz further clarified his position by arguing that the structure of international system 

only "shapes and shoves" because "not only do unit level and structural causes interact, 

but also because the shaping and shoving of the structures may be successfully 

resisted". 76 Crucially, however, Waltz's statements about anarchy as 'permissive cause' 
do not fit easily with the regularity-deterministic logic that his arguments presuppose 
(war derived logically from the anarchical system of rational actors in given distribution 

of material capabilities). It could be argued that due to his acceptance of the key 

assumptions of the Humean regularity model Waltz is led, perhaps inadvertently, into 

71 Ibid. pp. 5,43-46. 
76 Kenneth Waltz, "In Response to My Critics" in R. O. Keohane, ed., Neorealism and Its Critics (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1986) p. 343. See also Kenneth Waltz, Man, the State and War: A 
Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959) pp. 134-5. 
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isolating and idealising structural causes into regularity-determinate causes, while at the 

same time insisting they are only `permissive'. 

Other approaches, too, end up accepting Humean assumptions; often more due to the lack 

clear alternatives than because of an explicit wish to follow these assumptions. Gilpin's 

War and Change in World Politics starts initially from a non-Humean theoretical basis, 

Thucydides' so-called theory of hegemonic war. The assumption behind Thucydides 

work was that he was, through careful study of `symptoms', going to the root, the deep 

cause of war between Athens and Sparta. " This, arguably, did not entail Humean 

regularity analysis, but rather a deep structural understanding of the nature of social 

systems. 78 Gilpin likes Thucydides' explanation but frowns on its `weaknesses' in the 

context of modern social science. Thucydides's explanation is, he argues, "incomplete" in 

that it "cannot... predict who will initiate a hegemonic war... Nor can it forecast when a 
hegemonic war will occur and what its consequences will be", it only helps us understand 

why certain wars (hegemonic types) take place. 79 B ecause G ilpin isso informed bya 

particular understanding of what it is to provide a valid explanation, he proceeds to 

impose a variety of Humean assumptions on Thucydides' theory. 

Following, even if inadvertently (for the lack of alternative), the assumption that valid 
knowledge needs to be empirically grounded, Gilpin wants to render Thucydides' theory 

testable and predictive; testable and predictive by the e mpiricist H umean s tandards. A 

theory, for Gilpin, must tell us something about the generalisable patterns of events we 

can observe. He also wants to apply rational choice assumptions to make the `logic' of 

the argument persuasive. 80 Gilpin feels he must impose the Humean criteria on 
Thucydides' theory - even though he also seems to acknowledge that this is somewhat 

arbitrary. For example, Gilpin comes across the realisation that Thucydides' theory does 

77 R. Gilpin, "The Theory of Iiegemonic War" in The Origin and Prevention of Major Wars, ed. R. I. 
Rotberg and T. K. Rabb (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) pp. 18-20. 
78 For discussion see, for example, McNeil, Russell, Thucydides as Science, 1996 [Internet]. [cited 
09/11/2003]. Available from http: //www. mala. bc. ca/-mcneilAccl8b. htm. 
79 Gilpin, "The Theory of Hegemonie War" p. 29. 
80 Gilpin, War and Change p. xi. 
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not easily lend itself to generalisation and prediction. 81 Despite his questions about the 

validity of the Humean approach, being so embedded within the Humean discourse with 

regard to what counts as 'valid' causal analysis, Gilpin cannot see beyond the Humean 

logic and method of explanation. 

Schweller's more recent Realist work is also Humean in the same vein. Schweller's work 

was initially spurred on by his unhappiness with some of the cruder mono-causal 
`variable-based' explanations of the structural conditioning of war. Schweller sought to 
draw on more traditional historical analysis in devising an amendment to Waltz's 

structural theory. He acknowledges that the causes of war are not merely structural 
(imbalance of power -> German revisionism), nor agential (say, reducible to Hitler) and, 

moreover, that the balance of these different types of causes can vary from one situation 

to another. 82 Judging the hierarchy and balance of these causes, he acknowledges, is a 
difficult task and a `deterministic' (when A, then B) explanation on either structure or 

unit level results in a skewed understanding of war. Schweller argues that there needs to 
be a much closer extrapolation of the different types of structural qualities (he introduces 

tri-polarity) and agents (their size and positioning within system affects their interests) 

and there needs to be more recognition of the uniqueness of complex historical events as 

all wars do not "fall neatly into a class of events that can be studied in a systematic 

comparative fashion through the application of general laws in a straightforward way". 83 

One might be tempted to think that Schweller is trying to avoid the Humean framework 

for thinking about causes of war. However, Schweller, in fact, turns to King, Keohane 

and Verba to frame his approach. Relying on Designing Social Inquiry, Schweller argues 
that the scientific approach is possible even in explaining singular case studies: "the key 

is to generate as many observable implications of the theory as possible". 84 Interestingly, 

the goal, in the end, is not historical understanding but "to devise a systems theory that 

1 Ibid. pp. 2-3. 
B2 Randall L. Schweller, Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler's Strategy of World Conquest (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1998) p. 4. 
" Quoting King, Keohane and Verba. Ibid, p. 11. 
84 Ibid. p. 11. 
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yields determinate balance-of-power predictions". 85 The guiding assumption is that "'the 

more predictions a theory generates, the more tests we can construct to evaluate i t". 86 

Also, the study works on the basis of quantitative databanks and he admits to be looking 

"for associations between variables" that are "generalisizable". 87 Although he claims to 

take into account perceptions and judgements, the emphasis of the analysis is on analysis 

of the quantitative data concerning power balances (e. g different attributes of states, 

power ratios derived from CoW-data). Although he criticises the more extreme forms of 
Humeanism, Schweller buys into Humean assumptions about the importance of 

regularities of observables, closed systems and regularity-determinism. While aiming to 

get away from parsimonious, regularity-obsessed and (regularity-)deterministic 

theories88, Schweller curiously still calls on the Humean criteria drawn from King, 

Keohane and Verba to justify causal statements. 89 

The liberal end of IR theorising can also be seen as deeply informed by Humean 

assumptions. In contemporary IR the central Liberal approach has been the so-called 
Neoliberal Institutionalism. In the 1970s Keohane and Nye made contributions to 

rethinking actors in the international system9° but in the 1980s they moved closer to 

Realism by accepting the centrality of the state as ̀ agents' and anarchy as the ̀ structural' 

condition of world politics - in order to demonstrate, through their own framework, that 

the Neorealist conclusions about the nature of international politics are not necessarily 

self-evident. 91 In so doing, however, the Neoliberals came to accept some of the key 

assumptions of Humeanism. 

Although the key figures in Neoliberalism have rarely advocated the solely quantitative 
form of analysis of world politics, their frameworks are premised on and geared around 

es Ibid. p. 10. 
es Ibid p. 11. 
87 Ibid, p. 13. 

Ibid. pp. 4,7,11. 
89 Ibid. p. 11. 
90 R. O. Keohane and J. S. Nye, Power and Interdependence: World Politics in Transition (Boston: Little 
Brown, 1977). 
91 Keohane, After Hegemony ; R. O. Keohane, ed., International Institutions and State Power: Essays in 
International Relations Theory (London: Westview Press, 1989). 
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the Humean assumptions. First, throughout the 1980s the Neoliberals started emphasising 

their `scientific' credentials: understood through Humean assumptions. Emphasis was put 

on accepting the empiricist view of science: the key was to show that Neoliberal accounts 

provided better results in empirical `testing' and in predicting patterns of events. 92 Also, 

the game theoretical assumptions characteristic of the atomistic Neorealist models were 

accepted, even though the Neoliberals used rational choice models to show that certain 

rational strategies, such as iteration, building `shadow of the future' and monitoring, can 
be used to explain co-operative patterns of behaviour. 93 From the Humean and rational 

choice premises it followed that, for Neoliberals, behaviour can be logically deduced 

from the rational choice matrices, as a question of logic, and verified in terms of the 

regular and predictive patterns that could be observed. It is important to note that in the 
Neoliberal co-operation literature, all explanations are, in the end, justified either on the 
basis of the statistical correlations, the accuracy of predictions they provide or are derived 

from game theoretical/formalistic mechanisms operated by rationality assumption or 

mathematical logic. 

Indeed, the whole mainstream theoretical debate between the Neorealist and Neoliberal 

stances has been distinctly Humean. Both sides have accepted that science is 

characterised by study of regularities of observables, and their associations, and that 

through such study we can gain more or less ̀ objective' knowledge of the nature of the 

world, Also, despite their differences, both Neorealists and Neoliberals agree that their 

accounts can be evaluated against each other on the basis of the Humean criteria: both 

sides accept that the more comprehensively one accounts for regularities the more 
plausible and powerful one's account; that these regularities are based on observables 

and, hence, social ontology on patterns of individual (or in this case state) behaviour; and 
that the goal of the theoretical approaches is to provide better predictions than the other 
approach. 94 

92 Baldwin, "Neorealism, Neoliberalism and World Politics" in D. A Baldwin, ed., Neorealism and 
Neoliberalism: The Contemporary Debate (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993) pp. 6.7. 
93 Axelrod and Keohane, 'Achieving Co-Operation' pp. 226-254. 
94 Baldwin, ed., Neorealism and Neoliberalism pp. 6-7. 
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The acceptance of the same view of science and the same methodological, 

epistemological and ontological assumptions has helped the Neo-Neo theorists to 

evaluate the contributions of their respective approaches. However, arguably, it has also 

narrowed down the IR debates. As some critics have pointed out, the differences that 

remain between the theoretical approaches are very slight, and in fact, insignificant, since 

most Neo-Neo theorists now accept that the theories are both right and simply explain 

different contexts. 95 As Alexander Wendt puts it: "the debate seems to come down to no 

more than a discussion about the frequency with which states pursue relative rather than 

absolute gains". 96 

The rationalist conception of what it means to do valid social science has arguably put 

some rather rigid limits on what is considered ̀valuable' IR research. I will now turn to 

drawing out some of the key consequences that the wide acceptance of Humean 

assumptions has had on the rationalist form of IR theorising, consequences that can be 

seen as problematic, but also ast ranscendable through the r eframing of causation and 

causal analysis. 

Consequences of Humeanism 

Acceptance of Humeanism seems to give r ise top articular kinds ofa pproaches to the 

social world, ones that have certain characteristic limitations that I will now draw out. 
These characteristics fall into three main categories: Humeanism creates tendencies 

towards additive and isolationist causal research; it forces theorists to associate causes 

with regularities and r egularity-determinist assumptions - even w hen theorists w ant to 

avoid such implications; and it renders their ontological assumptions individualistic and 

crude, making it difficult for them to deal with certain kinds of questions. 

95 R. Powell, 'Absolute and Relative Gains in International Relations Theory' American Political Science 
Review, 85, no. Dec (1991) pp. 1303-1320. 
96 Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1999) p. 3. 
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First, it could be argued that Humeanism gives rise to `additive' and parsimony-driven 

approaches to assessing causal factors. The notion of `additive' theorising refers to the 

tendency, or necessity, of theorists to treat causal factors as ̀ independent' variables that 

act ̀ side by side' rather than evaluate the complex interactions of various causal forces. 97 

This tendency is dictated by the Humean model of causal analysis that directs theorists to 

`isolate' observable regularities. Thus, when examining the impact of the democratic 

institutions, for example, a rationalist theorist must isolate the (statistical) `mean causal 

effect' of this factor (or indexed variable) from those of others factors (all measurable 

variables), such as alliances, economic interdependence, cultural contacts. It is 

inconceivable that the ̀ variables' are actually deeply intertwined and inseparable. 

It follows that Humeanism gives rise to theoretically reductionist tendencies: there is a 

tendency to prioritise certain causal factors `over' others, often on the basis of their 

higher associative ̀ mean effects' for variables. In the democratic peace debates, for 

example, democracy is considered a more `causal' variable, than say culture, because it 

has a higher statistical ̀ mean causal effect'. It follows that the rationalist accounts must 

also limit the range of variables that `matter' because complexity drives down the ̀ mean 

causal effects' of other variables. Rather than examining how different factors come 

together to produce particular outcomes, these theorists, on account of mathematical 

measurements, advance (ideally) parsimonious accounts that point to certain variables as 

more important causal variables than others. This generalising and additive (rather than 
integrative) approach to causal explanation is, as will be seen in later chapters, 

problematic in that it ends up treating causal factors in a misleadingly `superficial' and 

parsimonious manner. 

This tendency towards additive research has been complemented by a tendency to assume 
the epistemological objectivity and primacy of empirical knowledge derived from 

observation. Rationalist theorists, the democratic peace theorists, for example, have often, 
on the basis of the regularity evidence, proceeded to make objectivist and universalistic 

97 David Dessler, 'Beyond Correlations: Towards a Causal Theory of War' International Studies Quarterly, 
35, no. 3 (1991) pp. 337-355. 
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claims about the nature of democracies and their foreign policies. 98 Neo-Neo contenders, 

too, have assumed the epistemological superiority of their rational choice based models 

over the social constructivist or critical approaches that have conducted research that does 

not live up to the standards of empirical science as they define it. 99 In the process, 

however, the theorists have failed to ask reflective questions about the nature and 

consequences of the kind of theorising that they have engaged in. 

Second, Humeanism also leads theorists to associate causation with regularity criteria and 

regularity-determinism - crucially, even when they would have liked to avoid these 

assumptions in their theorising or more common-sensical causal statements. As we have 

seen Waltz's theorising was to an important extent influenced by the Humean meta- 

theoretical assumptions that he accepts a bout the nature of causation, even though his 

other theoretical claims seem to want to make less deterministic, less Humean, claims. 

Gilpin and Schweller's frameworks too, exemplify a similar tension: tension between the 

requirements of Humeanism and the more moderate and complexity-sensitive 

explanatory interests. There is a discrepancy in rationalist theorising, then, between some 

of the more 'common-sensical' (non-Humean) causal interest/claims and the more strictly 

defined `scientifically justified' (Humean) causal claims. Even democratic peace 

theorists, on occasion, resort to `loose' causal language - for example, in describing the 

kinds of processes that produce dispositions towards peaceful behaviour - yet, they are 

quickly drawn back to the Humean fold that maintains that all causal language must be 

verifiable and justifiable in accordance with the Humean assumptions. '°° 

Moreover, Humeanism leads to certain limitations in the framing of social ontology: the 

conceptualisation of actors and their social context. Waltz's structural ontology, for 

example, because of his acceptance of Humean closed system assumptions is crude and 

mechanistic: it is assumed that the behaviour of atomistic actors can be logically deduced 

from the structure of the ̀ isolated' logic of the system. Equally, the Neoliberals have also 

" See, for example, R. I. Rummel, 'Democracies Are Less Warlike Than Other Regimes' pp. 457-479. 
99 Baldwin, D. A. "Neoliberalism, Neorealism and World Politics" p. . 9. 
ioo See, for example, Maoz and Russett, 'Normative and Structural Causes of Democratice Peace' pp. 624- 
638. 
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bought into such assumptions: the co-operation-engendering strategies, crucially, are 

arrived at, and are premised on, the rational choice assumptions about the nature of 

individual actors (self-interested and rational). Importantly, the Neorealists and the 

Neoliberals attribute intentions on individual actors that are not necessarily the ones they 

possess or act according to: according actors, and especially complex structural actors 

such as states, with unified interests and rationality is, arguably, problematic. 101 Also, the 

assumption that actors are atomistic pre-social rational agents, although the key tenet of 
liberalism, is highly controversial and, importantly, leads to ignoring wider social 
determinants of social actions. 

Importantly, Neorealist and Neoliberal approaches, due to their acceptance of the rational 

choice assumptions, leave questions concerning how the international system or 
institutions engender either war or co-operation unexplored: questions of `social 

construction' or socialisation are not dealt with. Interestingly, Waltz accepts that 

processes of socialisation are important in maintaining the logic of the international 

system1°2: however, these processes are not studied, rather war-proneness is assumed as a 

question of logic. Keohane, too, acknowledges the role of socialisation or social learning 

in the way institutions work - as the very notion of `shadow of future' presupposes some 

sort of social learning. However, he makes no attempt to theorise how this social learning 

works, that is, to explore the processes through which actors within institutions come to 

accept the common ideas, goals and strategies. 103 

It could be argued that the questions of socialisation are not dealt with by these theorists 
because they open up major cans of worms concerning not just the nature of actors but 

101 Indeed, the IR rationalist approaches clearly suffer from the most intractable problem of rational choice 
modelling: that is, the grounding of models in real motivations, beliefs and rationality of agents. If the 
agents do not actually hold the rational beliefs accorded to them, the formal models cannot, arguably, say 
much about w by t hey do what they d o. T his can be seen to remain a problem even in the attempts at 
historically contextualised rational choice modelling, such as the Analytical Narratives models. See R. H. 
Bates eta1., e ds., A nalytical Narratives (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998). See a Iso Elster's 
critique, J. Elster, 'Rational Choice History: A Case of Excessive Ambition'American Political Science 
Review, 94, no. 3 (2000) pp. 685-695. 
102 Waltz, Theory of International Politics pp. 74-7. 
103 He studies the `effects' of p articular ideas not the "sources of these ideas". Goldstein and Keohane, 
"Ideas and Foreign Policy" p. 7. 

116 



Chapter 3 

also about the nature of ideas, social context and the actual processes through which 

patterns in world politics are engendered. Exploring these issues might make the 

parsimonious explanatory systems and their Humean closed system logics questionable. 
Hence, the Neorealists and the Neoliberals choose to avoid these questions through, in 

effect, defining them away. Instead, the issues of social construction, socialisation and 
deep social role of (inter-subjective) ideas and beliefs has been left for the Constructivists 

(see next chapter). '°4 

The Humean assumptions, it has been seen here, are not only `characteristic' of 

rationalist research: they, arguably, restrict the way in which rationalists deal with world 

politics. These restrictions, as will be seen in later chapters, have their origins in the 

methodological, epistemological and ontological restrictions of the Humean model of 

causal analysis. When the concept of cause is rethought these restrictions can be done 

away with. Indeed, it is the goal of this thesis to open up the rationalist `straightjacket' 

conception of causal analysis in IR by critiquing the Humean meta-theoretical basis of 

this form of causal theorising. 

Summary 

The rationalist approaches have been dominant in IR for decades. These approaches have 

assumed that the empiricist methods of the natural sciences, based on observational 

regularities, can be also utilised in IR. Methodological guidebooks, such as Nicholson's 

and especially King, Keohane and Verba's accounts, have solidified the grip of 
Humeanism as the `norm' for causal analysis in IR. Indeed, most mainstream studies in 

IR have followed these epistemological and methodological precepts - either explicitly or 

more implicitly. 

The rationalists have often been very confident about their claims and have applauded 
themselves for the high quality of their scholarship, which, it is argued, requires not only 

104 See for example R. O. Keohane and Lisa Martin, 'The Promise of Institutionalist Theory Intenational 
Security, 20 (1995) pp. 39-51; Alexander Wendt, 'Constructing International Politics' International 
Security, 20 (1995) pp. 391-425. 
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ability for careful observation but also the grasp of a variety of sophisticated 

mathematical methods (from associative methods to game theoretical calculations). 105 

The confidence derived from the empiricist view of science has, however, arguably led to 

certain feelings of superiority: the rationalists have confidently claimed that their 

approaches are systematic, reliable and valid whereas approaches that do not conform to 

their criteria are non-scientific, vague and untrustworthy. 106 However, in so arguing, 

rationalists have remained blind to the fact that their own approaches are shaped by a 

particular view of science, which is by no means unproblematic. As has been seen here, 

the rationalist theorisations tend to be characterised by generalising and additive research, 

which tends to ignore study of deeper and holistic connections in favour of parsimony. 

They also tend to be confused about non-Humean causal statements. Also, these theorists 

are, arguably, unable to deal with the nature of actors, social context, ideas and processes 

of social construction in any depth, reducing such issues to questions of regularities of 

behaviour or instrumental rationality. 

As will be seen in later chapters, these characteristics of rationalist causal theorising 

examined here are underlain by a three-fold Humean problematique, involving restrictive 

methodological, epistemological and ontological assumptions. The goal of this thesis is to 

give an account of causation that allows us to rethink the methodological, 

epistemological and ontological assumptions concerning causal analysis, thus lifting off 

the Humean ̀ straightjacket' conception of causal analysis from IR theorising. Before 

moving on to rethink the concept of cause, however, we must also analyse the reflectivist 

approaches in IR. It will be seen that, although these approaches have criticised the 

rationalists, they, too, have accepted certain fundamentally Humean assumptions 

concerning causation. 

'os Baldwin, for example, likes to emphasise that the "quality of scholarship", in the case of the neo-neo 
debates, "is extraordinarily high". Baldwin, D. A. "Neoliberalism, Neorealism and World Politics" p. 9. 
106 Keohane, 'International Institutions: Two Approaches' p. 392. 
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Reflectivist Approaches in IR: Another Case of Humeanism 

Since the 1980s, so-called ̀post-positivist' or `reflectivist' approaches - have come to 

play an increasingly important role in IR. These approaches, encompassing 

Poststructuralism, Critical Theory, Feminism as well as Constructivism, are commonly 

referred to as 'post-positivist' or 'reflectivist", because of their reluctance to endorse the 

mainstream rationalist conception of how to study world politics. They have sought to 

challenge the narrow focus of the mainstream IR debates by opening up new avenues for 

investigation, notably, the study of the role of ideas, norms, rules and discourses, as well 

as the examination of processes of social construction and socialisation. 

The goal of this chapter is to examine the treatment the concept of cause among the 'post- 

positivist', or `reflectivist', theorists. These approaches are often called ̀ constitutive' 

These terms will be used here because they are widely used in IR. However, it should be noted that the 
term post-positivism is confusing in a wider philosophy of science context because Popper and Lakatos 
described themselves, and are widely referred to, as ̀ post-positivists'. The term reflectivism was coined by 
Keohane. Robert Keohane, 'International Institutions: Two Approaches' International Studies Quarterly, 32 
(1988) pp. 379-96. It is also far from unproblematic as it has many potentially misleading connotations. For 
example, the term implies that the reflectivists do not engage in systematic empirical analyses or that their 
analyses are somehow 'irrational'. Also, it should be noted that not all theorists accept that 'moderate 
Constructivists' are 'reflectivists', as this term is sometimes seen to refer to the more 'radical' end of post- 
positivist theorising. Here, however, the term is understood to refer to all those approaches, including the 
moderate Constructivists, who do not follow the rationalist criteria for social science in their research. 
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theoretical approaches: this is because these approaches tend to reject `causal theorising' 

in favour of investigating how world politics is `constituted' through ideas, rules, norms 

or discourses. It will be seen that even though these positions are sceptical of causal 
theorising and terminology, nevertheless, they tend to reify the Humean approach to 

causation. This is because, although the reflectivists reject causal analysis, they reject it 

on the Humean basis. The reflectivists' inability to conceptualise causation beyond the 

assumptions of Humeanism has some important consequences. It leads to a paradoxical 
legitimisation of the empiricist conception of causation, as well as certain theoretically 

reductionist tendencies. Also, it leads to blindness towards non-Humean causal 

assumptions: curiously, the reflectivists make a number of claims that seem causal, yet 

cannot be understood as causal because of the dominance of the Humean conception of 

what it means to talk about causes. 

Reflectivism will be discussed here in various steps. I will first examine the anti-positivist 
basis of reflectivist theorising. Then, I will point to how they adopt an aversion to causal 
terminology as a result of this anti-positivism and how this aversion is based on a 
Humean conception of causation. Finally, I will examine some of the main consequences 

and inconsistencies of this anti-causal stance. 

Anti-positivism of Reflectivist IR Theory 

In the mid-1980s many IR theorists came to question the guiding assumptions of the 

mainstream IR approaches. The Neo-Neo debates seemed to assume that facts just sit 'out 

in the world' and wait to be discovered; that facts can only be interpreted in one way; and 
that the de-linking of politics and morality from social scientific `facts' and 'theories' is 

straightforward. 2 The central point of attack for the so-called critical theorists became 

`the positivist mainstream' of IR: it was argued that by advocating a positivist conception 
of social science as the "gold standard"3, the mainstream was ignoring and marginalising 

2 Halliday quoted in Burchill, "Introduction" in Scott I3urchill et al., eds., Theories of International 
Relations, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001) p. 13. 
3 Smith, "Positivism and Beyond" in Steve Smith, Ken Booth, and Marysia Zalewski, eds., International 
Theory; Positivism and Beyond (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) p. 13. 
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other approaches that had important things to say about world politics, theoretically and 

empirically. 

One of the first to explicitly attack the positivist mainstream was Robert Cox. Cox 

characterised mainstream IR theorising as `problem-solving theorising': theorising that 

has a role in solving specific puzzles but that is limited in its scope because, taking its 

objects of study (states, international system) as given and stable objects, it is unable to 

avoid reifying and reproducing those structures it takes for granted. For Cox, contra the 

positivists4, theory is something that projects ap articular conceptualisation of how the 

world hangs together and, crucially, in so doing is never neutral but is inherently social 

and political: "theory is always for someone and for some purpose". 5 The implication of 

Cox's argument was that IR theorising, instead of assuming the unproblematic existence 

of objects or patterns, must remain open to the way in which social objects are reified, or 

naturalised, through assuming their unproblematic existence. Cox highlighted that the 

theoretical assumptions that underpin IR theorising must be recognised explicitly. He 

argued that the epistemological and ontological assumptions accepted in mainstream 

theorising are inherently political and, hence, implicated in the kind of `findings' that the 

theories put forward. Mainstream IR, he boldly argues, is implicated in the ideological 

reproduction of the capitalist system and the states system, 6 

Drawing on these critical reflections, IR theorists that termed themselves Constructivists, 

also started pointing to the theoretical and empirical problems of mainstream IR. Many 

came to argue t hat the c entral ̀ variables' of rationalist IRw ere underpinned by much 
deeper, and for the positivists, unnoticeable factors and processes, notably ideational 

factors and socialisation processes. 7 The Constructivists started emphasising the 

4 As we have seen in the previous chapter empiricist rationalist approaches see theories seen as 
conglomeration of statements that are derived from and corroborated through observational regularities, or 
alternatively, as 'as if models that can parsimoniously account for regularities. Kenneth Waltz, Theory of 
International Politics (London: McGraw-Hill, 1979) pp. 1-17. See also Michael Nicholson, Causes and 
Consequences in International Relations; a Conceptual Study (London: Pinter, 1996). 
3 R. Cox, 'Social Forces, States and World Orders: Beyond International Relations Theory' Millenium, 10, 
no. 2 (1981) pp. 126-155. 
6 R. Cox, 'Multilateralism and World Order' Review of International Studies, 18 (1992) p. 173. 
7 Some of the earlier explicitly Constructivist theorists were Onuf and Wendt. Nicholas Onuf, World of Our 
Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and International Relations (Columbia: University of Southern 
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importance of ideas, rules and norms as well as of `shared understandings' and ̀ practices' 

that they inform, in shaping world politics, thus initiating a distinct 'cultural turn' in IR. 8 

They rejected the rationalist separation of interests and ideas and the `logical deducing' 

of interests from game theoretical matrices, arguing, instead, that interests and identities 

of actors are deeply shaped by the ideational contexts of action. 9 

Importantly, the way that ideas, norms, rules and discourses were studied by the 

Constructivists challenged the rationalist framing of social science. Indeed, most 
Constructivists challenged the rationalist study of ideas through the Humean ̀ variable' 

approach that emphasised regularity analysis and derived ideas from the observation of 

the behaviour of individuals. 10 Also, the Constructivists challenged the framing of ideas 

and beliefs as `individual mental states': ideas, for them, referred to a social 'inter- 

subjective' category. " Constructivists have also tried to avoid giving limited and a priori 

roles for ideas in the rationalist vein - for example, as solvers of multiple equilibria 

situations - but have sought to examine the deeper and more plural roles that norms and 

rules play in international politics. 12 The theoretical challenge to the mainstream was also 

complemented on empirical basis: a number of Constructivist empirical studies 

California Press, 1989); Alexander Wendt, 'The Agent-Structure Problem in International Relations Theory' 
International Organization, 41, no. 3 (1987) pp. 335-370; Alexander Wendt, 'Anarchy Is What States Make 
of It' International Organization, 46, no. 2 (1992) pp. 335-70. Also, the works of Ruggie and Kratochwil 
became associated with Constructivism early on. See J. G. Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity: Essays 
on International Organization (London: Routledge, 1998); Friedrich Kratochwil, Rules, Norms and 
Decisions: On the Conditions of Practical and Legal Reasoning in International Relations and Domestic 
Affairs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 
° Yosef Lapid and Friedrich Kratochwil, eds., The Return of Culture and Identity in IR Theory (London: 
Lynne Rienner, 1996). 
9 J. G. Ruggie, "What Makes the World Hang Together? The Neo-Utilitarianism and the Social 
Constructivist Challenge" in Exploration and Contestation in the Study of World Politics, ed. P. J. 
Katzenstein, R. O. Keohane, and S. D. Krasner (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1999) p. 227. 
10 Exemplified by R. O. Keohane and J. Goldstein, eds., Ideas and Foreign Policy; Beliefs, Institutions and 
Political Change (Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1993). For criticisms see, for example, Kratochwil, 
Rules, Norms and Decisions p. 100, 
11 Kratochwil, Rules, Norms and Decisions p. 101. This has also been emphasised well by Mark Laffey and 
Jutta Weldes, 'Beyond Belief: Ideas and Symbolic Technologies in the Study of International Relations' 
European Journal of International Relations, 3, no. 2 (1997) pp. 193-237. 
12 Ruggie, "What Makes the World Hang Together? " p. 227-8. 
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emphasised that taking into account the `social construction of international politics' 

allows us to better explain processes and events in world politics. 13 

The P oststructuralists took the C onstructivists' arguments even further by arguing that 

many of the central analytical concepts of IR are far from unproblematic. Richard 

Ashley, drawing on the deconstruction methods of Derrida, pointed to how the 

conceptual bases of IR discourse are underpinned by a discursive dualism based on the 

distinctly modem discourse of `sovereign man'. 14 The concept of sovereignty was seen as 
`constitutive' of the discipline of IR, in a similar sense that the notion of `sovereign 

reasoning man' has been the central assumption of Enlightenment philosophy. Ashley, 

Walker and others came to argue that through its discursive framework, IR reproduces 

the notion of sovereignty and certain crucial dichotomies attached to it (inside/outside, 

domestic/international). These conceptual dichotomisations, they argue, are what defines 

`IR' as a distinct discipline and its `legitimate' objects of study (international system, 

states). 15 This critique gave the impetus to start thinking through the way in which IR and 
its 'objects of study' are framed: many post-positivists have come to question the 

assumption that 'objects', such as international system or the state, can be assumed to be 

pre-given and unproblematic. Instead, they highlight the role of a variety of discourses, 

representations and stories that give rise to social ̀ objects'. 

" See, for example, Rey Koslowski and Friedrich Kratochwil, "Understanding Change in International 
Politics: The Soviet Empire's Demise and the International System" in International Relations Theory and 
the End of Cold War, ed. R. N. Lebow and Thomas Risse-Kappen (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1995) pp. 127-166; Thomas Risse-Kappen, 'Democratic Peace - Warlike Democracies? A Social 
Constructivist Interpretation of the Liberal Argument' European Journal of International Relations, 1, no. 4 
(1995) pp. 491-517; T. Risse-Kappen, "Ideas Do Not Float Freely; Transnational Coalitions, Domestic 
Structures and the End of Cold War" in International Relations Theory and the End of Cold War, ed. R. N. 
Lebow and T. R isle-Kappen (New York: C olumbia University Press, 1995) pp. 187-222; A udie K lotz, 
Norms in International Relations: The Struggle against Apartheid (Ithica, London: Cornell University 
Press, 1995); J. T. Checkel, 'Why Comply? Social Learning and European Identity Change' International 
Organization, 55, no. 3 (2001) pp. 553-588. 
14 Richard Ashley, "Living on Border Lines: Man, Poststructuralism and War" in International/Intertextual 
Relations: Postmodern Readings of World Politics, ed. J. Der Derian and M. Shapiro (Lexington: 
Lexington Books, 1989) pp. 259-321. 
15 R. J. B. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993); T. J. Biersteker and C. Weber, eds., State Sovereignty as Social Construct 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
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The Feminist IR theorists expanded the critique of positivism to a new direction. 16 The 

Feminists came to challenge the positivist portrayal of IR as `gender-neutral'. The 

Feminists have argued that there are many important questions that need to be asked 

about how international politics works, but that these questions have not been asked due 

to the dominance of the traditional IR definition of `what matters' in IR. Through 

emphasising the importance of the `personal' in construction of the `international', the 

Feminist approaches have emphasised the deep embeddednss of patriarchal 

representations and social relations in the international system, and in the academic 

discipline of IR. 17 

It should not be forgotten that there is much in-fighting between these `critical' 

approaches: the reflectivists, by no means, make up a coherent and unified 'camp'. The 

post-positivist theoretical perspectives vary hugely in terms of their focus and their 

political, theoretical and epistemological assumptions. For example, there are deep 

divisions within these approaches about the role of theory and its relationship to `reality'. 

Critical Theorists, and most `moderate' Constructivists18 and Feminists challenge the 

positivist methods and assumptions, but still argue that we can assume the existence of a 

social reality, analyse evidence (although broader non-quantitative variety) and construct 

theoretical explanations of how the world `hangs together'. 19 However, the more 'radical 

Constructivists' and Poststructuralists are sceptical about claims pertaining to the `true' 

nature of a social `reality'. They choose to avoid talking about `truths' or `realities' 

emphasising, instead, the political implications that all, including the Constructivist, 

16 Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases; Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1990); A. Tickner, ed., Gender in International Relations: Feminist 
Perspectives on Achieving Global Security (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992); C. Sylvester, 
Feminist Theory and International Relations in a Postmodern Era (Cambridge: C UP, 1994); J. S teans, 
Gender and International Relations; an Introduction (Oxford: Polity, 1998); M. Zalewski and J. Parpart, 
eds., The 'Man Question'in International Relations (Oxford: Westview Press, 1998). 
" See, for example, C. Weber, 'Good Girls, Little Girls and Bad Girls: Male Paranoia in Robert Keohane's 
Critique of Feminist International Relations' Millennium, 23, no. 2 (1994) pp. 337-49. 
1e The distinction between ̀ moderate' and 'radical' Constructivists has been widely accepted in recent 
years. See, for example, T. Hoph, 'The Promise of Constructivism in International Relations Theory' 
International Security, 23, no. 1 (1998) pp. 171-200; J. T. Checkel, 'Social Constructivisms in Global and 
European Politics: A Review Essay' Review of International Studies, 30, no. 2 (2004) pp. 229-244. 
19 See, for example, Ruggie, "What Makes the World Hang Together? " p. 215-245; Robert Cox, 
Production, Power and World Order: Social Forces in the Making of History (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1987); Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases. 
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claims to `truths' concerning `social reality', entail. 20 `Reality', for them, is 

fundamentally constituted by interpretations, or perspectives: there is no `one reality' or 

`one truth', but an innumerable plurality of perspectives. Crucially, different perspectives 

cannot be given hierarchical status over each other without taking political and power- 

infused decisions. 21 Emphasising that judgements between theories involve politics, and 

responsibility, is the primary goal of Poststructuralist approaches. 

For our purposes the specific disagreements within the reflectivist camp are not of crucial 
importance. Rather, what is most striking is that most, if not all, reflectivists, irrespective 

of their specific theoretical orientation, criticise the positivist causal descriptions. 22 

Indeed, the uniting line of thought between these approaches seems to be that they 

challenge the legitimacy of the empiricist Humean causal assumptions in studying world 

politics. 

First, the post-positivist approaches largely reject the idea that regular patterns, laws or 

generalisations can serve, at least on their own, as a basis for studying the social world. 

The reflectivists, then, critique the rationalist analysis of international politics that simply 

trace the correlative relations between independent and dependent variables. Reflectivists 

emphasise that the social world is not easily ̀ quantifiable' as human actions and patterns 

of behaviour are not always clearly generalisable. Analysing the social world through the 

search for `laws' hides the complexity and historical nuances of social life. Parsimony, 

20 It is important to note that the poststructuralist stand, despite some assertions to the contrary, does not 
necessarily entail the rejection of an independent reality but rather the emphasis on the political 
consequences of representations of reality, which makes it justifiable, for theoretical purposes, to bracket 
the notion of 'reality'. For a good account of poststructuralist take on reality see Maja Zehfuss, 
Constructivism in International Relations: The Politics of Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002) p. 256. 
21 David Campbell, National Deconstruction: Violence, Identity and Justice in Bosnia (London: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1998) p. 34; David Campbell, 'Metabosnia: Narratives of the Bosnian War' Review of 
International Studies, 24, no. 2 (1998) pp. 261-281. 
22 Some theorists do not fit this categorisation. So-called rationalist Constructivists such as Finnermore and 
Sikkink, for example, do accept and use causal descriptions. However, it should be noted that they never 
clarify w hat t hey m can byt heir p referred term, notion of 'causal mechanisms'. M artha F innemore and 
Kathryn Sikkink, "International Norm Dynamics and Political Change" in Exploration and Contestation in 
the Study of World Politics, ed. P. J. Katzenstein, R. O. Keohane, and S. D. Krasner (London: MIT Press, 
1999) pp. 247-277; Klotz, Norms in International Relations . 
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they argue, is not simply a virtue; social life is complex and theories should recognise 

this. 

Also, along with the assumption of regularity, the post-positivists challenge the reduction 

of knowledge of the social world to observable patterns of behaviour. The emphasis on 

empirical knowledge, as defined by the positivists, reduces social life to behaviour (or 

patterns of behaviour) and, hence, leads to theoretical approaches that ignore the deeper, 

and much more interesting, questions about how and why these behavioural patterns 

come about. This critique also involves criticising the ontological primacy of individuals 

or individual-like actors (states) that are accorded preconceived interests and that are seen 
to make choices according to preconceived interests: it is emphasised that individuals, or 

states, must always be acknowledged to be positioned in social contexts, social contexts 

that ̀ constitute' them as actors. 

The post-positivists also reject the `determinism' implied by many positivist approaches: 

that is, the way in which the rationalists logically deduce or deterministically derive 

conclusions and predictions from `closed systems' view of international politics (e. g. the 

anarchical nature of international system). The post-positivists emphasise the 

contingencies and the openness of social life. 

Post-positivists, further, challenge the 'gate-keeping' tendency in rationalist IR, that is, 

the marginalisation of critical and ̀ ideational' explanations because of the prioritisation 

of the empiricist view of what constitutes valid knowledge. 23 It is argued that the 

empiricist conception of science is not the only way of delineating what is an interesting 

or a non-interesting, a justifiable or a non justifiable, account of the social world. The 

reflectivist approaches have made it their aim to attack the assumptions implicit in the 

23 See especially David Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and Politics of Identity, 
2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998) pp. 207-227. 
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positivist approach to IR: the guiding goal is to oppose reification of the social world and 

the unreflective theorising characteristic of positivism. 24 

This anti-positivist (and seemingly anti-Humean) stance is interesting in that it provides a 

number of ways of challenging the mainstream empiricist approaches and their causal 

analysis. As will be seen in the following chapters, this thesis endorses many of post- 

positivist insights. However, the reflectivist critiques are not unproblematic, notably 

when it comes to the treatment of the notion of cause. 

Reflectivist Aversion to Causal Language 

It is crucial to note that the post-positivist challenge has had some crucial consequences 
for the treatment of the concept of cause in IR. One of the key consequences of 

reflectivist theorising in IR has been that it has given rise to a powerful tendency, not just 

to critique positivist causal approaches, but also to attempt to avoid all causal descriptions 

in favour of `non-causal' ̀constitutive' terminology. 25 

Critical Theorists demonstrate amply this wariness of causal theorising: they have almost 

entirely dropped references to causes or causal analysis in their work. This is because 

causes are associated with positivist theorising and its objectivist assumptions. Cox, for 

example, argues that the concept of cause is applicable strictly to the positivist 
framework. Causal explanation, he argues, is not applicable to his `historicist' 

framework, because the historicist approach does not accept the assumption of regularity 

or the other assumptions of positivism. Causal explanation, which he equates with 

positivist Humeanism, cannot capture the complexity of the social world as the ̀ historical 

approach' can. 26 This association of causes and Humeanism is not self-evident, as will be 

24 See, for example, Andrew Linklater, Beyond Realism and Marxism: Critical Theory and International 
Relations (London: Macmillan, 1990); Andrew Linklater, Transformation of Political Community; Ethical 
Foundations of the Post- Westphalian Era (Oxford: Polity Press, 1998). 
2s This differs from early anti-positivist theorising of Idealists, Classical Realists and English School as 
these all accepted and utilised the notion of cause as we have seen in chapter 3. 
26 Except, he notes in a footnote, in a 'trivial sense': a sense the meaning of which he does not clarify. 
Robert Cox, "Realism, Positivism and Historicism" in R. Cox and T. Sinclair, eds., Approaches to World 
Order (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995) p. 51 fn. 
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seen in the later chapters, but, crucially, arises from the fact that the Critical Theorists 

actually accept the positivist form of causal analysis as characteristic of causation and 

causal analysis. The Critical Theorists critique Humean assumptions but, crucially, not 
the legitimacy of the Humean conceptualisation of causation. 

Similar aversion to causal terminology can be seen to characterise the Poststructuralist 

approaches: Poststructuralists in IR have been decidedly anti-causal. Jenny Edkins, for 

example, argues that the poststructuralist challenge has some fundamental implications 

for knowledge claims about causes: because all objective readings of history can, on the 
basis of the poststructuralist insights, be seen as "impregnated by the present", the 

notions of cause and effect have been made "untenable" 27 We cannot `objectively' 

account for causes and effects: these judgements are already embedded in a discursive 

field and its power-relations. 

Edkins considers cause to be one of the notions that the discourse of modernity has 

objectified and moulded into a `depoliticising' tool. She gives an example of how this 

technologisation and de-politicisation through the notion of cause has worked in IR: 

Processes oft echnologization and d epolitisization can be seen in international p olitics 
itself, as well as in the discipline that studies it. One example of this is found in responses 
to famines, humanitarian crises, or complex political emergencies. Agencies and 
governments outside the crisis area do not take into account of the political processes that 
are under way, of which the crisis is a symptom. Instead they rely on interventions 
derived from abstract, technical analysis of the situation, one that looks for `causes', not 
political reasons or motivations 28 

Following similar line of thought, David Campbell in Writing Security, also declares 

causal descriptions misleading and dangerous. The purpose of his Poststructuralist 

theorising, he argues, is not to give causal explanations: he is opposed to "cataloguing, 

calculating and specifying real causes". 29 Instead, Campbell maintains that his 

27 Jenny Edkins, Poststructuralism and International Relations; Bringing the Political Back In (London: 
Lynner Rienner Publishers, 1999) p. 15. 
28 Ibid. p. 10. 
29 David Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and Politics of Identity, 2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998) p. 4. 
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Poststructuralist theory aims to inquire into the "political consequences of adopting one 

mode of representation over another". 30 

The role of representation, discourses and practices in Poststructuralist theorising is often 

referred to through the notion of `constitution': representations, discourses and practices, 

it is argued, ̀constitute', rather than `cause', identities, social meanings and practices 31 

There are a few reasons for why this term is preferred. First, the notion `constitutive' is 

used because it emphasises that discourses are ideational forces. Causes are often 

associated with `materialist' accounts. 32 Secondly, avoiding causal terminology 

emphasises that the Poststructuralists do not see the social world to be characterised by 

`pushing and pulling' or mechanistically ̀ necessitating' forces. Since the emphasis of 

Poststructuralism is on the fluidity of social life, identities and practices, and their 

`contingent effects' on each other, 33 the notion of cause that is seen to imply fixity and 

determinism is sidelined in favour of the wider and more fluid notion of `constitution'. 

The same effect is appealed to by the use of the notion of conditions of possibility': 

Poststructuralist accounts try to inquire into how discourses define our relationship to the 

other and, thereby, provide `the condition of possibility' for `us' and our practices. 34 

Also, Poststructuralists wish to highlight that ̀ constitutive' theorising emphasises that the 

theories we hold of the world are `constitutive' of practice: academics, it is argued, are 

`complicit in the constitution of realities they merely claim to describe. 35 

Again, it is important to note that the rejection of causal accounts seems to arise from the 

association of causal accounts with the Humean assumptions, its `laws' and 

`determinism. ' Indeed, Poststructuralists seem to see causal accounts as accounts that 

assume the existence of laws and as accounts informed by "images of billiard balls 

30 Ibid. p. 4. 
'1 The emphasis is especially on how relations with `the other' constitutes the self and practices. See for 
example Edkins, Poststructuralism and International Relations p. 15. 
32 Campbell, Writing Security p. 4. 
" Ashley, "Achievements of poststructuralism" in Smith, Booth, and Zalewski, eds., International Theory 

253. 34 
Campbell, National Deconstruction p. ix. 

'S See, for example, Ashley, "Living on Border Lines" pp. 259-321; Campbell, National Deconstruction p. 
14. 
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colliding in a Newtonian universe". 36 Because Poststructuralists reject such images in 

accounting for the social world, they also come to reject causes. 

It is not only the Critical Theorists and the Poststructuralists that reject causal 
descriptions: most Feminists, too, have been unwilling to talk of causes. Again, the 

rejection of causal descriptions seems to arise from the association of causal descriptions 

with the empiricist conception of `science' and from aversion to its `crude' Humean 

analysis of social relations through 'laws'. 37 Also, the fact that in the past many 
`scientific' accounts of gender roles, such as the biological theories of social hierarchies, 

have been averse to feminist ideas, has made Feminists wary of causal claims of 

science. 8 Furthermore, another reason for the Feminist aversion to causal language is 

that, since causation is associated with Humeanism, it has been assumed that causal 
descriptions cannot deal with the complex inter-subjective social constructions of 

masculinity and femininity. Many Feminists in IR would argue that notions of 

masculinity and femininity do not `cause' actions but are `constitutive' of practice and 

other discourses. As a result, reviews on feminism in IR invariably see gender as 

constitutive of identities and practices in international politics, and Feminism as part of 

the "broad category of constitutive theory". 39 

The notion of `constitutive' theorising is also utilised widely by the Constructivist 

theorists. The Constructivists are, arguably, slightly less forceful in their rejection of 

causal descriptions than the Critical Theorists, Poststructuralists and Feminists. Wendt is 

perhaps one of the most explicit advocates of causal account. However, in this thesis 
Wendt will be discussed in the next chapter due to the fact that he draws on a distinctly 

non-Humean philosophically realist account of causation. The focus here is on, what 

might be called, `Winchian Constructivists'. These Winchian Constructivists, on the 

36 Walker, Inside/Outside p. 96. 
37 See, for example, Sandra Harding, The Science Question in Feminism (Ithaca/London: Cornell Unversity 
Press, 1986). 
'B Steans, Gender and International Relations; an Introduction p. 13. 
39 Steve Smith, "The Self-Image of a Discipline: A Genealogy of International Relations Theory" in 
International Relations Theory Today, ed. Ken Booth and Steve Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995) p. 27; Jacqui True, "Feminism" in Burchill et al., eds., Theories of International Relations p. 
247. 
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same lines as Peter Winch, fail to theorise causation clearly and, as a result, accept certain 
Humean assumptions concerning causation. As a consequence of their acceptance of a 
Humean understanding of causation, these Constructivists, tend to avoid making causal 

claims, preferring instead to utilise the ̀ constitutive' terminology. 

Nicholas Onuf is a good example of a Winchian Constructivist. The focus of Onuf's 

work is on how people construct social reality and how agents are `constituted' by the 

social arrangements around them. Onuf rejects the positivist notion of explanation 

centred on material resources and predictable behaviour, and argues that we need to pay 

more attention to the rules and social arrangements as the key ingredients of social life. 

Rules are crucial because they provide context for action, conditions of speech and basis 
ao for other sets of rules. 

Onuf accepts that the notion of cause may not be entirely redundant in social science: he 

accepts that rule-following "presupposes a category of causality". ¢t However, much like 

Winch, Onuf never clearly addresses the issue of causation and, following the anti-causal 

post-positivists, he ends up resisting causal descriptions. O nuf wants to give a special 

meaning to intentionality, rules and ̀ constitution' of social action, meaning that cannot be 

understood through the category of causality. Clearly he seems to prefer the 'constitutive' 

terminology in his more substantive work: in talking about the role of rules in shaping 

social reality, he constantly avoids talking about causes, in favour of the `constitutive' 
description of the role of rules. At the end of the day, causal language is avoided because 
Onuf still seems to associate causes with accounts that imply a straightforward ̀ when A, 

then B' relations and, indeed, relations that imply some sort of regularity. 42 Humean 

assumptions still retain their presence in Onuf s thinking and direct him to adopt the 
`constitutive' terminology over causal descriptions. 

40 Onuf, "Constructivism: User's Manual" in Onuf, Kubalkowa, and Kowert, eds., International Relations 
in a Constructed World (London: M. E. Sharpe, 1998) p. 61. 
41 Onuf, World of Our Making p. 49. 
42 Gould, " What IS at s take in the Agency-Structure Debate? " in Onuf, K ubalkowa, and Kowert, eds., International Relations in a Constructed World p. 81. 
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A similar tendency can be detected in the work of other Constructivists such as Friedrich 

Kratochwil. Kratochwil rejects the rationalist emphasis on laws and determinism. 43 

Specifically, Kratochwil rejects the rationalist assumption that rules can be treated 

through the Humean regularity approach. 44 Kratochwil explicitly attacked the mainstream 

approaches for being "wedded to a particular and mostly inappropriate concept of 

causality". 45 This `inappropriate concept of causality', it seems, refers to the Humean 

approach built into the mainstream theories, that is, the regularity-based, observation-tied, 

closed system analysis of causation characteristic of the positivist works. The Humean 

approach cannot, for Kratochwil, deal with rules, especially the way in which they 

condition speech, constitute other rules, as well as guide action. We make reference to 

rules when we say and do things, but these rules do not cause us to do what we do, rather 
they constitute the context of our practice. 46 

However, despite the rejection of outright Humeanism, what the alternative 'appropriate' 

assumptions about causation entail remains unclear. Because causes are not theorised 
beyond the rejection of Humeanism, Kratochwil is unable to give a clear account of what 

causes mean and how they can be applied in Constructivist theorising. B ecause of the 

uncertainty about what causes mean, Kratochwil decides to avoid using causal 
descriptions: indeed, despite explicitly rejecting only a particular form of causal analysis 

- the Humean approach - causes ̀drop out' from his theorising altogether. Kratochwil 

avoids talking about rules as causal, preferring instead to talk of `constitutive rules' that 
`mould decisions' and ̀ constitute practice'. 47 This is because, in the end, Kratochwil has 

no `positive' alternative to Humeanism in conceptualising causation. Although he knows 

what he rejects, he has no clear idea about what it is that he would accept about 

causation. Because of his unwillingness to theorise causation, Kratochwil inadvertently 

ends up reproducing Humeanism as the only viable account of causation. 8 

" Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" p. 128. 
44 Kratochwil, Rules, Norms and Decisions p. 100, 
as Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" p. 136. 
' Kratochwil, Rules, Norms and Decisions pp. 6.12. 
47 Ibid. pp 4-8. 
`a Jamie Morgan has demonstrated that Kratochwil's account is steeped in Humeanism as he ends up 
attaching Humean biases - such as ̀ determinism' and ̀ materiality' - to causal descriptions. Jamie Morgan, 
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John Ruggie seems equally confused about the nature and role of causation. He accepts, 

more explicitly than Kratochwil or Onuf, the legitimacy of causation in his Constructivist 

analysis. For example, he explicitly acknowledges his belief in `ideational causation. 

Yet, Ruggie finds it extremely difficult to conceptualise what this might mean. Ruggie, 

confusingly, always discusses causation alongside the DN-model explanation: Ruggie has 

not made an effort to think about causation any more deeply than is the convention in the 

mainstream of the discipline. The fact that he accepts a traditionally Humean account of 

causation means that causation gets a rather limited role in his Constructivist analyses. 

Indeed, Ruggie continually contrasts causal explanations with the so-called constitutive 

"non-causal explanations". 50 For Ruggie, such things as beliefs, agents and meanings fall 

into the category of `reasons for action' that should be distinguished from `causes of 

action'. 51 Specifically, he is of the opinion that ideas cannot be causal in the same way as 

brute facts and that categories of intentionality (`aspirations', for example) should be 

separated conceptually from causes of action. 52 

The aversion to causal language and the resulting dichotomisation of causal and non- 

causal theories and categories has, as we have seen, played a crucial role in post-positivist 

theorising. Reflectivist approaches in IR have avoided, or marginalised, causal framings 

in favour of constitutive terminology. Constitutive approaches and questions have been 

seen as ̀ non-causal' because they do not make ̀ deterministic' claims about ideas, rules, 

norms, discourses, theories: ideas do not `push or pull' but rather ̀ make/define/constitute 

something'. The crucial thing to note is that the delineation of causal and non-causal 
factors has been fundamentally tied to the Humean assumptions: causes are implied to 

involve regularities and deterministic relations, while the `constitutive' aspects of social 
life are considered non-causal because they do not entail these things. This aversion to 

'Philosophical Realism in International Relations Theory: Kratochwil's Constructivist Challenge to Wendt' 
Journal of Critical Realism, 1. no. 1 (2002) pp. 106-8. 
" Ruggie, "What Makes the World Hang Together? " p. 226, 
so Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity p. 34. 
1 Ruggie, "What Makes the World Hang Together? " p. 229. 

s2 Ibid. p. 229. 
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causation on Humean grounds has some important implications that we must now 

address. 

Consequences of Humeanism in Reflectivist Theorising 

The acceptance of Humeanism has some important consequences for how reflectvists 

conduct t heir t heorising. First, b ecause oft heir aversion toc ausality on the basis ofa 

Human conception of cause, the reflectivist approaches have rejected causation on 

simplistic Humean grounds, without showing any interest in reconceptualising the 

concept of cause. The reflectivists have not engaged with non-Humean philosophies of 

causation: they have been content to simply do away with the concept of cause. This 

simplistic rejection is not only curious considering that these theoretical approaches are 

otherwise interested in reconceptualising the conceptual premises of IR theorising, but 

also because it has, arguably, reproduced simplistic and dichotomous lines of debate in 

IR. 

Indeed, if the rationalists have had undue confidence in scientific method and have been 

restricted in specific ways in their causal theorising (see chapter 3), the reflectivists have 

also seen their approach in rather dichotomous and restrictive terms because of accepting 

the Humean assumptions concerning causation. Since causal analysis has been associated 

with positivism, science, and materialist explanations, which the reflectivists do not 

endorse, the reflectivist theorists have come to assume that their theorising is somehow 

very different from causal theorising. Not only is it considered illegitimate to evaluate 

constitutive approaches on the basis of the positivist criteria, but also it is assumed that 

non-causal theorising is 'incommensurable' with a causal approach to the social world. " 

Crucially, the theoretical and conceptual systems of these theorists tend to become 

focused on the `reflection' over the 'non-causal' role of 'ideas', 'discourses' and 'inter- 

subjective understandings' in shaping meanings in social life and, as a result, the most 

crucial explanatory factors are seen to be 'normative' or 'discursive'. 54 This not only goes 

s; Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" pp. 137-8. 
54 See for example Ibid. p. 134-159; Campbell, National Deconstruction . 
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towards divorcing the reflectivist theorists from the concerns of the mainstream IR, but 

also results in a tendency towards theoretical and conceptual reductionism (concentrated 

on the ideational, normative or discursive) that is not necessary or desirable (as will be 

seen in later chapters). 

Besides the problem of dichotomisation that the rejection of causation gives rise to, there 

is an even more fundamental problem with the reflectivist rejection of causes. Despite the 

explicit anti- and non-causal lines of argumentation, the reflectivist approaches do also 

seem to utilise implicit causal descriptions: causal descriptions, however, that have not 

been recognised as causal by the reflectivists themselves, due to their association of 

causal descriptions with Humean criteria. 

Humeanism has associated causes with regularities and mechanistic ̀when A, the B' type 

relations. However, in our everyday language we use the notion of cause in a much wider 

sense: we deem ourselves to have put our finger on the cause of something when we say 

that ̀ Andy hit Alex b ecause he stole his girlfriend' or that `Labour won the elections 

because of Tony Blair's charming qualities'. We also say that various 'forces' and 

`factors', for example, media representations, capitalist structures or political ideologies, 

`have consequences' in world politics. We also, arguably, imply causal connections when 

we talk of things, ideas or people as ̀ influencing', `producing', `constraining', ̀ enabling' 

or `shaping' courses of events. The Humean model of causal analysis does not allow us to 

understand this more `common-sensical' everyday terminology as causal because of the 

empiricist requirements for making causal statements (all causal claims must be based on 

observational regularities). However, as will be seen, in the light of non-Humean 

conceptualisations of causes explored in later chapters, these implicit causal descriptions 

can be understood as causal. The goal of the remainder of this section, in preparation for 

the discussions to follow, is to demonstrate that common-sensical everyday causal 
language can be considered to characterise reflectivist approaches in IR, and that, hence, 

despite their rejections of Humeanism, these approaches are not consistent in their anti- 

causal stance. 
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Despite his anti-causal arguments, Cox's account, for example, can be seen to be 

characterised by terminology that can be seen as causal. Cox's account, for example, is 

based on a careful outlining of structural ̀ forces' - material, ideational and institutional - 
that form the essence of the historical developments that he tries to explain. All the 

layered and interacting `forces' in world politics, Cox describes not as causes but as 
`pressures and constraints'. 55 Other Critical theorist accounts convey the same vaguely 

causal assumptions: Linklater, too, conceives the world to consist of certain structures, 

processes and ways of thinking that `shape' the world we live in (capitalism, racism, 

sexism). Even in his more explicitly normative work Linklater recognises the importance 

of identifying (through sociological inquiry) how the present social structures are 
historically and socially `formed' and how they 'affect' world politics. 56 Arguably, 

countering these oppressive social structures and processes that 'bring about' the limiting 

boundedness of political identification, disenfranchisement and oppression is precisely 

the essence of Critical Theory. 

It is hard to see how the Critical Theory analyses of world politics are not causal, if we 

start recognising more implicit terminology as causal. Indeed, it becomes difficult to 

understand why the Critical Theorists would even talk about these social structures and 

processes if they were not causal in some sense. For example, why does capitalism matter 

as a 'force' in world politics, for these theorists? Because capitalism, as a structure of 

social relations, is seen as in some sense causal over individuals: capitalism has the 
(causal) power to constrain the human flourishing of some, while enabling others to 

control the system and maintain oppressive structures (for a more detailed discussion, see 

chapter 6 and 7). Both Cox and Linklater associate causation with positivism and its 

covering-law theorising, the deterministic assumptions of which they then seek to 

criticise. As a result, they avoid talking about causation in their theories - while having a 
deep (implicit) interest in what seem to be ̀ causal' forces that shape the modem world. 

5s Cox and Sinclair, eds., Approaches to World Order p. 95. 
56 Linklater, Transformation of Political Community p. 3; Linklater, Beyond Realism and Marxism 

. 
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These ̀ vague' or `common-sensical' causal descriptions can also be seen to characterise 
Poststructuralist accounts. As we saw in the previous section, Edkins voiced some 

powerful criticisms concerning the failures of the discipline of IR to tackle problems in 

world politics, such as famine. Edkins blamed ̀ causal analyses' for this failure. Causal 

analyses, she argued, "do not take into account of the political processes that are under 

way, of which the crisis is a symptom' and do look for `political reasons or 

motivations". 57 If we pay attention to the more common-sensical causal terminology, we 

can see that the notion of cause gets unfairly implicated. This is because Edkins fails to 

delineate what she means by causes. Arguably, she accepts the Humean model of causal 

analysis as characteristic of the form of causal analysis that she criticises: causal analysis, 
for her purposes, is about abstract scientific generalisation beyond context. In equating 

causation with regularity-based Humean causation, Edkins fails to see how her own 

assessment depends on a causal understanding of the situation: presumably the `political 

processes' of which the crisis is a ̀ symptom' are, in fact, the some sort of `causes'. 

Edkins returns to this issue later on by discussing the debate over whether famine relief 

should be considered, in some cases, as the cause rather than the solution to famine. She 

argues that "the impact of relief is to be measured and analyzed more carefully". Yet, 

Edkins follows this statement by saying that "to regard famine relief as the cause rather 
than the solution of famine is merely to invert the oppositions inherent in the approach 
that seeks, in a logo-centric manner, for solutions in terms of cause and effect". 58 What is 

needed, she argues, is "to make the move that treats relief as the undecidable - and hence 

political". 59 Presumably, it is through this that we can `repolitisise' the issue of famine 

relief. The problem is, however, that Edkins assumes that causal analysis cannot be 

complexity-sensitive, that it necessarily entails claims about ̀ ultimate causes' and that it 

must be apolitical. This, it will be shown in the rest of this thesis, is a crucial mistake, a 

mistake, again, deriving from a Humean, positivist understanding of causation that has 

claimed to show the way to objective non-political science of the social world. 

s' Edkins, Poststructuralism and International Relations p. 10. 
sa Ibid. p. 80. 
S9 Ibid. p. 80. 
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Campbell, as we have observed, also rejects causation. However, Campbell's work, too, 

is full of references to how particular `conceptual resolutions' and discourses produce 

effects in the practices of people by constraining, making, encouraging, enabling, 

reproducing, reifying ranges of action. Indeed, representations and discourses matter 
because they, as Campbell puts it, have certain "political consequences". 60 For example, 
in National Deconstruction Campbell argues that the ̀ ontopology' of binding together of 

territoriality, statism and mono-culturalism in Western liberal discourses have had some 

crucial implications in how the West viewed and dealt with the situation in Bosnia. 

Historical representations have political consequences. One of the principal effects of the 
historical fatalism associated with the ontopolitical rendering of the Bosnian war has been 
to disenable calls for political and military action-Through the violence of conceptual 
determination the international community legitimized, replicated and extended the 
violence of ethnic cleansing. 61 

This claim, it seems, is not a-causal, if causes are not understood through the Humean 

model: Campbell is arguing that the way Western discourse frames political community 

and international processes, has important consequences for the kinds of actions that 

agents, informed by these discourses, can take. Despite the self-proclaimed a-causality of 

the post-modern t um in IR t here are many c ausal-sounding c laims being m ade within 

these supposedly a-causal theories. The claims do not refer to deterministic, nor 

mechanistic ('when A, then B) forces or connections, yet it seems that the 

Poststructuralists talk of discourses and representations precisely because they have 

`consequences' for identities or practices. It could be argued, then, that the 
Poststructuralist rejection of causation does not necessarily constitute a rejection of the 

principle of causation, but rather, arises from their acceptance of a Humean conception of 

causation. 

The same criticism applies to Feminist approaches. Feminists, as we have seen, have also 
been averse to making causal claims, due to the association of causal language with 
`male-stream' gender-blind scientific IR. However, Feminists have clearly made a 
number of claims, not just about the gendered nature of society but its effects. Feminists 

60 Campbell, Writing Security p. 4. 
61 Campbell, National Deconstruction pp. 84,225. 
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have noted that women are unequally represented in world politics as well as, perhaps 

more deeply, that they are affected differently by events and processes in world politics 

(e. g. economic liberalisation, technologisation, environmental degradation, militarisation). 

Why do Feminists highlight the gendered norms, discourses or social practices in 

explaining these differences in experience between men and women? Presumably, 

because the gendered nature of social norms and structures has real effects on women's 

lives, even if sometimes indirectly, or unintentionally - they are causal, if not in a 

deterministic or mono-causal manner. Arguably, the very project of Feminism depends 

on making some causal claims about the nature of patriarchal societies and global 

structures. "' 

It seems that the role of these inadvertent causal statements has not been understood 

within the reflectivist approaches precisely because the reflectivists, as the rationalists, 

have been wedded to a Humean understanding of causation and have not been aware of 

alternative non-Humean framings of the concept of cause. The purpose of this thesis is to 

explore alternative philosophical framings of causation: ones that allow IR theorists to 

move beyond the conceptual muddles reproduced by the acceptance of, or the simple 

rejection of, the Humean model of causal analysis. It will emerge that when the concept 

of cause is rethought the supposedly anti-causal theorists in IR can be seen as far from 

anti-causal. 

Summary 

Reflectivism in contemporary IR has advanced some powerful criticisms of the positivist 

mainstream: their conception of social science methods (quantification), epistemology 

62 The fact that some sort of causal analysis is central to Feminism has, interestingly, been noted by Enloe. 
"It's a mistake to portray feminist analysis as merely about impacts - for example, revealing the effects of 
war on women, or of international debt on women. That, in fact, is significant to reveal. But most feminist 
analyses reveal more than impacts. For instance, Bananas tries to show why the colonial project occurred 
the way it did. Bananas and Maneuvers both seek to show why states are so needful of ideas about 
masculinity and femininity. That's making a theoretical argument about causality. " Review of International 
Studies, 'An Interview with Cythia Enloe' Review of International Studies, 27 (2001) p. 656. Emphasised 
also at atalk given at University of Wales, Aberystwyth on May 10'h, 2001. Arguably, in recognising 
causal role of gender in world politics, Enloe has tried to escape from the Humean conception of causation, 
even if this has not been conceptualised very coherently. See chapter 6 and 7. 
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(empiricist objectivism) and ontology (with emphasis on observables, individuals, their 

behaviour or measurable material things). As will be seen, this thesis is largely in 

agreement with the post-positivist criticisms of the positivist mainstream informed by a 

Humean empiricist view of causal analysis. However, instead of simply accepting the 

reflectivists and post-positivist assumptions, this thesis seeks to point out that many 

reflectivists actually work within the Humean discourse on causation. This chapter has 

seen that, in their anxiousness to challenge the mainstream, the reflectivists have 

dismissed the notion of cause too promptly, and, crucially, on Humean basis. 

As a result, the post-positivist challenge to the mainstream has been an unnecessarily 

anti-causal project. Buying into the Humean discourse on causation has meant that causes 

and causal analyses have been associated with `determinism', `materialism', 

`depoliticisation' and ̀ reification'. The reflectivists have not noticed that their criticisms 

of causes and causal analysis are targeted at the Humean model of causal analysis, rather 

than causal approaches more widely. This has given rise to two problems. First, because 

there has been no willingness to think about causation in any deeper sense, the 

reflectivists have not really challenged Humeanism, they have simply conceived 

themselves to be engaging in a different, `anti-causal' project. This has meant that 

Humean model of causal analysis has retained its rule as the ̀ only game in town' when it 

comes to causal analysis. It has also entailed that reflectivists have developed some 
isolationist or theoretically reductionist tendencies: the constitutive theorising they do is 

seen as non-scientific (primacy on interpretation), non-causal (primacy on constitution of 

meanings), non-deterministic (primacy on contingency) and non-material (primacy on 
ideas). This has entailed the narrowing down of theoretical and conceptual horizons. 

Second, the fact that there has been no understanding of causation beyond Humeanism in 

IR has meant that IR approaches have had no way of understanding more `common- 

sensically' causal claims and assumptions. Indeed, as was seen in the last chapter, it is far 

from clear, when we pay attention to more common-sensical causal terminology, that 

post-positivism is non-causal. As we have seen, implicit causal terminology can be 

detected in all reflectivist theories. Indeed, paradoxically, their own accounts of concrete 
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processes, and their normative projects, rely on certain ̀ vaguely' causal claims about the 

state of the world: they consider their accounts to `matter' for IR and the practice of 
international politics because the `ways of thinking', discourses, representations, norms 

and rules that they point to can be shown to have important consequences in world 

politics. 

It is the goal of the second part of this thesis to elucidate what these ̀ vague' 'common- 

sensical' causal statements mean, and in what sense they can be considered causal. Also, 

their relationship to the notion of `constitutive theorising' will be clarified. The goal of 
the rest of the thesis is to elucidate a way forward from the Humean problem-field in IR: 

to investigate what alternative conceptions of causation have to offer and what the 
implications of adopting such alternative framings of causation are. The goal of this 

thesis, as will be seen in Part II, is to endorse a critique of positivism that allows us to 

avoid the anti-causal conclusions of the reflectivists through adopting a much `deeper' 

and ̀ broader' non-Humean view of causation. 
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Attempts to Move Beyond Humeanism: Strengths and 
Weaknesses 

Part I of this thesis has argued that so-called Humean assumptions, which reduce causal 

analysis to regularity analysis ofo bservables and entail the a ssumptions of regularity. 
determinism (given regularities, we can make ̀ when A, then B' statements about causal 

relations and have basis for prediction) and efficient causality (given regularities causes 

should be thought of as `pushing and pulling forces'), have been overwhelmingly 
dominant in twentieth century philosophy of science and philosophy of social science. It 

has been seen that contemporary IR theorising has also been deeply informed by these 

assumptions, which has given rise to particular kinds of understandings of the nature of 

causes and of causal analysis in the recent disciplinary debates. We have seen that 

rationalists, in their efforts to follow the positivist conception of causal analysis, have 

ended up conducting generalising, ̀ additive' and regularity-deterministic research and 
have, as a result, found it difficult to engage with non-deterministic non-regular aspects 
of the social world, notably with processes of 'social construction' through meanings, 
rules, norms or discourses. On the other hand, the reflectivists that have analysed these 

aspects of the social world have tended to reject causal analysis, with the hope of, 
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thereby, avoiding the deterministic connotations of the Humean approaches. In rejecting 

or avoiding causal language, the reflectivists have failed to engage with non-Humean 

philosophies of causation, and, importantly, have not recognised that some of their own 

claims might be considered causal. 

The second part of the thesis seeks a response to the Humean framing of causal analysis 

in IR through a philosophical reframing of the concept of cause. The aim is to put 
forward ac onceptualisation of causation that allows ustor eframe the meaning of the 

concept of cause, thereby allowing a reframing of the Humean problematique that 

informs both the rationalist and the reflectivist approaches in IR. To this end chapter 5 

will introduce and evaluate some of the key philosophical alternatives to Humeanism, as 

well as their applications in IR. It will be seen that, while the pragmatist and the 

philosophically realist approaches raise important arguments against Humeanism, and 
have provided interesting insights in IR framings of causation, they have not always 

addressed the problem of Humeanism consistently or comprehensively enough. Chapter 6 

will seek to summarise the problems of causation within the various IR approaches 

examined in Part I, and in chapter 5, and, in order to address these issues, will suggest 

that we understand causes in a `deeper' and a ̀ broader' manner. In so doing, it is argued, 

we can rethink some of the central philosophical problems of Humeanism, and, thus, 

reframe some of the key problems in IR theorists' engagements with causation. Chapter 7 

will illustrate the impact of such a reframing of causation for substantive IR research 

through exploring some illustrative causal puzzles in IR. 

This chapter aims to begin the project of rethinking causation by examining some of the 

key philosophical alternatives to Humeanism. The focus here is on evaluating the 

strengths and weaknesses of two anti-Humean philosophical schools of thought: the 

pragmatist and the philosophically realist approaches. ' Moreover, I will also point to how 

' There are other p hilosophical accounts of causation that confront aspects of Ilumeanism, notably the 
singularity account, Cartwright's account of laws and Salmon's causal mark approaches. See Tom 
Beauchamp, Philosophical Problems of Causation (Encino: Dickinson, 1974); Nancy Cartwright, How the 
Laws of Physics Lie (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983); Cartwright, Dappled World: Essays on the Perimeter 
of Science (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Wesley Salmon, Scientific Explanation and the 
Causal Structure of the World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984); Wesley Salmon, Causality 
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these alternative philosophical stances have been drawn on by some theorists in IR in 

order to escape the problems of Humeanism in the discipline. 

While recognising the strengths of these approaches, the chapter will point to some of the 

problems that characterise them, philosophically and in their applications in IR. It is seen 

that pragmatists have avoided some of the central Humean assumptions in their 

conceptualisations of causation. However, it is also seen that the pragmatist approach, 

both philosophically and its IR application, has been characterised by certain problematic 

anti-realist and relativist assumptions. Philosophical realism has managed to address 

these concerns, yet some other philosophical issues concerning causation have remained 
inadequately developed. Moreover, some of the applications of philosophical realism in 

IR have been characterised by distinct inconsistencies. 

The ̀ deeper' and ̀ broader' account of cause developed in chapter 6 will draw on the key 

insights of the approaches examined here, especially on philosophical realism, but will 

seek to develop further some of those issues that have been inadequately addressed so far. 

Pragmatism 

One of the alternatives to the Humean framing has been presented by, what is here 

termed, 'pragmatism'. This refers to a broad category of approaches that refuse to 

conceptualise causes through the Humean assumptions, seeing causal explanations, 

instead, as specific kind of answers to some of our specific kind of `pragmatic' inquiries. 

Causes and causal explanations, the pragmatists argue, are tied to our wishes to make the 

world `controllable' or `intelligible' for us. While presenting an interesting challenge to 

Humeanism, the pragmatist stance on causes is not entirely unproblematic. It is seen that 

because these approaches are anthropocentric, that is, they prioritise human interests and 

and Explanation (Oxford: Oxford University Press); Phil Dowe, 'Causality and Conserved Quantities: a 
Reply to Salmon' Philosophy of Science, 62 (1992) pp. 321-333. These accounts will not be discussed here 
for the sake of space and focus, and because these approaches, arguably, do not develop coherent answers 
to the problems of Humeanism. 
2 Pragmatism is a broad philosophical school. Here, the analysis is focused on 'English' pragmatism. The 
pragmatism of John Dewey, William James and Richard Rorty is not discussed here because this tradition 
has not developed a distinctive account of cause. 
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human knowledge (and, hence, epistemological issues) in defining causation, they fail to 

give causes and causal explanation ontological grounding. I will here, first, examine two 

`pragmatist' approaches: the manipulability account and the so-called `causes as an 

explanatory relation' approach. I will then examine Hidemi Suganami's work on the 

causes of war in IR, as it arguably draws on the pragmatist philosophical approaches. 

Pragmatist Philosophy: Manipulability Theory and Causation as Explanation 

The manipulability theory of causation, developed in Collingwood's and Gasking's 

writings, provides an interesting alternative to Humeanism. The manipulability account 

challenges the Humean assumption that causes and causal explanation are dependent on 

regularities of observables. Rather, the manipulability theorists argue that causes should, 

quite simply, be seen as those things that we assign as causes. But how do we assign 

something as a cause? Manipulability theorists emphasise that we often term causes those 

things that we can control or manipulate for our pragmatic ends. The term' cause', in 

manipulability theorists' view, refers to whatever (event, process, thing, power, 

condition) which human agents can control in order to produce or prevent another state of 

affairs (their `effect'). As Collingwood puts it, a cause of a given event is "the handle, so 

to speak by which we can manipulate it". 3 

Since "for any given person, the cause... of a given thing is that one of its conditions 

which he is able to produce or prevent", 4 there is no way we can speak of causes except 

from a particular perspective. Thus, against Hume, "for a mere spectator there are no 

causes". 5 Collingwood invites us to consider an example. 

A car skids while cornering at a certain point, strikes the kerb, and turns turtle. From the 
car driver's point of view the cause of the accident was cornering too fast, and the lesson 
is that one must drive more carefully. From the county surveyor's point of view the cause 

3 R. G. Collingwood, An Essay on Metaphysics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940) p. 296. Collingood 
distinguishes between three senses of cause of which the manipulability account of cause is the second. 
Sense I refer to the use of causes in history, that is, accounts of how actors were 'afforded' certain motives. 
Sense III, the use of causation in the theoretical sciences, is understood on the lines of counterfactual 
Humean theories of cause. See Ibid. pp. 296-312. 
4 Collingwood quoted in W. H. Dray, Philosophy of History (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1964) p. 45 
5 Collingwood, An Essay on Metaphysics p. 306. 
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was a defect in the surface or camber of the road, and the lesson is that greater care must 
be taken to make roads skid-proof. From the motor-manufacturer's point of view the 
cause was a defective design in the car, and the lesson is that one must place the centre of 
gravity lower. 6 

Pragmatists emphasise that our accounts of causes always put emphasis on different 

factors, depending on our differing `manipulability' interests. 

Gasking, following Collingwood, emphasises the way in which scientific accounts use 

this manipulability logic. Gasking argues that a statement such as ̀ a rise in temperature 

of iron causes it to glow', in fact, means the same as ̀ by applying to iron the general 

technique for making things hot you will also make it glow'. 7 

The manipulability theory of causation is interesting in that it challenges the Humean 

notion that regularities are the most crucial ingredient of causal explanation. However, 

the manipulability account is not incompatible with the Humean accounts: indeed, many 

Humean accounts also emphasise the importance of `instrumental' knowledge and 

`control' interests. 8 

A position that builds on the manipulability approach to causation, but that avoids 

accepting ̀ instrumentality' in such a strong way, is Scriven's 'causes as an explanatory 

relation' approach. Scriven argues that we should understand causes, not as regularities or 

as `what we control', but as fundamentally ̀ explanatory': causes are those things that 

make the world intelligible for us. 9 Causal accounts, Scriven argues, "can only be 

understood or explicated by reference to a number of contextual parameters". 10 For 

example, to say ̀ heat caused a heart attack' is to say that `accounting for heart attack by 

6 Collingwood, quoted in Tom L. Beauchamp, "Manipulability Theories of Causation" in Philosophical 
Problems of Causation, ed. Tom L. Beauchamp (Encino: Dickenson, 1974) p. 116. 
' Ibid. p. 117. 
e Pragmatist premises are, for example, evident in Judea Pearl's causal modelling: interventions are seen as 
an essential part of establishing causality. J. Pearl, Causality: Models, Reasoning and Inference 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Also, many IR accounts can be seen to emphasise 
'control' interests. See, for example, King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry; Scientific 
Inference in Qualitative Research (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994) and Kenneth Waltz, 
Theory of International Politics (London: McGraw-Hill, 1979) p. 8. 
9 M. Scriven, 'Causation and Explanation' Nous, 9, no. 3 (1975) pp. 3.16. 
10 Ibid. p. 4. 
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reference to heat' allows us to explain the occurrence of a heart attack in a given 

explanatory context. Causes, it is argued, cannot be reduced to any simple definitional 

criteria: they can be all kinds of things or factors that make something intelligible to us by 

advancing an explanation to a specific `causal puzzle'. 

The pragmatist reconceptualisation of causation has an important impact on how causes 

are talked about in social science, and for the framing of social science debates. The 

assumption that we can only say what a `cause' is from our subjective ̀ inquisitive' point 

of view, has had a lot of resonance in the philosophy of history. Drawing on 
Collingwood, Dray has sought to clarify the meaning of pragmatist framing of causation 
for the social sciences, notably history. 

Dray's focus was to challenge the Humean and, thereby, the dichotomous positivist vs. 
hermeneutic framing of social inquiry. Dray argues that regularities and supposed laws of 
behaviour are neither possible nor necessary in causal explanations in the social world. 11 

For Dray, in explaining historical events, it is more important to show that a condition X 

(say, Hitler as the leader of Germany) was a necessary condition for an event Y (World 

War II) than to demonstrate a regularity connection of X and Y type observables (Hitler- 

like leaders and wars). 12 Causal language of various kinds, he recognises, is constantly 

used in all our claims about the world. However, following pragmatism, causes are seen 

as those things that allow us to explain the world around us in a pragmatic way. 

This pragmatist notion of cause has a particular solution to offer for the reasons-causes 
debate. Dray argues that the difference between stating reasons for action or causes of it 

"is one of approach or point of view or of inquiry". 13 There is no fundamental 

philosophical gulf between the reasons and causes accounts for Dray; their status is 
defined simply by the pragmatics of a given inquiry. 

11 See W. H. Dray, Laws and Explanations in History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975). pp. 86-9. 12 Dray, Philosophy of History pp. 41-47. See also Dray, Laws and Explanations in History p. 112. 13 Dray, Laws and Explanations in History p. 153-5. 
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While in many ways useful in challenging the dominance of the regularity accounts, and 

the dichotomisations they have upheld in the social sciences, the pragmatist approaches 

are not entirely unproblematic. It could be argued that the pragmatist approaches have not 

really escaped the Humean anti-realist framing of causation, in that they, too, prioritise 

epistemology (how we derive knowledge, that is observe/think) over ontology (what is) 

and, hence, deny the existence of ontological causes. Dray, for example, argues that we 

cannot claim to know the `real' causes of anything: 

It is true that in explanatory statement... one or a few conditions are picked out as `the 
cause'. But this does not.. . confer upon the causal conditions any mysterious ontological 
priority. It merely satisfies certain pragmatic criteria of importance. 14 

In the pragmatist approaches the independent existence of a reality beyond ̀ our accounts' 

is effectively denied: all there is to causation is, literally, `our accounts'. The pragmatist 

critiques are premised on prioritising human knowledge and interests: they are 

epistemological and inherently anthropocentric. 

Because these approaches ignore the ontological problem of causation (are there causes 

beyond ̀ our accounts'? ), the pragmatist accounts also come to accept certain problematic 

relativist assumptions. Collingwood, for example, puts forward a relativist account of 

causes: he argues that people often use the notion of cause to assign blame and, hence, 

their accounts are always from a subjective perspective. 15 Scriven, too, sees causal 

accounts as fundamentally linked to `our interests', not to the nature of the world or its 

`real causes': causal accounts are seen as "intersubjectively corroborated". ' 6 The 

pragmatists find it difficult to give grounds for justifying authoritative judgements 

between causal accounts: if there are no `real' causes, our accounts can never account for 

`something' in `better' or `worse' ways. All accounts are, in effect, accepted as ̀ equal': 

the only difference between them is that some engender more `control' or that some 
happen to be ̀ inter-subjectively' more acceptable than others. 

" Ibid. p. 114. 
t5 Collingwood, An Essay on Metaphysics pp. 303-4. 
16 See, for example, Scriven, 'Causation and Explanation' p. 12. 
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However, this raises a crucial question: where does the ability to `control', or, indeed, the 

'inter-subjective corroboration' arise from? Arguably, the pragmatists have not succeeded 

in answering the crucial question: why do some s chemas a bout the world work better 

than others? Why can some things be controlled through certain ̀ handles' and why are 

some explanations more easily ̀ inter-subjectively corroborated' than others? The 'inter- 

subjective consensus' on the inability of humans to fly (unaided), for example, is strong, 

and such knowledge seems to have important instrumental (control) uses too. But is the 

consensus strong merely because of a pragmatic acceptance that humans cannot fly or 

because the world `really' limits what humans can and cannot do? Are there ontological 

`real causes' in the world that our accounts either manage to or fail to account for? Are 

pragmatic explanations, in fact, premised on some ̀ real causes'? Do some explanations 

get accepted because they grasp the real causes in the world better than others? 17 The 

pragmatist approaches, while useful, are haunted by some important questions, questions 

that their frameworks fail to deal with because of their unwillingness to deal with the 

ontological problem of causation. Hidemi Suganami's approach to causation in IR, it 

could be argued, is characterised by the pragmatist unwillingness to deal with ontological 

issues of causation. 

Pragmatism in IR: Hidemi Suganami 

Hidemi Suganami's On the Causes of War is one of the first comprehensive works trying 

to grapple with the complex conceptual problems in theorising causation in IR. Suganami 

argues that in IR the causes of war have been unhelpfully left for the `empirical' 

scientists to study. Because of the empirical scientists' aversion to conceptual study, 
Suganami argues, empirical engagements with causes of war in IR have remained 

confused. 18 Suganami wants to clarify some of the conceptual issues relating to the 

debates on the causes of war. He argues that, to avoid confusion, we should start 
distinguishing b etween three distinct types of questions c oncerning the c auses ofw ar: 

questions concerning `pre-requisites', or 'necessary conditions', of war, questions 

17 Hacking, "Three Parables" in R. B. Goodman, ed., Pragmatism; a Contemporary Reader (London: 
Routledge, 1995) pp. 237-47. 
18 Hidemi Suganami, On the Causes of War (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996) p. 2. 
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concerning circumstances of likelihood of war, and questions concerning causes of 

particular wars. The different goals of these causal questions, he argues, have not been 

adequately addressed in IR. 19 

For our purposes, the main import of Suganami's theorisation is his critique of the 

Humean regularity approach to causation. Suganami argues that the Humean 

correlational studies in IR have yielded certain limited insights in answering questions 

about the circumstances in which wars are frequent. However, he argues that 

correlational studies cannot `explain' the causes of war, especially the causes of 

particular wars. ° Moreover, he argues that the correlational approaches are not 

adequately attuned to the possibility that wars, or democratic peace, are caused by many 

different mechanisms or causes in different historical periods. 1 

Suganami proposes a radically different way of framing causal explanation in IR. He 

draws on the pragmatist notion of cause, more specifically the `causation as an 

explanatory relation' approach. Suganami argues that the aim of causal explanation is not 

to correlate regular patterns but to render events or patterns intelligible. 22 He argues that 

neither regularity, nor counterfactual theories of cause, can give an adequate account of 

what causal explanation involves. Causal explanations, he argues, aim to make up stories 
that, by linking together various events or patterns, render a given causal puzzle 
`intelligible' for us. To state a cause of an event, he argues, "is to explain its occurrence, 
to render the occurrence more intelligible... to do this we need to show the sequence of 

relevant events leading to the event in such a way that a specific puzzle can be solved"23 
Suganami stresses that a theorist, or a historian, looking to give an account of causes 

must, in order to `explain' something, devise a narrative account through which (s)he can 

explicate how various events or processes brought about a given phenomenon. The point 

of a narrative account of causes of war is that it "renders the outbreak of the war more 

19 Ibid. pp. 11-47. 
20 Ibid. p. I11. 
21 Ibid. p. 104,107. 
22 Ibid. pp. 134-8. 
23 Ibid. p, 139. 
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intelligible to us than before, the sequence of events thus narrated constituting the cause 

of the war". 4 

Importantly, Suganami emphasises the importance of accepting a multi-causal and 

complexity-sensitive approach to causal analysis. The kind of causal factors any 

explanatory account of causes of war must deal with are manifold but can, according to 

Suganami, be categorised into four main areas: relevant background conditions, chance 

coincidences, mechanistic processes and actions/inactions by key individuals. 25 

Suganami builds a coherent and powerful critique of the regularity approach to causal 

analysis in IR. By opening up the notion of cause, Suganami radically opens up the IR 

discourse on causation and causal analysis. Through this approach we can see that, contra 

positivists, causal theorising does not require analysis of regularities: in fact, historical 

and qualitative data play the most crucial role in many causal explanations. 26 Also, it 

highlights the need for more holistic explanations and narratives that explain how various 

conditions or events coming together bring about certain phenomena. 27 Suganami's 

reframing of causal explanation also allows us to challenge the conventional division of 
IR into explanatory (causal) and understanding (non-causal) approaches: causal analysis 

that gives an account of something both `explains' and allows us to 'understand'. 28 

Suganami's account allows us to see various, including reflectivist, accounts in IR as 
`causal' in that they provide `narrative accounts' that make the world more intelligible. 

Because of the acceptance of the narrative view of causes, it can be accepted that various 

words, such as the implicit references to `origins', `conditions', `forces', `consequences' 

and so on, are, in fact, causal: they are crucial linguistic devices through which causal 

narratives ̀ intelligibilify'. 

24 Original italics. Ibid. p. 140. 
25 Ibid. pp. 143-4. 
26 Ibid, p. 109. 
27 Ibid. p. 138. 
28 Hidemi Suganami, 'Agents, Structures and Narratives' European Journal of International Relations, 5, 
no. 3 (1999) p. 372. 
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However, as the other pragmatist accounts, Suganami's account avoids ontological 
discussion of causes. In Suganami's view, we have no safe grounds to assume the `real 

existence' of objects of science or of social science, nor to accept their `real' causality. 
For Suganami, what matters in social inquiry is our representations, or stories, of what is 

imagined to exist. 9 Thus, such things as social structures, for example, should not be 

simply accepted as real: "it is as if they existed, which is categorically different from 

saying that they really do". 30 It follows that Suganami rejects any possibility of inquiring 

into `real causes': "clearly any claim to know what really caused a given war is simply a 

claim to know what caused that war; nothing is added by the adjective 'really"'. 31 

For Suganami, what is real, or `really' causal, is reducible to what we think is real or 

causal. The acceptance of this reduction of `what is' to `what we think' has some 
important implications. It leads to important questions concerning the ontological status 

of causes: do causal narratives refer to something outside our narratives or do our causal 

narratives exhaust the meaning of causation? For Suganami, it seems, causes are literally 

defined by `our stories': our stories of the causes of war "[constitute] the causes of 

war". 32 In making no distinction between `our accounts' and their (ontological) 

`referents', S uganami advocates an anti-realist stance on causes: although important in 

making things intelligible, causes have no ontological status. 33 Causation, in the end, is 

nothing more than an epistemological and (as for Hume) an `imagined' relation, not 

something that characterises the world outside our stories. 

This anti-realism leads to some difficult questions regarding the evaluation of causal 

explanations. If causes do not exist independently of our narrations of them, how can we 

make judgements between causal accounts? Suganami, as the other pragmatists, leans 

towards relativism and implies that the weighting of different causal factors is, indeed, 

29 Ibid. pp. 376-379. 
'o Ibid. p. 378. 
31 Suganami, On the Causes of War pp, 208-9. 
32 Original italics. Ibid. p. 140. 
33 As pointed out also by Patomilki and Wight. Heikki Patomäki and Colin Wight, 'After Post-Positivism? 
The Promises of Critical Realism' International Studies Quarterly, 44, no. 2 (2000) p. 229. 
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relative to our `intellibilifying' interests and stories34 - although he also points out that 

"there is still room for intersubjective agreement as to the relative merits of one type of 
(normatively embedded) depiction compared to another". 35 

However, it could be questioned whether causes are merely epistemological or 
`imagined' - and whether the evaluation of our stories is just relative to our 'inter- 

subjective' context. If our causal stories have no referents, and nothing but inter- 

subjective constraints on them, our stories can be "innumerable", as Suganami argues. 36 

However, it seems that we do not talk of the world in `any' possible way: our accounts of 

the world, although multifarious, are not `innumerable'. It is conceivable that this is the 

case, not just because of the `inter-subjective constraints' on our stories, but because 

something outside our stories puts constraints on them. Is it not possible that a causal 

story - and, indeed, intersubjective consensus on whether it is plausible - is shaped by 

something outside language: by the ontological `real' referent that the story is trying to 

grapple with? 

The analysis of causes of war, for example, involves contestation and can be explained in 

many ways, through v arious narratives concentrating on different f actors or processes. 
However, the inter-subjective consensus that causes of war involve factors such as the 

interests of states, their interactions or their conditions in the international system (rather 

than, say, the migratory patterns of rabbit populations or variation in food traditions) is 

not necessarily random but has conceivably arisen because there is some ̀real' referent to 

our explanations, even if complex and difficult to grasp (and, hence, contested). It 

follows that perhaps all accounts of the causes of war are not `equal', or merely 
`intersubjectively corroborated' in different ways; maybe some fail to account for 

evidence or to give a plausible account of the `real' processes involved in war causation, 

and that is why they are not accepted. 

34 See, for example, Suganami, On the Causes of War pp. 140,149. 
3s Suganami, 'Agents, Structures and Narratives' p. 380. 
36 Ibid. p. 379. 
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Suganami, in line with the other pragmatists, is not interested in delving into the 

ontological questions that underlie our pragmatic explanations. 37 However, some 

philosophers and theorists explicitly, and convincingly, address this issue: the 

philosophical realists. 

Philosophical Realism 

The philosophical realists, just as the pragmatists, aim to build a critique of the Humean 

conception of causation. However, they seek to invert all the traditions of modern 

philosophy and take the ontological questions, not the epistemological issues, as their 

starting point. In this section the basic premises of philosophical realism will be 

examined, with regard to the nature of reality, truth, science and causation, as well as 

with regard to the nature of social objects and social science. The latter part of this 

section will evaluate how philosophical realism has been applied in IR, that is, the 

contributions of theorists such as Wendt, Dessler and Patomäki. 

It is seen that philosophical realism has discussed the ontological problem of causation in 

a broadly credible way and has advanced many important insights that allow us to 

readdress the empiricist/Humean problem-field in modern philosophy. Indeed, chapter 6 

will defend some of the key tenets of philosophical realism, while also seeking to go 

beyond it. This thesis seeks to go beyond traditional conceptual apparatuses of 

philosophical realism because, as will be seen in this section, philosophical realism, while 

insightful, suffers from some conceptual inadequacies with regard to causation. 

Moreover, it is seen that the applications of philosophical realism in IR have not been 

consistent or comprehensive. 

37 Although, it seems that Suganami, just as Scriven, implicitly accepts that causal stories have some sort of 
real referents. For Scriven's acceptance of realist assumptions see M. Scriven, Evaluation Thesaurus, 4th 
ed. (Newbury Park: Sage, 1991) pp. 306-9. 
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Philosophical Realism, Science and Causation 

To put it simply, philosophical realism is a position that argues that there is such a thing 

as reality, and this reality, contra both empiricist and idealist traditions, exists 

independently of human minds that theorise it. Philosophical realism has a long history in 

philosophy of science: realism was the guiding assumption behind Aristotelian, 

Scholastic and early modem science. 38 However, during the last centuries, especially the 

twentieth century, philosophically realist assumptions have been under fierce attack from 

various anti-realist philosophers that have perceived any acceptance of realist 

assumptions as `metaphysical'. The 1970s saw the return of philosophical realism, as 

philosophers such as Rom Harre, Mario Bunge and Roy Bhaskar started to (re)develop a 

realist approach to the philosophy of science. I will here concentrate on examining 

Bhaskar's philosophical realism, arguably, the most influential and wide-ranging of the 

realist positions. 

Bhaskar argues that, instead of prioritising epistemological questions, such as ̀ how do we 

provide scientific knowledge? ', we should start our philosophical inquiries into the nature 

of science from the analysis of the practice of science and from asking the ontological 

question "what must the world be like for our knowledge of it to be possible? ". 39 Bhaskar 

argues that much of modem philosophy, having prioritised epistemology, has conflated 

the question ̀what is? ' (ontology) with the question ̀how do we know? ' (epistemology). 

As a consequence, the idealists have reduced reality to `what we think', while the 

empiricists have reduced reality to the ` what is perceived' 4° B haskar argues that both 

traditions portray the nature of reality in misleading ways and, as a consequence, fail to 

understand the nature of scientific inquiry. 

Bhaskar argues that, for the practice of science to be possible, we must presuppose 1) the 

existence of mind-independent reality and 2) a deep and ̀ stratified' conception of reality. 

38 For a comprehensive account see William A. Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation I (University 
of Michigan: Ann Arbor, 1972). 
39 Roy Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science (Hassocks, Sussex: Harvester Press, 1978) p. 23. 
ao Ibid. p. 26. 
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Scientific theories, he argues, are of something, and that something they are of is quite 
independent from our observations and theories: while we observe effects and theorise 

about objects, objects of science do not depend on our observations or theories to exist. 4' 

Men do not `create' scientific objects or laws: indeed, "if men ceased to exist sound 

would continue to travel and heavy bodies fall to the earth". 42 The fundamental problem 

of modem philosophy of science, Bhaskar argues, has been the avoidance of dealing with 

ontology and the resultant conflation of reality (intransitive mind-independent reality) 

and how we talk of that reality (through concepts and descriptions). Bhaskar accepts that 

we talk of `reality' always under certain socially embedded descriptions. Science is 

always "dependent upon the antecedent knowledge and the efficient activity of men"43 

and has to use `transitive' tools to study anything, that is, pre-existing socially 

engendered theories, paradigms, conventions, models and linguistic conventions. 
Scientific knowledge, then, is "a social product, actively produced by means of 

antecedent social products"; yet, it is a social product that is shaped "on the basis of 

continual engagement, or interaction, with its (intransitive) object". 44 Although our 
descriptions are socially embedded, this does not deny the ̀ real' that our descriptions are 

of. We must separate the `intransitive real' from our descriptions, for any of our 
descriptions to make sense. 

Bhaskar argues that the practice of science, and the intelligibility of its experimental 

methods, presume that "real structures exist independently of and are often out of phase 

with the actual patterns of events". 45 Moreover, `events' cannot be equated w ith their 

perception. Bhaskar proposes that we must recognise three distinct levels of reality: the 
level of the `empirical' consisting of our empirical experiences; the level of the `actual' 

consisting of events and actual states of affairs; and the level of the `real' consisting of 
the unobservable real structures and mechanisms that, in interaction with other real 
structures and mechanisms, bring about states of affairs and make empirical observation 

" Ibid. pp. 22-3. 
42 Ibid. p, 21. 
43 Ibid. p. 24. 
" Patomäki and Wight, 'After Post-Positivism? ' p. 224. 
45 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science p. 13. 
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possible. 6 Scientific theories, Bhaskar argues, far from merely stacking up empirical 

regularities, aim to grasp and theorise this deeper unobservable level of reality. 

Empiricism, Bhaskar points out, is `realist' about something: about the observable. 
Bhaskar argues that empiricists are `empirically realist': for the empiricists, "the real 

entity' science is concerned with is `some particular object of perception". 47 In contrast, 
for a philosophical realist, the object of science is "some general feature or property of 
the world" 48 Bhaskar argues that because the empiricists have `flattened' scientific 

reality to perceptual reality, they have based their view of science on an `atomistic' 

conception of facts and objects of science. Bhaskar argues that the practice of science 

presumes that scientific objects exist beyond their empirical facets, and that they are 
`structured' in certain ways, giving them the powers to act how they do in experimental 

conditions. 9 Scientific objects, moreover, are considered ̀ emergent', that is, it is 

emphasised that the often the "conjunction of two or more aspects gives rise to new 

phenomena - which have properties irreducible to those of constituents". 50 Thus, water 

and its properties, although are based on hydrogen and oxygen atoms and their properties, 

cannot be reduced to them. 

Philosophical realists recognise that we have no direct access to `truths' of the world. It 

follows that the theory of truth that underlies philosophical realism is not the 

'correspondence theory of truth', whereby scientific models are seen to `reflect' an 

unproblematically accessed reality. Instead, science is seen as characterised by 

`metaphorical truths', but also by `alethic truths'. 

The realists accept that the meanings of our concepts are not constituted through simple 

reference to an object but through a web of meanings: words and concepts are given 

meanings through their relations with other words and concepts. However, the 

relationship between the `signifier' and the 'signified' is not entirely discursive and 

46 Ibid. p. 13. 
47 Ibid, p. 26. 
48 Ibid. p. 26. 
49 Ibid. pp. 33-36. 
S0 A. Sayer, Realism and Social Science (London: Sage, 2000) pp. 12-3. 
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unstable. This is because the interplay of meanings, for the realists, is not just a question 

of `difference', as the poststructuralists would have it. 51 Rather, realists see meaning as 

constituted through triangular relations of signification between the signifier, the 

signified and a referent ("that which we speak or write about, be it something physical or 

a discursive object such as a story"52). Meaning is still constituted through difference but, 

contra poststructuralists, not only through difference. 53 

It follows that scientific theories do not simply `reflect' the world, they "suggest a 

resemblance" between the transitive concepts and the intransitive objects of study 

through the use of various metaphors or analogies (that are rooted in the social inter- 

subjective understandings or metaphorical structures). 54 Scientific theories, through 

metaphors, build a descriptive picture, or interpretation, "of a possible world... which is 

presumed to be responsible for producing the phenomenon we are interested in 

explaining". 55 Scientific accounts "are interpretations and based on implicit and explicit 

conventions of language", but these "conventions are also projective, the model describes 

and posits existential [ontological] hypothesis about entities and their relations". 56 

Realists also argue that beyond our pragmatic and conventional `metaphorical' truth 

claims, an independent reality must be presumed to exist. Since science does not simply 

`create' the intransitive world through its models and theories, it must be accepted that 

there are also intransitive truths (alethic truths) in objects, and between them, that pre- 

exist our accounts - although we can never have direct access to these truths (our truth 

claims are always transitive and metaphorical). 57 It is pointed out that intransitive reality, 

and its alethic truths, are impossible to escape, even for those who deny their existence. 
Indeed, although we can 'say' and ̀ think' whatever we want about the state of the world, 

s' Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 1978). 
sZ Sayer, Realism and Social Science p. 36. 
s3 For a more detailed discussion see Ibid. pp. 35-40. 
54 Heikki Patomäki, After International Relations; Critical Realism and the (Re) Construction of World 
Politics (London: Routledge, 2002) p. 146. 
ss Ibid. p. 78. 
56 Ibid. p. 79. 
sý Roy Bhaskar, Reclaiming Reality: A Critical Introduction to Contemporary Philosophy (London: Verso, 
1989) p. 152. 
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the intransitive world resists our thoughts, or at least our actions, from being ̀ whatever': 

although I can say that I can fly, the world will tell me otherwise. There are some 

constraints on our metaphorical truths, set by the nature of the intransitive ontological 

reality beyond our descriptions. 

It follows that, for the philosophical realists, accounts are not `relative'. Because science 
is conceived as a human practice of trying to devise `depth explanations' of the 

intransitive world58, it is still possible in principle to provide justifiable grounds for 

preferring one theory over another. Despite recognising the transitivity of science, 

philosophical realism maintains the hope in the principle of `judgmental rationalism', that 

is, the assumption we have some basis for making rational judgements between 

theoretical accounts. Not all accounts are equal, either because evidence in no way holds 

up with some accounts or because the existential claims made in accounts are simply not 

plausible. 

This account of the nature of reality, truth and scientific theories has important 

consequences for how we think about causes. The realist accounts of cause challenge 
Humeanism on a fundamental level: the realist account challenges the regularity 

assumption, the basing of science on the observable as well as the logical necessity 

assumption. 

The emphasis of the realist accounts is on making an ontological distinction between 

causes and events as the empirical facets of causes: "the Humean account depends upon a 

misidentification of causal laws with their empirical grounds". 59 For realists what is 

important in tracking causal connections is not identification of law-like regularities of 
empirical observables but, rather, the description of the real properties, structures and 
generative mechanisms that underlie the actualisation of events and their empirical 
observations. 

Se Colin Wight, Ontological Investigations: International Relations and the Agent-Structure Problem 
(Forthcoming). 
" Bhaskar, Bhaskar, Reclaiming Reality p. 16. 
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Also, central to the realist accounts is the reinstatement of the notion of natural necessity 
between causes and effects. 60 Causes, for the realists, are real ontological entities that 

ontologically necessitate their effects: causal necessity is not `logical' but `natural'. 

Causes are seen as `naturally necessitating' because, crucially, causes are conceived to 

consist of, and carry, `causal powers' to bring about effects. These causal powers arise 
from the internal constitution, or the ontological structure, of objects. 

The realist `causal powers' account presupposes a `deep ontological' conception of the 

nature of causation, which is very different from the Humeans' ̀ flat ontology'. As Harre 

and Madden explain: 

We conceive our world to be an interacting system of powerful particulars. The patterns 
of events and ensembles of properties which they produce in their interaction upon one 
another give rise to the multitudinous phenomena of the world we experience... Our 
differences with the Humean or positivist tradition are deep... When we think of causality 
and action we look to such images as springtime plant forcing its way upwards towards 
the light, as the pulsing, surging movement of the protoplasm within an amoeba, of a 
flash of radiation as a positron and electron meet, of the enormous flux of 
electromagnetic radiation from a star, of the mobility and imaginative control of his own 
actions exercised by a human being, of the potent configuration of a magnetic field. For 
us, a billiard ball table is relevant to philosophy only in so far as it is conceived of as 
surrounded by the players, and embedded within a gravitational field 6' 

Importantly, just because causal structures (behind observed events) are often 

unobservable, sometimes unexercised, or exercised unrealised, this does not, for a realist, 

entail the rejection of their reality or causal necessity. Bhaskar argues, on the basis of the 

notion of different ontological levels (real, actual and empirical), that the absence of 

empirical regularity does not mean the non-existence of real or necessary causes on the 
deeper ontological level. Causation is not tied to regularities, or observability, neither is 

the reality of objects: "to be [and to cause] is not to be perceived [but] to be able to do". 62 

Importantly, within the realist framework, causation is tied to the reality of objects. What 
justifies the reality of objects, it is argued, is not perceptual criteria, but rather the ̀ causal 

6° Rom Harre and Edward H. Madden, Causal Powers: A Theory of Natural Necessity (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1975). 
61 Ibid. p. 7. 
62 Roy Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism; a Critique of the Contemporary Human Sciences (London: 
Routledge, 1998) p. 12. 
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criterion'. It is argued that something is real if it has the capacity to make a difference in 

states of affairs: what can be conceptualised to cause, can be conceived as real. 63 

Also, realists make a distinction between open and closed systems. It is accepted that in 

experimental environments we can sometimes isolate the effects of single causal 

mechanisms and, hence, achieve the `closed systems' invariance presupposed by the 

Humeans (making absolute ̀ logical deduction' and prediction possible). However, the 

realists emphasise that causal laws do not refer to mere regularities of observables, or the 

logical relations between statements pertaining to them, but rather to the real causal 

structures and powers that make things happen. Also, it is noted that the empirical world 

consists of the complex coming together of all kinds of real causal laws (or powers), and 

that, hence, the world outside experimental closure is 'open'. The lack of regularity and 

(logical) closure, does not entail the lack of causally necessary relations. 64 Realists argue 

that although laws (or powers) of nature are naturally necessitating, they are not 

(pre)determining, nor regularity-deterministic (that is, perfectly predictable on the event- 
6s level). 

Critical Realism and the Social Sciences 

Critical realism, the social science version of philosophical realism, is based firmly on the 

wider philosophically realist assumptions. 66 Critical realists argue that social science, just 

as natural science, is based on the study of the causal powers or properties of objects: the 

social sciences try to gain an understanding of the causal powers of agents and of their 

social context, and through such understanding, be able account for the complex concrete 

processes in the social world. This echoes Marx in that he, too, believed that empirical 

observation cannot be the only aim of science - for "all science would be superfluous if 

63 Importantly neither perceptual nor causal criteria are met by fictional objects. Roy I3haskar, Philosophy 
and the Idea of Freedom (Oxford: B. Blackwell, 1991) p. 122. 
64 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science p. 65. 
65 Ibid. p. 105. 
66 Initially referred to as ̀ critical naturalism' as Bhaskar accepts naturalism but on anti-positivist grounds. 
See Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism p. 3. 
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the form of appearance of things directly coincided with their essencei67 - and 

emphasised that social sciences should study, not merely the patterns of behaviour of 

people, but the underlying (deep ontological) structures of `social relations' that shape 

social life. 68 

Bhaskar argues that the social sciences can be studied in the same sense, though not 

exactly in the same way, as the natural sciences. 69 However, this `pro-science' view is 

premised on a firm rejection of a dominant positivist view of the nature and methods of 

science. We have seen in chapter 2 that the empiricist Humean view of science and of 

causation has played a crucial role in shaping twentieth century philosophy of social 

science, giving rise to reasons-causes, and constitutive-causal theory, dichotomies. 

Because critical realism challenges the Humean account of cause, it can also challenge 

the dichotomies that this view of causation has given rise to in the social sciences. 

Critical realists argue that causes in the social world, as well as in the natural world, must 

be accepted as real. The social world can also be seen as constituted by various 

ontological objects (though not necessarily ̀ things') that have powers to bring about 

change. Crucially, social causes, for critical realism, always exist within `open systems': 

the social world can be seen to consist of open systems in which "multiple generating 

mechanisms operate simultaneously on various levels" and "are in constant flux". 70 It is 

argued that the Humean ̀ closed system' conception of causation makes no sense within 

the social world: to look for invariant regularities and prediction in the social world is 

pointless. Realists can deal with the invariance and complexity of social causation 

because, for them, the lack of regularity and closure does not mean the lack of causally 

67 Farr, "Science: Realism, Criticism, History" in Cambridge Companion to Marx, ed. Terrell Carver 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1991) p. 114. 
6s Importantly, Marx was arguably a philosophical realist and an Aristotelian rather than an empiricist. He 
did not see laws as regularities, nor as 'absolute'. Rather he believed in the real nature of society and its 
'inner mechanism'. For accounts that emphasise Marx's philosophical realism see J. Pike, From Aristotle to 
Marx: Aristotelianism in Marxist Social Ontology (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 1999) and Scott Meikle, 
Essentialism in the Thought of Karl Marx (London: Duckworth, 1985). 
69 Ilhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism p. 79. 
70 D. V. Porpora, The Concept of Social Structure (West Port: Greenwood Press, 1987) p. 7. 
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necessary relations. This is because prediction is not necessary for causal accounts, nor 

are regularities a necessary or a sufficient condition of causation. 71 

Due to the stratified conception of reality adopted from wider philosophically realist 
framework, critical realists can, crucially, deal with unobservables as causes. For a 

critical realist, a cause does not need to be actualised on the `event' or 'empirical' level of 

reality to be `real'. This separation of real causes from their empirical facets, allows the 

critical realists to escape the distinctly Humean problem of studying mere observables, 

which has, arguably, severely limited the appeal of causal explanation in the social 

sciences. With the help of the realist account of causation, the critical realists can learn to 

recognise the causal role of unobservables - such as ideas, rules, and discourses - that 

social sciences have tended to frame as non-causal. Indeed, critical realism allows us to 

criticise empiricism for being, as Collier puts it, "irretrievably actualist in its account of 

causation". 72 

Contra hermeneutic theorists, the critical realists also reframe the reasons-causes 

problem. If the regularity account of causation with its assumptions of lawfulness, 

observability and regularity-determinism is rejected, it is argued that we can recognise 

reasons as causal in the sense that they ̀ produce' outcomes, that is they are the ̀ because' 

of which an action happened. For critical realists, reasons are causes because "the agent's 

reasons are a necessary condition for the bodily movements that occurred, in the 

straightforward sense that had the agent not possessed them they would not have 

occurred". 73 

Bhaskar's critical realism also involves rethinking the causal nature of the social context 
of a gents. B haskar's model oft he social world, the T ransformational Model of Social 
Action (TMSA) is, like Marx's system, based on accepting the social context of human 

1' Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science . 72 A. Collier, Critical Realism; an Introduction to Roy Bhaskar's Philosophy (London: Verso, 1994) p. 75. 73 Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism p. 89. 
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action as causal and, hence, as ontologically real. 74 The social world, it is argued, is not 

reducible to agents or their behaviour - agents, Bhaskar argues, live in social conditions 
that pre-exist them. These social conditions, for Bhaskar, are captured by the notion of 

social structures. Bhaskar argues that social structures 1) unlike natural structures, do not 

exist independently of the activities they govern, 2) do not exist independently of agents' 

conceptions of what they are doing and are only 3) relatively enduring. 75 Nevertheless, 

they are real and form an o ntologically emergent 1 evel of reality. B haskar argues t hat 

social structures and agents always work in relation to each other, but that there is an 
'ontological hiatus' between them, that is they are "different kinds of things". 76 

Bhaskar conceives of social structures as causal. However, social structures are not 

considered causal in the sense of `pushing and pulling' (efficient cause) or as 
`deterministic' (regularity deterministic, when A, then B), nor are they seen as ̀ external' 

to agents: they are seen as the necessary conditions of social agency that condition the 

range of agents' actions. Two metaphors are invoked to describe such conditioning. At 

times social structures are seen as the . 
INUS-conditions of social action: social structure is 

a `necessary condition' among other (insufficient conditions) in bringing about an 

effect. 77 At other times, a `material cause' analogy is drawn on. Bhaskar argues that his 

Transformational Model of Social Activity 

suggests a radically different conception of social activity... an essentially Aristotelian 
one: the paradigm being that of a sculptor at work, fashioning a product out of the 
material and tools available to him or her.... to use the Aristotelian terms, then, in every 
process of productive activity a material as well as efficient cause is necessary. 78 

Critical realism claims to be able to deal with the causal role of social structures through 
distancing `ubiquity causal' arguments (everything has a cause) from the Humean 

regularity-deterministic causal accounts (when A, then B). 

74 As Marx puts it: `men make history but not in the conditions of their own choosing', Marx, The 
Eighteeth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (New York: International Publishers, 1975) p. 115. For TMSA see Ilhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science p. 70. 
71 13haskar, Possibility of Naturalism p. 39. 
76 Ibid. p. 37. 
77 Ibid, pp. 165,207; Patomäki, After International Relations p. 76-77. 
78 Bhaskar, Reclaiming Reality pp. 77-8. 
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The critical realist conception of social science is ontological, yet it is not `objectivist'. It 

is accepted that the social sciences are characterised by `double hermeneutic' relations 

with objects of study and the social and political context of all social accounts. Critical 

realism also accepts epistemological relativism, that is, the assumption that there are 

many ways to study the social world and that all social accounts are socially contextual 

and fallible. 79 Moreover, methodologically, it is emphasised that the empiricist methods 

alone do not give us causal explanations, but importantly, neither are they useless. We 

can use both hermeneutic and quantitative/statistical methods for both can give us useful 
insights. As Sayer explains ̀ intensive' and `extensive' methods do different things but 

both have the capacity to bring to light social causes. 80 Most critical realists accord 

priority to qualitative data in getting at causal relations (can detail the workings of causal 

structures), but this does not mean that other methodological approaches, including 

quantitative methods, are rejected. 81 Critical realism is committed to methodological 

pluralism. 

But what should a causal account of a social object look like according to critical 

realism? Bhaskar has put forward the so-called RRRE pattern of explanation. An 

explanation starts with Resolution, that is, the analysis of the various possible causal 

components of an object of study. Then, the researcher goes through the step of 
Redescription, t hat i s, (s)he r edescribes the various mechanisms identified through the 

theory (s)he holds/tests. Next, the researcher Retrodicts the causes of the components of 
his/her explanation, thus widening the sphere of explanation. The process of explanation 

will, in the open systems, also include the crucial process of Elimination: there may be 

any number of causes that could have co-determined an event but that can be eliminated. 
What we end up with, is an account close to an everyday explanation where causal 

patterns are described in terms of transitive verbs: a causal explanation is "a historical 

narrative in which a multiplicity of transitive verbs maps a complex causal sequence". 82 

79 Patomäki, After International Relations p. 9. 
80 A. Sayer, Method in Social Science: A Realist Approach, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1992). 
81 Patomäki, After International Relations pp. 135-6. 
b2 Collier, Critical Realism; an Introduction p. 122. 
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This process of explanation is strikingly different from the Humean way of approaching 

causation. It is, in some ways, similar to the pragmatist conception of causal narratives 

(emphasis on pragmatic complexity-sensitive causal stories) but, crucially, it is 

ontologically grounded and maintains a belief in judgemental rationalism. 

Weaknesses of Philosophical Realism on Causation 

The realist framing of science and social science is interesting in that it provides a 

radically different understanding of reality, and of causation, than most modem 

philosophical accounts. The basic insights of the realist philosophies will, in fact, be 

accepted and defended in this thesis because of their ability to challenge the taken-for- 

granted nature of Humeanism in philosophy of science and the dichotomies Humeanism 

gives rise to in the philosophy of social science. Chapter 6 will seek to argue that is 

important that we accept the philosophical realist framing of causation because it allows 

us to `deepen' our understanding of causes and causal analysis in three important ways. 

However, there are some problems with philosophical realism, especially with regard to 

its treatment of causation, that we need to point to. Among the realists, there is, arguably, 

some lack of clarity with regard to the definition of causation, as well as with regard to 

the notions ̀ mechanism' and ̀ condition'. 

The philosophically realist notion of cause is much wider and more `common-sensical' 

than that most philosophers are used to. Causes are seen as those things, forces, powers, 

mechanisms or sets of relations that make things happen or "tip the balance of events". 83 

However, the connotations attached to the notion of cause have not been given adequate 

thought. As a result, the philosophical realists have, predominantly, conceptualised 

causes through the efficient cause metaphor. 

The non-Bhaskarian philosophical realists are especially tied to the efficient cause notion. 
Harre and Madden, for example, define causation and causal powers squarely through the 

metaphor of efficient cause: "causation always involves a material particular which 

83 Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism p. 83. 
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produces or generates something", that is, "[powerful] particulars are to be conceived as 

causal agents". 84 The causal powers metaphor refers only to the powers of particulars to 

`act' as ̀ moving causes', that is, to `push and pull'. 85 Crucially, this reduction of causes 

to efficient causes is behind the refusal of realists such as Harre and Varela to 

conceptualise non-agent-like factors as causal. Social structural causation, for example, is 

not considered causal because social structures' ̀ causal powers' are not equitable with 

the agency of powerful particulars: social structures are not `sources of change' in an 

efficient way - for they are not powerful particulars that, by virtue of their own nature, 

produce changes in material world. 86 The only `powerful particulars', the `sources of 

activity' and, hence, the only causes in the social world, for Harre and Varela, are 

individual agents. 87 

Efficient causes have also been important in Bhaskar's critical realism: they have 

referred, much like for Harre and Varela, to those things that through their action 

precipitate change. In the social world, for example, h uman agents have been seen as 

efficient causes, as the "moving forces in history" . 
8S However, the Bhaskarian critical 

realist treatment of causation cannot be reduced to efficient causes in the same sense as 

Harre's and Madden's. 

First, it should be noted that the notion of efficient cause has carried an unusually broad 

meaning in critical realist frameworks. The notion, of efficient causes has not referred to 

merely the agents, or their actions, but also their reasons for action, and even the ideas or 
discourses that have informed their actions. 89 It could be argued that the reason for the 

unusually wide notion of efficient cause is that the category of efficient cause in critical 

84 Harre and Madden, Causal Powers p. 5. 
8S Ibid. p. 6. 
86 Paul Lewis, 'Realism, Causality and the Problem of Social Structure' Journal for the Theory of Social 
Behaviour, 30, no. 3 (2000) pp. 249-265. 
87 Ibid. pp. 255-257. 
8$ Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism pp. 39-40. However, it remains open as to whether individuals are the 
only moving forces. Some critical realists have attacked the individualist premise that this argument 
presupposes. See, for example, Ted Benton, "Realism and Social Science: Some Comments on Roy 
Bhaskar's Possibility of Naturalism" in Critical Realism: Essential Readings, ed. A. Nome (London: 
Routledge, 1998). 
B9 Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism p. 89; Sayer, Method in Social Science p. 111. 
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realism has, in fact, subsumed three different categories of cause: what in Aristotelian 

terms can be seen as efficient, final and formal causes. In order to clarify the treatment of 

causation in realism, chapter 6 seeks to `open up' this unusually broad category of 

efficient cause. 

It should also be noted that Bhaskar has rejected the Harre and Varela argument with 

regard to the nature of social structures: crucially, through expanding the meaning of the 

notion of cause. Indeed, Bhaskarian critical realism has sought explicitly to open up the 

meaning of the notion of cause beyond the (unusually broad) efficient cause category by, 

interestingly, drawing on the Aristotelian notion of material cause. The Aristotelian 

definition of material cause, some critical realists argue, provides us with a useful way to 

think of the causal nature of social structures. 90 Aristotle's material cause refers, as we 
have seen in chapter 1, to "that out of which something comes to be". 91 Critical realists 
have been attracted to the Aristotelian notion because it exemplifies well the causal 

powers of context or, if you like, `passive' conditioning causation. The material cause 

analogy helps critical realists to define the `way' in which social structures are causal: 

they are not `pushing and pulling' efficient causes but, rather, provide a causal context for 

efficient moving causes (agents). As Lewis explains: 

Just as a sculptor fashions a product out of the raw materials and tools available to him, 
so social actors produce their actions out of pre-existing social structure. Like the 
medium in which the sculptor works, pre-existing social structure lacks the capacity to 
initiate activity and make things of its own accord - social actors are the only efficient 
causes or prime movers in society - but it does affect the course of events in the social 
world by influencing the actions that people choose to undertake... And by influencing the 
behaviour of social actors, pre-existing social structure makes a difference to and hence 
exerts (material) causal influence over social life. 92 

This argument c oncerning the material c ausality of social structures is the main c laim 
behind the critical realist insistence on the causal powers of social structures. 

90 Bhaskar, Reclaiming Reality pp. 77-78; Paul Lewis, 'Agency, Structure and Causality in Political 
Science: A Comment on Sibeon' Politics, 22, no. 1 (2002) pp. 20-21. 
91 Aristotle, Metaphysics, trans. Hugh Lawson-Tangred (London: Penguin Books, 1998) p. 11S. 92 Lewis, 'Agency, Structure and Causality' pp. 20-21. 
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While expanding the meaning of the concept of cause -- something that this thesis too 

seeks to do - Bhaskar's account of social structures has, arguably, acquired some 

problematic characteristics through the use of the material cause analogy. Because 

Bhaskar uses the notion of material cause for two different purposes, matter as `material 

cause' and social structures as `material cause', the meaning of the notion `material 

cause' has become confused. Bhaskar, in fact, ends up not being able to make conceptual 

distinctions between material and social structural causes. In his 1996 reply to Harre, for 

example, Bhaskar draws on the notion of material cause in two senses, material causes as 

material resources and material causes as social structural causes. 93 This is not only 

conceptually unclear, but also seems to lead to a conflation of the two types of material 

causes as Bhaskar ends up, misleadingly, referring to social structures as material 

'things'. "' 

It could be argued that, although Bhaskar is right to rethink the concept of cause and, 

indeed, the way in which social structures are causal, the material cause analogy is not 

necessarily a coherent one to understand social structural causation. It could be argued 

that to treat social structural causes as ̀ material causes' is, arguably, to narrow down the 

causal nature of social structures unnecessarily. This analogy should be rethought. This is 

what chapter 6 seeks to do by advancing a clearer and more pluralistic understanding of 

causes and their role in social structural causation. 

Besides the confusions on the meaning of the notion of cause, questions remain as to why 
Bhaskar and others would still draw on the counterfactual and INUS-condition theories of 

causation given that this mode of counterfactual argumentation, as has been seen in the 

course of chapter 1, has traditionally been embedded within the Humean assumptions of 

regularity-dependence, flat event-ontology and conceptual/logical (rather than natural) 

necessity. 

93 Roy Bhaskar and Rom Harre, "How to Change Reality: Story V. Structure - Debate between Rom Harre 
and Roy Bhaskar" in After Postmodernism: An Introduction to Critical Realism, ed. J. Lopez and G. Potter 
(London: Athlore Press, 2001) p. 29 
94 Ibid. p. 34. 
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There are also problems with the realist notion of mechanisms. The realists have avoided 

the mechanistic and regularity-dependent definitions of mechanisms characteristic of 

many empiricist accounts, 95 by seeing causal mechanisms as ontological and as dynamic 

rather than as ̀ mechanistic'. However, it is not, by any means, obvious what the concept 

of mechanism refers to in realist frameworks. Specifically, the equation of the concept of 

cause with the notion of causal mechanism, it could be argued, is far from 

straightforward. The relationship of causes and mechanisms has not been clarified in 

enough depth within the realist tradition. There are issues also with the notion of 
`condition'. Bhaskar makes a distinction between causes and conditions but it is not clear 

what this distinction entails. Does Bhaskar want to argue that conditions are not 
(ontologically) causes? 96 Clarifying the concept of condition is important but has not 
been dealt with consistently enough by Bhaskar or the critical realist tradition. 

Chapter 6 argues that a three-fold ontological 'deepening' of the concept of cause is 

crucial in giving an adequate account of causation. In so doing, it is accepted that 

philosophical realism and critical realism, are highly insightful. However, while these 

approaches are drawn on, the weaknesses of the realist account of cause will also have to 

be addressed. In chapter 6, this is attempted through 'broadening', as well as deepening, 

the meaning to the notion of cause. 

Philosophical Realism in IR: Wendt, Dessler, Wight and Patomäiki 

Philosophical realism is not new to IR: it has been drawn upon by a few IR theorists, 

notably by Alexander Wendt, David Dessler, Colin Wight and Heikki Patomäki. These 
theorists make some important contributions to rethinking causation and social inquiry in 

IR. However, it is crucial to note that some of these theorists, notably Wendt and Dessler, 
fail consistently to address the problem Humeanism - because they fail to follow the 

realist insights consistently. It is my view that when philosophical realism is drawn on 

95 In the social sciences see, for example, J. Elster, Nuts and Bolts for the Social Sciences (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989) and Peter Hedstrom and Richard Swedberg, eds., Social Mechanisms; 
an Analytical Approach to Social Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
96 See Collier, Critical Realism; an Introduction pp. 125-7. 
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more consistently, and developed further, it can provide an important grounding for a 

more coherent and consistent engagement with causation and causal analysis in IR. 

However, this has not yet been achieved within the existing philosophically realist 
frameworks within IR. 

Alexander Wendt was one of the first IR theorists to draw on the philosophically realist 

approach. Wendt's initial aim was to challenge the Waltzian model of explanation 

through challenging the conception of agency and structure that underlay Waltz's 

theorising. 97 Wendt challenged the Neorealist conception of the international system on 

the basis of drawing from philosophically realist meta-theory in combination with 
Giddens's ̀ structuration theory'. 98 By emphasising that structure is made up through the 

process of social interaction between agents, Wendt argued that `anarchy' in international 

politics is not 'immutable', but `socially constructed' through historical patterns of social 
interaction. 99 In his later work, which concerns us more here, Wendt also wanted to 

challenge the rationalist-reflectivist divide in IR through reconceptualising the notion of 

cause. 

Drawing on philosophical realism, Wendt proposed a "philosophically principled middle 

way" between rationalism and reflectivism in IR. i°° Wendt wanted to show that it is by 

no means necessary to portray the rationalist and reflectivist approaches in IR as 

oppositional `zero-sum' approaches, but that, instead, it is possible to see them as 

complementary. 101 Wendt has drawn on Bhaskar's realist conceptualisation of science 

and of causation to ground his synthesis of rationalist and reflectivists theorising. Thus, 

97 Alexander Wendt, 'The Agent-Structure Problem in International Relations Theory' International 
Organization, 41, no. 3 (1987) pp. 335-70. 
98 Giddens sees social as constituted by 'mutually constituting' relations of agents and structures. 
Structures make social action possible while social action constitutes structures. Anthony Giddens, 
Constitution of Society; Outline of the Theory of Structuration (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1984). Giddens is 
a philosophical realist, however of a specific kind: one that leans towards social constructivist rather than 
the critical realist end of social theorising. For more detail see chapter 6. 
99 Alexander Wendt, 'Anarchy Is What States Make of It' International Organization, 46, no. 2 (1992) pp. 
391-342. 
1°° Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1999) p. 2. 
101 Alexander Wendt, "On Causation and Constitution" in Eighty Years' Crisis: International Relations 
1919-1999, Special Issue ofReview of International Studies, ed. M. Cox, Tim Dunne, and Ken Booth 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) p. 102, 
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he argues that science is not simply about observing empirical regularities and about 

predicting `closed system' outcomes. Nor is causal explanation, for him, defined through 

regularities but, rather, it refers to the inquiry into `why', in reference to generative 

mechanisms, something occurs. 102 He asserts, against the rationalists, that "causation is a 

relation in nature, not in logic" and, against the reflectivists, that ideas do not preclude 

causal effects. 103 He also argues that all IR theories can do causal theorising: there is no 
basis for apartheid separation of causal and constitutive theorising. '°4 Wendt, then, has 

challenged the traditional Humean framing of causation in IR and has, thereby, pointed to 

the weakness of the rationalist-reflectivist dichotomisation. 

However, Wendt also introduces some curiously Humean aspects into his account of 

causation. Also, the way he sees constitutive theorising has been narrow. It follows that 
his treatment of the causal-constitutive theorising dichotomy actually ends up 

reproducing the very divisionary logic that he, through philosophical realism, tried to 

transcend. 

Wendt asserts that a relation between things is causal when c ause "X is necessary for 

effect Y", and "when X is prior to and independent of Y". 105 These criteria for causal 

analysis are curiously reminiscent of the Humean approach to causation. The notion of 
`independence' of causes and effects, for example, arises from the Humean philosophy of 

causation. Humeans need to argue that causes and effects have to be `independent' 

because they need to be ̀ observed' independently. However, for the philosophical realists 
`independence' of causes and effects means nothing, for the realists look for how things 

are linked on the deeper ontological levels. As Harre and Madden explain: 

The apparent independence of events upon which Hume's arguments ultimately rests 
is... an illusion which has been fostered by the undoubted fact that events which are 
identified as cause and effect are capable of independent identification and thus 
independent description. But the descriptions under which they are independent do not 
include their causal efficacy or origin. Considered as causes and effects they are not 

101 Wendt, Social Theory p. 77. 
ß03 Ibid. p. 81. 
Boa Ibid. pp. 165-6. 
105 Ibid. p. 79. 
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independent for they are related through the fenerating mechanisms upon which they 
operate and through which they are produced. '° 

Causes for realists are o ntologically r elated to the e ffects and, hence, emphasising the 

`independence' of causes and effects is an unnecessary criterion for causation. 

Temporal priority, too, seems to have Humean connotations. Temporal priority was the 

only way for Hume to distinguish causes from effects: causes were those 

events/particulars observed prior to effects. Realist accounts have not drawn on such a 

criterion, as causes have not been defined by their observational status, but in terms of 
`depth ontology'. Acceptance of such a criterion is, arguably, not just unnecessary, but 

also has adverse side-effects: it leads to a misleading understanding of the nature of some 

causes. It is conceivable that certain causes, while they pre-exist effects, do not pre-exist 
them in the mechanistic ̀ first A, then B' manner that Wendt seems to imply, but rather 

cause ̀simultaneously' (through ̀ conditioning'). With regard to these kinds of causes the 

requirement of temporal priority of the form `X must be prior to Y' confuses more than it 

clarifies. 

Moreover, and crucially, Wendt endorses a rather narrow understanding of constitutive 
theorising. Initially, Wendt defines constitutive theorising as something that accounts for 

"the properties of things by reference to the structures in virtue of which they exist", how 

a thing, whether natural or social object, is constituted. 107 While such a definition is 

compatible with realism that concentrates its efforts on understanding the way in which 

objects, social and natural, are constituted, Wendt narrows down the meaning of 
constitutive theorising to so-called ̀conceptual relations'. Wendt argues that, while causal 

questions ask about how 'independently existing X produced an independently existing 
Y', constitutive how-possible and what-questions ask about "conceptually necessitating" 

relations. 108 Wendt talks of various things as `constitutive' conceptually necessitating 
relations. Thus, `treaty violations' are conceptually related to the discourse that defines 

promises, while `terrorism' is conceptually dependent on the discourse that delegitimates 

f06Harte and Madden, Causal Powers p. 130. 107 Wendt, "On Causation and Constitution" pp. 107-112. 
log Wendt, Social Theory p. 83,84. 
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non-state violence. Also, rules, discourses and social structures are, for Wendt, 

"conceptually constitutive" of objects, agents or actions. 109 

Given his background in philosophical realism this `conceptual' treatment of 

`constitution' of social life is curious. Wendt does not adequately highlight the fact that, 

for realists, conceptual relations matter, not just as conceptual relations, but in that they 

give rise to ontologically necessitating social relations and practices. ' 10 It is important to 

note that the constitution of the social world is, for the realists, not just conceptual but 

also ontological, that is, conceptual relations that define meanings play themselves out in 

the (materially embodied) world outside of language. Constitutive theorising, then, is not 

just a bout inquiring into conceptual relations (meanings) but about inquiring into how 

they play themselves out in the social world, giving rise to certain practices and social 

relations. For example, while the discourse of diplomacy constitutes (or defines) - 

conceptually - the meaning of `interstate bargaining', critical realists would point out that 

the same discourse (along with other factors) causes - in a naturally necessitating way - 

processes of interstate bargaining, that is, it ontologically conditions the intentional 

actions of agents. Wendt's definition of constitutive relations as conceptually necessary 

leads him to obfuscate this meaning of constitution that is central to philosophical 

realism. 

The combination of the curiously Humean treatment of causation and the narrow 

treatment of constitutive theorising, gives rise to an unnecessary dichotomisation of 

causal and constitutive theorising in Wendt's conceptual framework. Despite 

emphasising that most IR theorists do both causal and constitutive forms of theorising, 

Wendt is forced to accept some of the guiding thoughts of the traditional causal- 

constitutive division in IR. The 'reasons account', for example, often becomes equated 

with c onstitutive t heorising in the a nti-causal reflectivist s ense, 111 He se es c onstitutive 

'09 Ibid. p. 84. 
10 This is especially curious since he seems to accept the naturally necessitating nature of internal relations 
in the natural world. Ibid. p. 83. 
1" See, for example, discussion on Campbell. Ibid. p. 56. On confusing statements on reasons and causes 
see Alexander Wendt, 'On the Via Media: Response to Critics' Review of International Studies, 26 (2000) 
p. 170. 
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theorising/reasons accounts as, at least potentially, separable ̀non-causal' form of inquiry 

that is an "important end in itself'. '12 His account of causation is also characterised by 

constant resort to empiricist terminology about causal relations: he makes repeated 

references to causal inquiry being about analysing `independent and dependent 

variables', and even refers to himself as a positivist. 113 He fails to distinguish his 

supposedly non-Humean account from the (philosophically very different) Humean 

accounts that dominate the rationalist mainstream in IR. 

Wendt, in the end, largely seems to accept the Hollis and Smith dichotomy, although this 

dichotomy is based on a Humean notion of causation. 114 The problem with Wendt's 

account of causal and constitutive theorising, is not that he treats constitutive theorising 

as an adjunct to causal analysis, as the post-positivists argue, "" but, rather, that he does 

not seem to be able to follow consistently the realist reconceptualisation of causation. As 

will be seen in the next chapter, this thesis rejects Wendt's criteria for distinguishing 

causal and constitutive theorising. 

David Dessler has also drawn on philosophical realism. He has engaged in the agency- 

structure debates, critiquing Wendt's `intersubjective' Giddensian conceptualisation of 

social structure on critical realist lines (which is also criticised here, see chapter 6). "16 

However, more importantly for the purposes of this thesis, he has also critiqued the 

mainstream positivist understanding of science and causation in IR. Drawing on realist 

philosophy, D essler has tried to show t hat while 1 aws and regularity-based knowledge 

claims have a role to play in IR, there are other kinds of knowledge claims that we can 

equally take as 'scientific'. 117 Particularising or interpretive inquiries, he argues, can 

112 Wendt, Social Theory p. 86. 
"' Ibid. pp. 85,39. 
14 See Martin 11 ollis and Steve Smith, Explaining and Understanding International Relations (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1990) p. 3. 
"s Steve Smith, 'Wendt's World' Review of International Studies, 26 (2000) pp. 151-164. 
X 16 That is his reduction of structure to intersubjective understandings. See David Dessler, 'What's at Stake 
in the Agency and Structure Debate? ' International Organization, 43, no. 3 (1989) pp. 441-474. For more 
detail see chapter 6. 
117 David Dessler, 'Constructivism within a Positivist Social Science Review of International Studies, 25, 
no. 1 (1999) pp. 123-137. 
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equally tell us important things: they can fill in the gaps left by the Humean covering-law 

theorising. ' 1s 

With regard to causation, Dessler has pointed out that the positivist causal theories have 

led to the adoption of certain problematic tendencies in causal analyses in IR. 

Specifically, Dessler has argued that because the variable-based inquiries have been 

prioritised, IR theory has been lacking `integrative' causal theories, for example, of the 

causes of war. ' 19 Because of the dominance of the positivist model of causal analysis, he 

argues, there have been too few efforts to tie together explanatory factors (the hows and 

whys) within coherent holistic conceptual frameworks. Rather positivists have favoured 

assessing the impact of variables ̀additively', side by side. 120 

Drawing on realism, Dessler argues that causal theorising involves not correlating 

variables, nor locating conditions under which X type of events happen, but, rather, 

explaining why things happen through accounting for the various causal mechanisms and 

processes at p lay in the bringing a bout ofa given e vent. In giving accounts of causal 

mechanisms, he argues, we must draw on qualitative and particularised empirical 

investigation, not just rely on quantification. Dessler argues that our efforts to understand 

something might start with studying regularities, but that we must move beyond 

regularities to construct models that actually explain the structures and processes at work. 

This is the only way we can start distinguishing between causal and accidental sequences 

and start generating more integrative knowledge claims about the causes of wars. 121 

While helpful in challenging the ̀ norm' of causal analysis in mainstream IR, Dessler's 

work also demonstrates some confusion on causation, First, Dessler seems to work on the 

basis of a confusingly wide conception of positivism and seems to equate a lot of 

11e Ibid. pp. 136-7. 
19 David Dessler, 'Beyond Correlations: Towards a Causal Theory of War' International Studies Quarterly, 
35, no. 3 (1991) pp. 337-355. 
120 Ibid. pp. 339-340. 
'Z' Ibid. pp. 343-345. 
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`particularising' work with the `generalising' (Humean) tradition. 122 Occasionally, it 

seems as if, like King, Keohane and Verba, he wants to show that historical and 

reconstructive work actually assumes the logic of generalisation and predictability. 123 

This is disturbing considering that philosophical realism is distinctly anti-positivist and 

anti-Humean. Dessler, just as Wendt, leaves uncertain the relationship between 

positivism and the more realist philosophies of science: he does not discuss how the 

meta-theoretical differences of these approaches translate to differences in how theorists 

see causation. It follows that despite his potentially ground-breaking philosophical 

premises, Dessler makes very modest claims about the scope and role of his alternative 

model of causal theorising. 

Also, Dessler fails to account for how realist conception of causation impacts on 

reflectivist theorising: he argues that causal explanation is "only one tool" in social 

science. 124 However, he fails to explain what the `other tools' might be and what their 

relationship to causal theorising is. As a result, the relationship between causal and 

`constitutive' theorising is not addressed adequately. 

It seems that, in order to appease the mainstream, Dessler is content to merely ̀ tweak' the 

traditional frameworks in IR - even though his meta-theoretical groundings would give 

him the opportunity to attack the meta-theoretical premises of IR theorising much more 

radically. It is the aim of the following chapter to advance a more radical critique of 

mainstream causal theorising, than that which Dessler has settled for. 

The work of Heikki Patomäki and Colin Wight has gone further than Wendt's and 
Dessler's in challenging the disciplinary framework of IR. Patom tki and Wight have 

pointed out that IR has been built on a Humean-Kantian philosophical ̀problem-field' 

122 He states, for example, that 'positivism is rooted in a realist epistemology. ' Dessler, 'Constructivism 
within a Positivist Social Science' p. 28. By this he means that positivists believe in a reality independent of 
the mind and in seeking of truths through our inquiries. Dessler, 'Constructivism within a Positivist Social 
Science' p. 24-5. It is hard to see, on the definition of positivism in this work how positivism can work on 
the basis of what seem to be realist ontological assumptions. 
123 Dessler, 'Constructivism within a Positivist Social Science' p. 30. 
124 Dessler, 'Beyond Correlations' p. 347. 

178 



Chapter 5 

that needs to be challenged on a fundamental meta-theoretical basis. 125 Drawing on the 

critical realism of Bhaskar, Wight and Patomäki argue that one of the main reasons for 

the contemporary disciplinary divide in IR is the acceptance, on all sides of the debate, of 

an anti-realist approach to social science. If we start from ontology, they argue, we can 

transcend a lot of the epistemological in-fighting in IR between the positivists and the 

post-positivists. Patomäki's and Wight's work has been important in that it has been one 

of the first consistent challenges to the empiricist conception of science in IR. As will be 

seen, the insights of this thesis follow similar lines of thought. However, the aim of this 

thesis is to elaborate on the implications of rethinking meta-theoretical grounds of IR for 

the issue of causation and causal analysis. This issue, although has been raised by 

Patomäki and Wight, has not been dealt with in enough detail. 

Patomäki, out of the two, has given the issue of causation more emphasis. Patomaki has 

argued that, on the basis of philosophical and critical realism, we can challenge 

Humeanism in a fundamental way. There are some crucial insights that Patomäki has 

raised and that this thesis will seek to draw and elaborate on. There are, however, some 

minor problems and gaps in Patomäki's account that this thesis will also seek to address. 

Patomäki has sought to follow through with a critical realist naturally necessitating, all- 

encompassing but non-regularity-deterministic conception of causation. 126 Patomäki's 

aim has been to demonstrate that causal accounts are 'of' omething, even though they 

are socially and pragmatically bounded. Patomäki has argued - contra positivists, 

reflectivists and pragmatists - that causes refer to real ontological features of the world. 
Patomäki admits that interpretation is involved in weighing causal theories against each 

other. Yet, he argues that dialogue between interpretations is possible, as Patomtki does 

not deny the ontological existential status of causes beyond our accounts of them. 127 

'2s Patomäki and Wight, 'After Post-Positivism? ' pp. 213.237. 
126 Heikki Patomäki, 'How to Tell Better Stories About World Politics' European Journal of International 
Relations, 2, no. 1 (1996) pp. 105-133; Patomäki, After International Relations pp. 70-95. 
127 Patomäki, 'How to Tell Better Stories' pp. 105-133; Patomäki and Wight, 'After Post-Positivism? ' pp. 
225-7. 
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Importantly, Patomäki has rejected the reduction of causal accounts to regularities, 

emphasising, instead, that causal accounts in the social world require analysis of 
`unobservables', such as reasons, rules, norms, and discourses. Contra many 
Constructivist and Poststructuralist theorists Patomäki argues that discourses, beliefs, 

reasons and the historical constitution of actors - all conventionally ̀ non-causal' in IR - 
matter precisely because they play crucial causal roles in shaping world politics. It is 

because the constitution of objects, actors and relations is causal, and because reasons are 

causes, that hermeneutic and discursive methods are so important for social scientific 
inquiry. 128 

Patomäki has also emphasised the complexity of causes, and, hence the fact that causal 

accounts in IR need to be complexity-sensitive rather than parsimony-driven and 
`variable-based'. Patomäki argues that in the social world causes are always complex and 

that there are never single causes at work. 129 Patomäki suggests that causal explanation 

entails that we account for so-called ̀ causal complexes'. Causal complexes comprise, 

according to Patomäki, of five necessary elements of social being: "historically 

constructed corporeal actors; meaningful, historically structured action; regulative and 

constitutive rules implicated in every action and the constitution of actors; resources as 

competences and facilities; and relational and positional practices". 130 These factors - 
including regulative and constitutive rules - can all be considered as causal. He argues 
that we can usefully understand different parts of causal complexes as INUS-conditions: 

they each form part of the causal complex, they are the ̀ necessary' but `insufficient' parts 

of a causal complex that brings about certain concrete processes or patterns. 131 Patomäki 

also utilises the metaphor of `material cause' in describing the way in which contextual 

causes (social structures) are causal: they provide the material `out of which' social 
action arises. 132 

12S Patomäki, After International Relations pp. 89-90. 
12' Patomäki, 'How to Tell Better Stories' p. 118. 
X30 Ibid. pp. 114-5. 
3' Patomäki, After International Relations pp. 76-77,91,92. 
112 Ibid. p. 119. 
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As will be seen the insights of this thesis move on similar lines to Patomäki: this thesis, 

too, accepts the ontological reality of causes, also in the social world, and emphasises 

multi-causality. However, this thesis seeks to go beyond Patomäki in two key respects. 
First, the goal of this thesis is to clarify the consequences that the realist reframing of 

causation has for the theoretical debates and disciplinary divisions in IR. Patomäki has 

not drawn confusing lines of division between causal and constitutive theorising, as 

Wendt has. Yet, Patomäki does not discuss in any detail the implications that the 

acceptance of critical realism has for the causal-constitutive divide in IR. The emphasis 

here is on elaborating on the implications of the realist reframing of causation for IR 

debates. 

Also, this thesis seeks, besides ̀ deepening' the notion of cause, also to consistently 

`broaden' it, thus enabling us to recognise that causes can cause in different ways. This 

thesis agrees with Patomäki's emphasis on multi-causality, but seeks to take this 

argument further by elaborating on how different factors in a causal complex can be 

considered causal in different ways. It follows that the material cause and the INUS- 

condition analogies need to be rethought. 

Summary 

This chapter has sought to demonstrate that the Humean framing of causation, and the 

quagmires it has given rise to in philosophy of science, social science and the discipline 

of IR, can be challenged. The pragmatists have argued that the notion of cause should be 

considered a pragmatic metaphor that allows us to `explain', or `make intelligible', our 

causal inquiries. The key insight of the pragmatists is that they have pointed to the fact 

that our causal explanations always take place in an explanatory context and that the aim 

of causal explanations is to make the world intelligible. They have also problematised the 

positivist belief in `objectivism' of causal accounts, as well as helped to do away with the 

reasons-causes divisionary logic that has been appealed to by many in social sciences and 
IR. Furthermore, they have emphasised the multiple ways in which we can talk of causes. 
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However, in emphasising the pragmatic role of causal explanations in human inquiries, 

the pragmatist accounts, including Suganami's explanation of causes of war, have 

avoided dealing with causal ontology. This has given rise to the adoption of an anti- 

realist relativist stance on causes: what matters is what `we think' causes are, not what 

causes ̀really' are. Failing to give causes ontological meaning has made it difficult for 

the pragmatists to justify judgements between causal accounts. The pragmatists are, 

arguably, still tied to the modem philosophical problem-field in the sense of insisting on 

prioritising epistemological concerns (our knowledge) over ontological ones (what is). 

Realist philosophy has sought to challenge the anti-realist trends in modern philosophy 
by seeking to ground science and causation on an ontological understanding of the nature 

of the world. Realism argues that all scientific, and everyday, accounts of the world, 

require the assumption of realism. Realism challenges the empiricist conception of 

science that the positivists advocate. It also fundamentally challenges the validity of the 

Humean framing of causation, both in the natural and the social sciences. It is argued that 

causes are ontologically grounded, can be understood to refer to causal powers and 

structures rather than mere empirical regularities, and should be understood non- 
deterministically (within open systems). The redefinition of causation has allowed critical 

realists to theorise social causation in a new light: causal descriptions of various kinds are 

considered valid in the social world: reasons are causes, as are ideas, discourses and 

social structures. This means that hermeneutic methods, far from being anti-causal can be 

seen as central to social scientific causal analysis. 

However, some problems can be seen to characterise the philosophically realist 
approaches. Much of philosophical realism is still embedded within the efficient cause 

understanding of causation. Also, the framing of the causal nature of such ̀ conditioning' 

causes as social structures has been confusing, even when the more `passive' notion of 

material causes has been drawn on. Moreover, there have been definitional problems with 
the notions of mechanism and conditions - philosophical realists have failed to give 
consistent accounts of what these notions mean and what their relationships to causes are. 
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Moreover, the application of the philosophically realist approach in IR, especially in the 

works of Wendt and Dessler, has been inadequate. Wendt has failed to consistently refute 

the Humean assumptions concerning causation. He has also worked on the basis of a 

narrow understanding ofc onstitutive t heorising. As a result, he has reproduced, rather 

than transcended, the causal-constitutive division in IR. Dessler has challenged the 

dominance of positivist Humean approaches, their 'additive' causal analysis and their 

emphasis on quantitative methods, but has failed to challenge positivist mainstream in 

enough depth. Patomäki has gone furthest in transcending the problems of Humeanism in 

IR through his ontologically grounded and complexity-sensitive account of causal 

complexes. Yet, more remains to be done. Importantly, we must clarify what a coherent 

realist conceptualisation of causes entails and what it means for theoretical divisions in 

IR. Moreover, as will be seen, the `deepening' of the concept of cause should be tied to 

the ̀ broadening out' of the concept of cause, something that the philosophical realists 
have not explored in adequate depth. 

The next chapter seeks to build a coherent meta-theoretical and conceptual framework for 

thinking about causes in IR, a framework that can claim to address some of the central 

problems of causal analysis in IR, including the weaknesses of the rethinkers' approaches 

that have been examined in this chapter. 
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Rethinking Causation: Towards a Deeper and Broader 
Concept of Cause 

The previous chapters have sought to demonstrate that contemporary IR theorising is 

deeply informed by the Humean conception of causal analysis that has been closely 

entwined with the empiricist currents in twentieth century philosophy of science and 

social science. Drawing on the pragmatist and the philosophically realist frameworks that 

have sought to challenge the basic precepts of the Humean philosophy of causation, a 

handful of IR theorists, Suganami, Wendt, Dessler and Patomäki, have taken some steps 

towards rethinking the concept of cause in I R. However, these attempts to resolve the 

problem of causation in IR have left some important concerns unresolved, 

philosophically and with regard to the treatment of causation in IR. This chapter seeks 

build a non-Humean account of cause that both `deepens' and ̀ broadens' the meaning of 

the term cause and that, thereby, enables us to readdress some the central theoretical 

problems that the r ationalists, the reflectivists as well as the r ethinkers have had with 

causation in IR. 

The first section of this chapter will summarise the various problems that characterise IR 

theoretical approaches and their conceptions of causal analysis. I will, then, tackle these 
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problems through advancing a two-pronged argument. First, drawing on the philosophical 

realism of Roy Bhaskar, I argue that it is important that we give causation ontological 

grounding. This allows us to deepen our understanding of, and provides more nuanced 

conceptual tools for, social scientific causal analysis, thus allowing us to avoid the 

weaknesses of the rationalist, the reflectivist, as well as the rethinkers' frameworks. 

Second, drawing on Aristotle's four causes account, I argue that it is important that we 

also broaden the meaning of the notion of cause beyond the `pushing and pulling' 

efficient cause metaphor. Through complementing the deeper notion of cause with a 
broader conceptualisation of how causes work, we can clarify how to transcend the 

causal-constitutive divide in IR as well as elucidate how to avoid the problems of 
theoretical reductionism in the discipline. The rethought conceptualisation of causation, it 

is argued, provides more holistic and pluralistic ontological, methodological and 

epistemological basis for the treatment of causation in IR, thus directing IR theoretical 
frameworks towards new kinds of questions and debates. 

The focus here is on philosophical issues and on elaborating the effects of the 

philosophical refraining of causation for the theoretical undercurrents in IR. Concrete 

illustration of how this rethought notion of cause impacts on substantive IR research into 

world politics will be left for Chapter 7. 

Problems of Causal Analysis in IR 

It has been argued in Part I of this thesis that the discipline of IR has framed its debates 

on causation drawing on the Humean conception of causation. The acceptance of 
Humean assumptions has had some crucial consequences in contemporary IR theorising. 

The rationalists in IR have analysed causal relations through the Humean assumptions: 
they have, explicitly or implicitly, accepted the Humean regularity criteria, the 

observability assumption and the ̀ logically necessary' regularity-deterministic framing of 
causation. In chapter 3 we saw that the rationalists go about their inquiries into world 
politics in a very particular fashion due to the acceptance of the Humean conception of 
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causal analysis: they tend to advocate generalising and `additive' analysis; they find it 

difficult to deal with causal descriptions that do not seem to entail regularities of 

observables or regularity-deterministic closed system logic; and they have difficulties in 

dealing with issues of social construction and conceptualisation of the role of ideas, rules, 

norms or discourses in world politics. These characteristics arise from the restricting 

methodological, epistemological and ontological assumptions that their frameworks have 

carried due to the influence of Humeanism. 

The rationalists are methodologically hindered in that, because of the empiricist 

grounding of knowledge on the perceived, their causal analyses cannot draw on important 

non-empiricist methods of analysis and are unable to use and evaluate certain important 

types of evidence. Hermeneutic interpretation of reasons and motives of action, and their 

meaningful context, for example, is largely ignored by the positivists: study of meanings, 

motives and reasons is not deemed important, and if so, only to the extent that reasons, 

motives and meanings can be shown to have `stable' observable outcomes. Other 

methods, such as methods of discourse analysis, are rejected altogether because, in failing 

to conform to Humean criteria, they are considered `unscientific'? Qualitative or 

historical evidence is also difficult for the rationalists to use. Even when qualitative or 

historical data is used, it is made conform to a form of regularity analysis. 3 This results in 

a very narrow and superficial use of data and, indeed, shuts out from social inquiry 

certain important aspects of the social world. 

The rationalists are also epistemologically restricted in that they imply, unjustifiably, that 

the empiricist form of gaining knowledge has epistemological superiority in explaining 

world politics. The positivists presume that empirical knowledge has priority over other 

ways of knowing and that the strict criteria for scientific knowledge advanced by the likes 

of King, Keohane and Verba, can provide the social sciences with better, and more 

' See, for example, J. Goldstein and R. Keohane, "Ideas and Foreign Policy: An Analytical Framework" in 
Ideas and Foreign Policy: Beliefs Institutions and Political Change (Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1993) 
pp. 3.33. 

Robert Keohane, 'International Institutions: Two Approaches' International Studies Quarterly, 32 (1988) 
pp. 379-396 

The democratic peace debates demonstrate this well. See chapter 3 and also chapter 7. 
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reliable, knowledge of world politics. In so doing, however, the rationalists miss out on 

the crucial importance of other epistemological approaches and, crucially, fail to see the 

problems in acquiring knowledge simply through empirical observation. Indeed, the post- 

positivists have rightly criticised the epistemological `arrogance' that characterises 

rationalism: the positivists not only unjustifiably ignore other ways of gaining knowledge 

but also remain blind to the way in which their own assumptions are informed by the 

social and the political context of inquiry. 

Not only does Humeanism give rise to narrow methodological guidelines and 

epistemological arrogance, but it has also entailed the adoption of `flat' ontological 

assumptions. First, the rationalists, due to the acceptance of the observability assumption, 

avoid forming `deep' ontological conceptual systems concerning the structures or powers 

(that give rise to event-regularities). Even when theories make claims about `deeper' 

causal forces at work in world politics, these claims are cushioned in `as if' terminology 

that allows the positivists to avoid the accusation that they are making deep ontological 

claims. 5 Crucially, these ̀as ifs' are considered to matter only to the extent that they can 

be shown to have regular observable effects. Moreover, the social ontologies adopted are 

often individualistic and atomistic. Because the assumption of observability plays such a 

crucial role in the empiricist knowledge claims, world politics often becomes reduced to 

analysis of behavioural patterns of atomistic actors (whether they be states or individual 

leaders). If structures or systems are conceptualised, these are seen as deterministic 

`closed systems' from which the behaviour of individual actors can be deduced. 

As we have seen in chapter 4, many reflectivist theorists in IR have attacked the ability of 

positivist analysis to account for social affairs. The reflectivists themselves, however, 

have not avoided getting tangled up in the Humean discourse on causation. The problem 

reflectivism has with causation is that most reflectivists are unable to think of causation 

beyond the Humean criteria. Because of their association of causation with positivism, 

' King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry; Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). 

Neorealists, such as Waltz, argue, for example, that it is not that the structure of international system 
'really' is anarchic, but that the international system can usefully be thought of 'as if' it was anarchic. 
Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (London: McGraw-Hill, 1979) p. 6-8. 
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the reflectivists have either rejected, or at least have avoided using, the notion of cause. 
Reflectivists, rather than exploring non-Humean philosophies of causation, have been 

content to argue that they are engaging in completely different kind of analysis of social 

affairs: a non-causal, or so-called constitutive, form of analysis. 6 By not questioning the 

legitimacy of the Humean account as a model of causal analysis, the reflectivists have 

inadvertently reinforced H umeanism ̀ as the only game in town' with regard to causal 

analysis. 

The inadvertent acceptance of Humeanism by the reflectivists has given rise to a 

powerful dichotomisation of causal and constitutive approaches in IR. The reflectivist IR 

theorists have failed to notice that this dichotomy arises from their acceptance of a largely 

Humean conception of cause as their 'benchmark' for evaluating causal approaches. 
Moreover, as a result of their inability to theorise causation beyond Humeanism, the 

reflectivists have not noticed that many of their own claims seem ̀vaguely' causal, if not 

causal in the Humean sense: most reflectivists, as we have seen, do make claims about 
`forces', `influences', 'constraints' or 'consequences'. 

The Humean discourse of causation in IR has also led to theoretically 'reductionist' 

tendencies in IR - on both sides of the theoretical divisions. On the rationalist side the 

acceptance of Humean 'variable' based study of the social world has led to emphasis 
being put on parsimonious explanations that `isolate' causal variables. The empiricist 

variable-based study of the social world has led to a narrow treatment of causal factors as 
the `causal effects' of 'independent' variables have been measured 'against' each other 

on the basis of measures of statistical significance. This has lead to `additive' rather than 
`integrative' analysis of causal factors. 7 The Neo-Neo debates, for example, have 

revolved around quantifying the ̀ average' effects of absolute and relative gains ̀ against' 

6 See, for example, David Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and Politics of Identity, 2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998) p. 4. 
David Dessler, 'Beyond Correlations: Towards a Causal Theory of War' International Studies Quarterly, 

35, no. 3 (1991) pp. 337-355. 
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each other, rather than examining how both considerations can be explained holistically 

(how different motivations arise in different contexts). 8 

The reflectivists, too, tend toward reductionist framings of world politics - arguably, 

because of their anxiousness to avoid the deterministic and ̀ materialistic' connotations 

associated with the mainstream causal analyses. Reflectivists have come to concentrate 

their analyses on the `ideational' aspects in social life: they inquire into the rules, norms 

and discourses that inform particular events or processes. In so doing, it is often argued 

that ideas matter because they are the most `crucial' determinant of social life: the 

material world and its objects are seen to have no `determining power' outside their 

ideational, normative or discursive contexts. 9 It is also often assumed that ideas, norms 

and discourses are somehow ̀ independent' of (Realist) material forces, even when some 

sort of `rump materialism' is accepted. 1° This kind of terminology that separates the 

`ideational' (or conceptual/normative/discursive) out of the wider social context, 

arguably, reproduces the Humean logic of isolating factors from each other: it leads to the 

tendency to weigh `ideational' factors ̀ against' other factors. It follows that important 

questions concerning the material out-folding and conditioning of ideas, rules, discourses 

or motivations are often sidelined and more holistic understandings of social world are 
l impeded. " 

Some theorists in IR have attempted to escape the Humean assumptions and the 

divisionary logic they give rise to in IR by drawing on anti-Humean philosophies of 

causation. Suganami has followed the pragmatist critiques, arguing that causal 

8 R. Powell, 'Absolute and Relative Gains in International Relations Theory' American Political Science 
Review, 85, no. Dec (1991) pp. 1303-1320. 

See, for example, Ted Hopf, 'The Promise of Constructivism in International Relations Theory' 
International Security, 2 3, n o. 1 (1998) p. 3 22; Friedrich K ratochwil, 'Constructing a New Orthodoxy? 
Wendt's S ocial Theory of International P olitics and the C onstructivist C hallenge' Millennium, 2 9, no. 1 
(2000) pp. 73-101. 
10 See, for example, Rey Koslowski and Friedrich Kratochwil, "Understanding Change in International 
Politics: The Soviet Empire's Demise and the International System" in International Relations Theory and 
the End of Cold War, ed. R. N. Lebow and Thomas Risse-Kappen (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1995) p. 134. 
" Indeed, Kratochwil and Koslowski explicitly bracket out these questions. Ibid. p. 137. 
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explanation is about making events or processes 'intelligible'. 12 Suganami has sought to 

avoid theoretical reductionism and has emphasised the importance of multi-causal 

analysis. He has also rejected the traditional dichotomisation of IR into `explaining' and 

`understanding' approaches. 13 However, Suganami has avoided addressing the 

ontological aspect of the problem of causation, just as the pragmatist philosophers have 

done. This has left unclear the relationship between causal accounts and the (ontological) 

nature of the world outside our accounts, as well as the relationships between different 

causal accounts. 

Philosophical realism argues that causes, and science, should be seen through an 

ontological, rather than an epistemological framework. Causes, for the realists, are 

conceptualised as ontological `naturally necessitating' things, forces, structures or 

relations. 14 While realism has consistently avoided the problems of the empiricists as well 

as the pragmatists, certain gaps and confusions remain: with regard to the use of the 

efficient cause metaphor, the `material cause' and INUS-condition analogies and the 

meaning of the concepts ̀mechanism' and 'condition'. 

Drawing on philosophical realism, Wendt, Dessler, Wight and Patomäki, have pointed to 

avenues out of the anti-realist problem-field in IR. This has entailed a critique of the 

Humean causal theorising in IR, as well as of the dichotomous causal-non-causal framing 

of theoretical approaches in the discipline. However, Wendt has, paradoxically, 

reproduced the application of Humean causal criteria in IR and has ended up reproducing 

the causal-constitutive theory dichotomy. 15 Dessler has not followed the philosophically 

realist critique of Humeanism to its full conclusions either, but has, instead, merely 

`tweaked' traditional IR understandings of science and its causal analysis. 16 Patomäki has 

12 Hidemi Suganami, On the Causes of War (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996). 
'} Hidemi Suganami, 'Agents, Structures and Narratives' European Journal of International Relations, 5, 
no. 3 (1999) pp. 365-385. 
14 Roy Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science (Hassocks, Sussex: Harvester Press, 1978); Rom harre and 
Edward 11. Madden, Causal Powers: A Theory of Natural Necessity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1975). 
15 Alexander Wendt, "On Causation and Constitution" in Eighty Years' Crisis: International Relations 
1919-1999, Special Issue of Review of International Studies, ed. M. Cox, Tim Dunne, and Ken Booth 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) pp. 101-17. 
16 Dessler, 'Beyond Correlations' pp. 337-355. 
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taken the realist critique furthest but has not comprehensively developed the implications 

of philosophical realism within IR. He has also reproduced some of the problems that are 

embedded within realist accounts of causation more widely. '7 

The goal of the following sections is to deal with the many problems and inconsistencies 

of previous accounts of causation. The goal is to rethink, specifically, the rationalist and 

reflectivist accounts, but also the inconsistencies in the rethinkers' frameworks. The aim 
is to build a consistent philosophical account of causation through, first, clarifying how 

the realist framing of causation allows us to deepen our understandings of causation and 

causal analysis in three important ways. This `deeper' account of cause is complemented 
by `broadening out' of the way in which we conceptualise causes, through revisiting the 

Aristotelian `four causes' conception of causation. The deepening and the broadening of 

the concept of cause provides us with the philosophical and conceptual tools tor eject 
Humeanism and, thereby, allows us to combat the influences of Humeanism in 

contemporary IR theorising. 

Deeper Ontologically Grounded Notion of Cause 

The philosophical realist framing of causation, as we have seen in chapter 5, seems to 

have avoided many of the anti-realist traps that have plagued twentieth century 

philosophers of science and social science. The insights of philosophical realism will be 

defended here because realism allows us to `deepen' our understanding of causes in three 

important ways. First, by giving the concept a general ontological grounding, 

philosophical realism clarifies the nature of `scientific causal analysis'. Second, 

Bhaskar's critical realism allows us to deepen our understanding of the nature of 

causation in the social sciences. Through accounting for the causal role of unobservables, 

such as ideas, reasons and discourses, critical realism allows us to lift the positivist 
`straight jacket' from the social sciences, ontologically, epistemologically and 

methodologically - as well as allowing us to avoid the anti-realist and relativist claims of 

17 1leikki Patomäki, 'How to Tell Better Stories About World Politics' European Journal of International 
Relations, 2, n o. 1 (1996) pp. 103-133; H eikki P atom lki and C olin W ight, 'After P ost-Positivism? The 
Promises of Critical Realism' International Studies Quarterly, 44, no. 2 (2000) pp. 213-237. 
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the poststructuralists. Third, the realist conceptualisation of causation allows us to further 

deepen our understanding of social scientific causal analysis by emphasising that it 

involves, not just the study of behaviour or understandings, but also the study of 

structures of social relations. 

Grounding the Concept of Cause Ontologically 

The central aim of philosophical realism has been to challenge the Humean empiricist 

account of causation. As we have seen, the realist approaches challenge the applicability 

of the regularity, observability and regularity-determinism assumptions. They do so 

through reviving the notions of causal powers and natural necessity. The ontological 

grounding of the concept of cause is important because it allows us to radically rethink 

what `scientific causal analysis' involves. 

The notion of cause, philosophical realists argue, is not just a concept referring to a 
logical or conceptual relation between patterns of events, or statements referring to them, 

but is a notion that refers to the real ontological structures, forces or relations that make 

events happen. Although the concept of cause is a human concept and applied in a 

transitive social context, it is seen as a metaphor for real non-conceptual ontological 

aspects of the world. Central in understanding causation in a realist manner is the notion 

of causal powers, developed famously by Harre and Madden. 18 Underlying changes and 

events, they argue, there are ̀ things' in the world that have certain real (rather than just 

postulated or imagined) properties and causal powers by virtue of their composition. As 

Ellis puts it: for realists "the world consists ultimately of things [or objects] that have 

their causal powers essentially that determine what they can, must or cannot do in 

relation to other things". 19 

Realists such as B haskar argue that this notion of causal powers is central to science: 

scientific inquiries try to understand the structure of things - or rather objects, since 

1e Harre and Madden, Causal Powers 
19 Brian Ellis, Scientific Essentialism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) p. 4 
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scientific objects, for Bhaskar, do not need to be 'thing-like' to be real20 - by which they 

have particular causal powers. The underlying causal powers of objects allow them to 

generate certain `actual' processes in particular conditions - conditions which remain 

6contingent'21 Critics often argue that explaining the world through the notion of causal 

powers is tautological. When a physician explains the sleep-inducing tendencies of 

powder through its `dormitive power', he is said to have committed the classic mistake of 

advancing a meaningless tautological answer to the inquiry and has, hence, failed to 

account for the cause of drowsiness. However, this criticism is misleading. While 

reference to `dormitive power' might not answer our particular causal puzzle, the analogy 

of power is not tautological if a theorist explains what it is about the structure of 

something that gives it these powers. 22 For the realists, the notion of causal powers 

captures the idea that things or forces in the world consist of, or are structured through, 

sets of `internal relations', which give them properties for acting in certain ways. Realists 

focus on accounting for these internal relations that explain what it is about something 

that brings about change/effects, for example, what it is about the structure and 

constitution of `dormitive powder' that brings about sleepiness. 

The notion of causal powers provides us with a useful tool to challenge Humeanism. 

First, on the basis of the causal powers account regularity can be considered neither 

sufficient, nor necessary for establishing a causal relation. 23 It should be noted that we do 

not have to reject all statistical methods. On the contrary, realists accept that statistical 

investigation of frequency, spread, covariance and so forth can be extremely useful when 

applied in the right context. However, and crucially, realism gives us grounds to argue 

that statistical regularities themselves are not causation, nor do they provide a `causal 

explanation'. 24 Causes, for realists, are not equated with regularities but are seen to refer 

to real ontological features of the world. Causal explanation, on the other hand, is not 

20 J. Lopez and G. Potter, "After Postmodernisn: The Millennium" in After Postmodernism. An 
Introduction to Critical Realism, ed. J. Lopez and G. Potter (London: Athlore Press, 2001) p. 11. 
21 Sayer makes a useful distinction between necessary internal relations and contingent external relations. 
The former refer to relations within structures, while the latter refer to the conditions within which internal 
relations act out. See, for example, A. Sayer, Realism and Social Science (London: Sage, 2000) p. 16. 
22 A. Sayer, Method in Social Science: A Realist Approach, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1992) p. 106. 
23 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science p. 12. 
24 Danermark, Explaining Society: Critical Realism in the Social Sciences (London: Routledge, 2002) p. 54. 
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equated with analysis of regularities either, but is seen to arise from the construction of 

conceptual models that try to grasp the nature of objects through making existential 

claims about their constituting structures and causal powers, thereby enabling 

explanations of various ̀ actual. ' or empirical processes. 

Second, philosophical realism challenges the observability assumption to which 

empiricists give primacy. Empiricists, it is argued, have reduced the objects of science to 

what can be observed, and as a result, have been unable to conceptualise the deeper 

ontological nature of scientific objects. Realist ontology is stratified: as Bhaskar argues, 

reality can be seen to exist on three different levels: the real (unobservable), the actual 
(events) and the empirical (observed). 25 This means that causation does not simply refer 

to relations of observables, nor to relations of events, but can be identified and 

conceptualised to exist on a deeper unobservable level of reality. `Deep ontological 

causes', such as the structures or constitution of objects, can be conceptualised as causal 
because causation is not tied to empiricist assumption of observability. 

Third, the assumption of `logical necessity', and the regularity-determinism of 
Humeanism, is rejected: causation is distanced from the `deterministic' prejudices 

attached to it by the positivists. In contrast to regularity-determinism (given regularities 

we an make `when A, then B' statements), ̀ubiquity determinism' that characterises 

philosophical realist frameworks is not `deterministic' in the traditional sense: causes can 
be considered to `determine' effects but this refers merely to the way in which causes, in 

combination with many other causes, contribute to changes in the world. 26 

It follows that predictability cannot be the primary aim of science, and certainly it is not 

symmetrically related to 'causal relations' and 'explanation', as in the empiricist 

positivist accounts. David Deutsch gives an illustrative example of why prediction can 
never be enough for explanation: 

2$ Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science p. 13. 
26 Ibid. pp. 70-1. 
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Being able to predict things or to describe them, however accurately, is not at all the same 
thing as understanding them... Imagine that an extra-terrestrial scientist has visited the 
Earth and given us an ultra-high technology ̀ oracle' which can predict the outcome of 
any possible experiment, but provides no explanations. According to the [positivist] 
instrumentalists, once we had the oracle we should have no further use for scientific 
theories, except as a means of entertaining ourselves. But is this true? H ow could the 
oracle be used in practice? In some sense it would contain the knowledge necessary to 
build say, an interstellar spaceship. But how exactly would that help us build one? ... The 
oracle only predicts the outcomes of experiments. Therefore, in order to use it at all we 
must first know what experiments to ask it about. If we gave it a design of a spaceship, 
and the details of a proposed flight, it could tell us how the spaceship would perform on 
such a flight. But it could not design the spaceship for us in the first place. And even if it 
predicted that the spaceship we had designed would explode on take-off, it could not tell 
us how to prevent such an explosion... Before we could even begin to improve the design 
in any way, we should have to understand, among other things, how the spaceship was 
supposed to work. Only then would we have any chance of discovering what might cause 
an explosion on take-off. Prediction - even perfect, universal prediction - is simply no 
substitute for explanation... The oracle would be very useful in many situations, but its 
usefulness would always depend on people's ability to solve scientific problems in just 
the way they have now. 27 

Philosophical realism, through ontologically grounding causal explanation, gives a 

coherent non-empiricist view of science and its causal explanation. For the realists, 

scientific causal explanation is not defined by rigid epistemological and methodological 

assumptions but is seen as a "refinement and extension of what we do in practical 
functioning of everyday life". 28 Further, contra sceptics of science, we can argue that 

science is not merely a socially embedded practice, discoveries of which are entirely 

subjective or inter-subjectively corroborated: science, and causal explanation, has objects 
independent of our scientific metaphorical theories. 

`Very well', a critic might say, ̀ but what are we to think to the social sciences'? Most 

sceptics would accept that the objects of natural sciences are real and even causal but still 

maintain that the objects of social sciences cannot be accorded reality, or a causal role. 

27 David Deutsch, The Fabric of Reality (London: Penguin Books, 1998) pp. 4.5. 
2B Lopez and Potter, "After Postmodernisn: The Millennium" p. 9. 
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Causes in the Social World: Rethinking Ideas, Reasons and Concept-dependence 

Can we accept the reality of the social world, reality of social objects and can we accept 

that there are ontological causes in the social world? The answer, drawing on critical 

realism, is yes. 

In exploring the nature of social reality the critical realists start from the ontological 

question: `what must the social world be like, for our efforts to explain it to make 

sense? '29 The empiricist reduction of reality to the observable is rejected due to the fact 

that it unnecessarily limits the world and its objects to the observable and, thus, gives a 

very narrow and atomistic account of `social reality'. It is argued that `actualist' 

explanations focused on observable patterns of behaviour fail to account for, and 

conceptualise, the role of meanings, concepts, rules, discourses and social construction in 

social life. 

What about the poststructuralist argument that reality is constituted by our concepts and 

language? Critical realism argues that this stance results in the acceptance of 

unnecessarily relativist conclusions and, indeed, a self-contradictory logic. It is argued 

that if `descriptions' of the social world are not separated from `reality' of social world 

we have no basis for theoretical debate or assessing validity of our statements or 

discourses. Our debates and discourses have to be seen as literally self-referential. 

If discourses construct the objects to which discourses refer, then the discourse itself can 
never be wrong about the existence of its objects... nor can an alternative discourse 
possibly critique another discourse, since the objects of a given discourse exist if the 
discourse says they exist. External criticism of existential claims of discourses seems 
impossible. ' 

On the basis of realism, the absolutely discursive understanding of social reality can be 

seen as a misleading exaggeration. Not only does it raise the problems of relativism but 

also, more fundamentally, it hides the fact that those that deny the reality beyond our 

29 "It is the nature of objects that determines their cognitive possibilities for us". Roy ßhaskar, Possibility of 
Naturalism; a Critique of the Contemporary Human Sciences (London: Routledge, 1998) p. 25. 
30 Patom iki and Wight, 'After Post-Positivism? ' p. 217. 
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discourses/narratives/stories/perspectives, arguably, do end up making some assumptions 

and claims (existential hypotheses) about external social reality, if nothing else, about the 

reality of discourses or stories, Critical realists, persuasively point to the fact that most of 

our everyday life and communication is premised on the acceptance of some ̀ realities', 

even if discursive ones, and this extends even to the poststructuralists. 31 

An example from IR can be used to clarify this issue. In discussing Bosnia and the 

Bosnian crisis, David Campbell denies that he is giving a `true' account of a `fixed' 

reality of Bosnian war. This is because patterns of events or `facts', he argues, can be 

plotted along various lines and it is the stories we tell (how we pick `facts' and link them) 

that `narrate reality': historical or social realities cannot be assumed to pre-exist our 

representations. 2 Even so, to deny the extra-linguistic reality of Bosnia, or rather its 

discursive construction through a variety of discourses, is not possible for Campbell. 

Indeed, he proceeds to make various claims about the discursive ̀ realities' in Bosnia. 

Campbell argues, for example, that a `territorial discourse', among others, was involved 

in framing Bosnia, the Bosnian crisis and the responses to it. Arguably, it is precisely 
because the discourses that made Bosnia, and framed the `crisis', are real in some sense, 

rather than simply a figment of his imagination, that Campbell thinks it is important that 

we recognise their role in `constituting' the crisis and responses to it. The very fact that 

he ends up arguing that his account points to something important that mainstream 

theorists have ignored, and that he can give a better account of how the Bosnian crisis 

took the shape it did33, implies that his theorisation does have a referent, even if a 

primarily discursive, non-deterministic and complex one. This referent is engaged with 

through historical data that can of course be interpreted in plurality of ways; however, 

arguably, not in `any' way. 34 

" Sayer, Realism and Social Science p. 69. 
32 David Campbell, National Deconstruction: Violence, Identity and Justice in Bosnia (London: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1998) pp. 34-36. 
" Ibid. p. 3. 
` Indeed, Colin Wight has pointed out that despite his rejection of 'historical record', Campbell cannot 
avoid resorting to some sort of a historical record. Thus, although there is 'continual contestation' between 
accounts it is not as if 'any' account is as good as another. See Colin Wight, 'Metacampbell: The 
Epistemological Problematics of Perspectivism' Review of International Studies, 25, no. 2 (1999) pp. 311- 
316. 
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It is also important that we recognise that although our conceptualisations and accounts 

are socially embedded and can have influence in the social world, social theorists do not 
`create' the social world. We do not need a social scientist to conceptualise social life 

before it can exist: it has a reality outside social scientists descriptions, although these can 

come to have some impact back on social reality. 35 

Critical realism allows us to accept the reality of social objects, but also to emphasise that 

the social world is complex and dynamic: it is comprised of complex interactions of 

various real objects. For the realists the social world is characterised by `open systems'. 
Contra positivists, the social world is not seen as a closed system where we can isolate 

behaviour or conduct experiments on 'when A, then B' basis. It is argued that because of 

the open system nature of social world efforts to predict social affairs are impossible. 36 

Importantly, the complexity of the social world and the lack of regularity and universal 

prediction do not make the social world a-causal. If we follow realist insights, the social 

world can be seen as causal, just as the natural world: just like in the natural world, 
`nothing in the social world comes from nothing'. Crucially, unlike the Humeans, the 

critical realists work on an open definition of causation: causes are things or forces that 

make things happen, that bring about effects. The structure of causal explanation is the 

same for all sciences, although the causal powers of objects in the social world are 

ontologically different and, hence, require different methods of study (including 

hermeneutic methods). The social causes are ontological, that is, they are existing (real) 

rather than `imagined', even though, causes in the social world, as in the natural world, 

are mostly unobservable (on the level of the real rather than empirical). The 

unobservability ofc auses is not a problem for the realists asc auses, for t hem, s imply 

refer to those things that make things happen, whether observable or not, and are almost 

always ̀ got at' through conceptualisation (abstraction) rather than direct perception. 

35 Roy IIhaskar, Reclaiming Reality: A Critical Introduction to Contemporary Philosophy (London: Verso, 
1989) p. 5. 
11 IIhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism p. 45. 
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Through its ontological grounded and complexity-sensitive account of causation and 

social ontology, critical realism allows us to reassess some of the central debates in 

philosophy of social science. Importantly, critical realism advances an interesting 

solution to the reasons and causes controversy that has raged between the positivist and 

the hermeneutic theorists. Critical realism argues that the hermeneutic ̀reasons account' 

that denies the applicability of causality the social world is predicated on a caricatured 

and narrow conception of causation: reasons are thought to apply in the social world 

because the Humean causal model ̀ when X, then Y' does not seem to work. If causation 

is not seen as co-terminous with regularity (that brings with it regularity-determinism) 

and `cause' is conceptualised more `common-sensically' as that which "so tips the 

balance of events as to produce a known outcome"37, causal explanations can be seen to 

reach much deeper into social life than typical reasons accounts allow. Bhaskar argues 

that the reasons we hold are causal on our actions. Our reasons must be causes of our 

action because, as Bhaskar puts it, "the agent's reasons are a necessary condition for the 

bodily movements that occurred, in the straightforward sense that had the agent not 

possessed them they would have not occurred". 38 To give a `reasons-account', then, is to 

explicate those reasons that are causally efficacious in agents' actions. It can be accepted 

that agents are often mistaken about their reasons for actions (rationalisations); however, 

this does not challenge the assumption that the agent's reason (though not necessarily the 

one cited by agent) was the cause of the action. 

A person may possess a reason R for doing A, do A and R may not be the reason why 
s/he does it. It is only if X does A because of R that we are justified in citing R as the 
reason for A. And there would seem no way of explicating `because' except in terms of 
causality... Unless a reason could function as a cause there would be no sense in a person 
evaluating different beliefs in order to decide how to act. For either a reason will make a 
difference to his/her behaviour or it will not. In the former case it counts as a cause. 

9 

Moreover, importantly, critical realism allows us to accept that that meanings, ideas and 
beliefs are central to social science and its causal explanation, despite not being directly 

observable or regularity-deterministic. Because meanings, ideas and beliefs give people 

37 Ibid. p. 83. 
3e Ibid. p. 89, 
39 Ibid. pp. 90-92. 
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reasons for acting they form a crucial part of any causal explanation of the social world. 

Indeed, critical realists argue that it is only through recognising the causal importance of 
ideas that the poststructuralist claims, for example, make sense. 40 To use Campbell as an 

example again, if the territorial representation of Bosnia that he points to did not have an 

effect on how the situation developed in Bosnia, why is Campbell talking about it? 

Surely, his account is referring to something (a certain kind of discourse) that has real 

effects: hence his frequent references to its `consequences' 41. The critical realists allow us 

to understand ideas and representations as causal, even when their role is not 

deterministic or simple, while Campbell himself lacks the conceptual apparatus to 

conceptualise causation beyond deterministic (Humean-derived) assumptions. 

However, arguably, the critical realist conceptual apparatus for understanding how 

reasons and `ideational' frameworks are causal needs to be clarified. Arguably, the 

metaphor of efficient cause, which most critical realists resort to in understanding the role 

of reasons and ideas in the social world, is not ideally equipped to deal with causes such 

as those that Campbell, for example, deals with. These discourses do not `push and pull', 

they constrain and enable identities, actions and responses. It would be desirable to locate 

a more suitable metaphor for the causal role of these discursive causes. The next section 

will aim to develop such a metaphor for engaging with normative or discursive causes. 

Despite some of the conceptual inadequacies of the critical realist framework, the critical 

realist emphasis on social causes, such as reasons and ideas, is important because, contra 

positivism, it allows us to accept the use of hermeneutic and discursive methods in the 

social sciences. As Patomäki argues, hermeneutic methods, for example, are necessary 
for any causal analysis, precisely because reasons are causes. 42 The same applies for 

discourse methods. The difference between a critical realist and an interpretive approach 
is that the critical realists situate interpretation in real practical contexts: interpretive 

understanding is seen as a "normal and indispensable part of everyday practice, indeed, 

Sayer, Method in Social Science p. 111. 
41 Campbell, Writing Security p. 4. 
42 Patomäki, 'How to Tell Better Stories' p. 108. 
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social life depends on its being reasonably successful for much of the time". 43 Contra 

poststructuralists, it is argued that there is a degree of stability of meaning, which 

everyday life and discourse depend upon it 44 Interpretation is also seen as non-relativist 
in that even the most contestable meanings in social life - identities for example - are not 

seen as 

simply matters of discursive construction or the play of difference within discourse. 
Rather they relate to determinate characteristics and acts, to what actors, groups and 
societies have done. These acts, of course, are of course open to differing interpretations, 
but the [interpretations] have some things in common - the interpretandum - over which 
they differ. " 

Critical realism allows us to reject the epistemological arrogance of empiricists in favour 

of the principle of epistemological relativism: all knowledge is socially situated and 

contextual, and there is no one certain way to come to know `what is. However, it is 

argued that we need not accept judgemental relativism, that is, give up on the principle 
that some accounts can be better than others. 

Often the justification for the relativist stance is drawn from the concept-dependent and 
`theory-determined' nature of our accounts. This can be seen as an exaggerated position. 
Just because social life and our accounts are premised on previous conceptual and 
theoretical constructions, this does not make our account entirely `theory-determined'. 

Although the accounts and concepts we advance to explain the social world, arise and 

exist within a social context it is important to recognise that the referents of our accounts 

may exist outside our discourse. Indeed, it is because "discourse and knowledge are not 

merely self-referential... [that] they are fallible". 46 

For example, even highly `incommensurable' accounts - Neoliberal and Marxist 

accounts of economics for example - are not `relative' because they share, at least partly, 
a common referent (global economic processes). Indeed, if they did not there could be no 

' Sayer, Realism and Social Science p. 46. 
4' Ibid. p. 93. 
45 Ibid. p. 46. 
46 Ibid. p. 62. 
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debate between them - since they would have nothing to disagree about. 47 Evaluating the 

plausibility of such accounts against each other is, of course, a complex process. 
However, we do constantly evaluate theories against the state of the world and against 

each other and, importantly, although evaluations do not have simple and non-political 

outcomes, it is not as if `anything goes' in interpreting accounts. Thus, although the 

Neoliberal and Marxists accounts of the world economy have very different 

terminologies and methodologies, and they point to very different kinds of causal 

connections and relations, it is not as if `anything' can be plausibly asserted by these 

accounts (for example, that capitalism does not entail any inequalities). 

Evaluating the explanatory adequacy of theories is difficult, as there are no fixed 

universal criteria to draw on in doing so. Also, evaluations are complicated by the fact 

that they are not a-political. However, it is not as if ontological assumptions advanced can 
be `whatever' or that evidence can be interpreted in `any' way. Concerns such as internal 

coherence, ontological plausibility, scope and strength of evidential support (of various 
kinds), arguably, come into play in the way we assess theories and accounts against each 

other. The critical realists remind us that the ̀ ambiguousness' of the process of assessing 

social scientific theories is unavoidable, but not necessarily an insurmountable problem. 
It is accepted that the ambiguousness and incompleteness, as well as the socially and 

politically embedded nature of accounts of the social world, is a characteristic that arises 
from the ontological nature of the objects of social sciences. Indeed, as Sayer puts it "we 

should not expect more precision than the object allows. We should not expect something 
like cultural values to be unambiguous and determinate any more than we should expect a 
lump of granite to be malleable and indeterminate. "48 

Arguably, the danger in the political/ideological nature of social science is not that it is 

pervasive, but that, when theorists are not reflexive about the political and social 
assumptions at work in their theorising, they can come to make ontologically and 

47 Ibid. p. 47. 
48 Ibid. p. 45. 
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empirically implausible judgements about the nature of the world. 49 While social and 

political embeddedness of theories is unavoidable, showing the fallibility of some of 

these accounts is not. A realist can argue against racism and fascism, for example, not 
just on `normative' grounds but also because "they can be shown to have inferior 

cognitive status - they are based on misleading accounts and explanations of human 

society, ones which are inferior to non-racist theories". 50 Social science always runs the 

risk, not just of political theorising, but of politically motivated unreflective and 
implausible theorising. This is why reflexivity is essential: theorists must remain aware of 
how their assumptions can result in making unsustainable ontological and evidential 

claims. 

The critical realist notion of cause, and scientific causal explanation, gives us a good 

place to start in allowing us to accept the reality and the causal nature of social world, 
including the causal role of reasons and ideas. It helps us lift of the positivist 

straightjacket on social analysis as well as allowing us to avoid the exaggerations of 

poststructuralist accounts. It allows us to avoid the positivist concentration on the 

`superficial' level of empirical observation and generalisation and, also, allows us to 

reject the overly swift attempts to throw away reality, causation and science. However, it 

is crucial that we do not leave things here but also note that there is another sense in 

which the critical realist account of social science provides a ̀ deeper' approach to causal 

analysis of the social world: it emphasises the importance of analysing social relations. 

Causal Analysis and the Structures of Social Relations 

Contra positivists, the realists frame the world in relational terms, that is, science is seen 
to be about inquiring into the `internal relations' that make up objects. Importantly, this 

applies also in the social world and gives rise to the adoption of conceptual tools that both 

the empiricist Humeans and the interpretivist `anti'-Humeans tend to ignore. Empiricists 

tend to see social life in terms of patterns of regular behaviour of individual agents. 

49 Ibid. p. 53. 
50 Ibid. p. 77. For realist normative theory see also pp, 155-188. 
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Interpretivists, on the other hand, tend to emphasise ̀meanings', ̀ concept-dependence', 

`rules' and `inter-subjective understandings' in making up the social world. Critical 

realists argue that the goal of social science should not be merely the study of individual 

or group behaviour, or understanding the shared inter-subjective ideas and norms that 

give meaning to social life (interpretivists), but, beyond them, the study of social 

relations or rather structures of social relations. 

The notion of social structure is controversial in the social sciences. Many e mpiricists 

adopt ̀ closed system' deterministic framings of structure. Poststructuralist, interpretivists 

as well as some realists, on the other hand, argue that we should avoid the notion of 

social structures or, at most, adopt a ̀ minimal' definition of social structures, that is, see 

them as referring to shared rules or inter-subjective understandings that inform social 

life. 5' Accepting social structures as ̀ ontologically autonomous', ̀ real' and ̀ causal', the 

sceptics argue, hides the fact that social forms are fundamentally dependent on agents and 

their intentionality and, hence, runs the risk of reifying social forms. However, it is my 

view that Bhaskar's argument for the utility of the notion of social structures is broadly 

persuasive and allows us to give a more nuanced focus to social scientific causal analysis. 

Critical realists accept that social life is meaningful, concept-dependent and rule- 

governed. However, it is argued that concepts, meanings and rules also give rise to 

materially unfolding social relations, that is, they give rise to materially embodied 

`internal relations' between agents and it is the study of these relations that social science 

should focus on. The tenant-landlord relation, for example, is seen not just as a 

`conceptual relation' (words define each others' meaning), a `shared understanding' 

(actors understand themselves and their actions according to some rules), or a pattern of 

behaviour (landlords t end to behave inX, tenants inY ways) but asa material social 

" Anthony King, 'The Impossibility of Naturalism: The Antinomies of Bhaskar's Realism' Journal for the 
theory of social behaviour, 29, no. 3 (1999) pp. 267- 289; Rom Hare and C. R. Varela, 'Conflicting 
Varieties of Realism: Causal Powers and the Problem of Social Structure' Journal for the theory of social 
behaviour, 26, no. 3 (1996) pp. 313-325. Giddens also leans towards a limited definition of social 
structures, which critical realists reject. Social structures for Giddens are, at the end of the day, 'virtual' 
(while influencing some material factors) rather than real material social relations. For criticisms of 
Giddens see Margaret S. Archer, Realist Social Theory: The Morphogenetic Approach (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
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relation that defines the social roles and positions of the agents locked into them. The 

tenant-landlord relation forms a `structure' of `social relations' because it `internally 

relates' agents to each other (tenants, landlords), thus shaping their practices (paying rent) 

and defining their relations to material objects (house). 52 Social structures, just as other 

`structures', `internally relate' aspects of the world to each other. However, Bhaskar 

accepts that social structures 1) unlike natural structures, do not exist independently of 

the activities they govern, 2) do not exist independently of agents' conceptions of what 

they are doing and are only 3) relatively enduring. 53 

Bhaskar's notion of social structure is useful in that it captures the sense in which agents 

in the social world are not 'independent' but deeply related through their social context. It 

allows us to recognise that, through their intentional and rule-governed action, agents 

give rise to social relations that have 'emergent properties' beyond them. 54 It allows us to 

recognise that society and its social relations `pre-exist' individual actors and their 

particular conceptions of the social world. The notion of social structures also emphasises 

that social positions and roles defined by structures of social relations are materially as 

well as ̀ ideationally' embodied. 

To use an example, the social structure of the British state is dependent on the actions of 

individual intentional agents and their adoption of certain ̀ ways of thinking'. However, 

these ways of thinking give rise to certain social roles and positions (e. g. 'citizen', `Prime 

Minister', `policeman') that condition (and, indeed, enable) the thoughts and actions of 

agents within these structures. Importantly, even if you do not share a belief in the 'state' 

(say, you are an anarchist) the structure of social relations still constrains you: because it 

pre-exists you, is irreducible to individual actors, and is materially unfolding. Against 

those social constructivists that reduce social life or social structures to `ways of 

thinking' (conceptual-dependencies, rules, norms, discourses), the critical realists 

52 Sayer, Method in Social Science p. 92. 
s' Ibid. p. 39. 
sa Dhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism p. 25.1 agree with l3haskar in seeing social structures as an 
ontological, not just as an `analytical' category. This is because social structures can be seen to be 
ontologically causal on individual actors (both materially and formally, see next section), even if they are 
also ontologically inseparable from agents that make them up. 
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emphasise the `pre-existence' and the material embodiment and properties of social 

relations. Also, critical realists, crucially, emphasise that people are often not aware of 

the social structures around them, how they are informed by them, and how they 

reproduce them. Critical realism emphasises that intentional action can have 

unintentional consequences that reproduces structures of social relations. As Bhaskar puts 
it: "people do not marry to reproduce the nuclear family or work to reproduce the 

ss capitalist economy". 

Social structures, it should be noted, can be of many kinds, as social structures can be 

conceived to exist on different `strata of depth': they can be m ore concrete taking the 

form of particular institution (family) or be more abstract (nuclear family, state, 

capitalism). Also, they can vary in their durability. However, Bhaskar points out that, 

although social life is dynamic and social structures are reproduced by intentional actors, 

the 'internal relations' that characterise social life can be, and often are, surprisingly 

enduring. Further, importantly, when social structures change they change through 

transformation: agents reproduce and transform pre-existing social relations they do not 
`create' or `destroy' them at will. 56 

Bhaskar importantly argues that social structures have impacts, they `tip the balance of 

events', and, hence, should be considered causal. Although Bhaskar emphasises that 

social structures are causal he fails to, arguably, adequately account for how they are 

causal. Social structures are causal, for Bhaskar, because they are a necessary condition 
for any intentional act of agents. 57 What the notion `necessary condition' means remains 

rather vague in Bhaskar's account. Sometimes critical realists specify this definition 

further by arguing that social structures are an INUS-condition or a `material cause' of 

agency. As we have seen these metaphors are not unproblematic. Because of the unclear 

causal nature of social structures, the issue of social structural causation will be further 

clarified in the next section. However, even if lacking in conceptual clarity, Bhaskar's 

acceptance of the causal nature of social structures is important, because it opens up the 

ss mid. p. 44. 
sb )bid. pp. 25-38. 
57 Ibid. p. 25. 
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treatment of social causation further than other branches of social science have. It allows 

us to give real causal role to the social context of action, something that many empiricist 
individualists, as well as ̀ interpretivists', have avoided. 

A quick note should be made concerning the type of research process that this deeper 

social relations centred approach to social scientific causal analysis entails. Social 

research, it is argued, involves two stages: abstraction and the study of the concrete. 58 

The study of the concrete can be understood as the study of the events and actualities 

concerning the object of explanation. In explaining the causes of terrorism, for example, 

one might look into the terrorist agents, or terrorist groups, their actions and capabilities. 

In order to grasp the nature of the concrete, critical realists accept that we can taxonomise 

events and observables and try to see what kind of regular patterns characterise the 

concrete objects. We could, for example, construct regularities about the capabilities, 

motivations or contextual characteristics of the terrorist groups and try to associate these 

with particular kinds of patterns of behaviour. However, a realist explanation of the 

causes of terrorism would have to go beyond the taxonomical study of the concrete: it 

would have to involve careful conceptualisation, or abstraction, concerning the social 

relations within which the concrete patterns/actors are embedded. 

The process of abstraction takes the concrete as its starting point, but develops a deeper 

understanding of the level of the `actual' through conceptualising (making existential 
hypotheses about) the underlying structures that give rise to them, that is, through 

embedding the concrete objects/actors/actions/measurables in various sets of social 

relations. Through abstraction a researcher aims to understand the deeper sets of social 

relations within which concrete actors or processes are embedded and that, hence, allow 

us to explain the concrete event-level in `deeper' and more nuanced ways. 59 

se See, for example, Sayer, Method in Social Science pp. 85-88,138-43. 
S9 Ibid. p. 9. Arguably, the more layered (in abstraction) and the more complexity-sensitive (in the analysis 
of the unfolding of complex sets of social relations in concrete situations) explanations are, the more 
explanatorily adequate they tend to be. See Jeroen Van I3ouwel and Erik Weber, 'Remote Causes, Bad 
Explanations? ' Journal for theory of social behaviour, 32, no. 4 (2002) pp, 437-449. 
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Finding suitable metaphors and concepts is crucial in the process of abstraction and, 
hence, careful conceptualisation or `redescription' is central. Also, it should be noted that 

the i nterpretation60 of qualitative and historical data p lays a crucial role in coming up 

with good abstractions: through these methods we can penetrate deeper in to the hidden 

relations that link together agents or aspects of the social world, as well as gain a better 

understanding of the processes through which these (complex) relations unfold in 

concrete contexts. 

It follows that a theorist of terrorism, for example, needs to conceptualise how actors, 

their thinking and their capabilities are embedded in various social relations. (S)he could 

ask questions about the social relations within the group (its hierarchies, its ideological 

precepts etc. ), the local economic positioning of agents and about possible political 

grievances within state structures. To uncover how social relations have causal roles, the 

researcher would conduct an intensive (qualitative and historical) study of the groups and 

their social contexts. The `intensive' methods help him/her to come up with more 

nuanced conceptualisations of social relations as well as allowing him/her to understand 
how these social relations give rise to particular concrete processes (e. g. how agents 
develop particular motivations or take particular actions in particular conditions). Besides 

the more `local' social relations, a researcher would ideally also seek to develop an 

understanding of more global social relations, such as the structures of world economy or 

the social relations within fundamentalist religions, and embed local social relations (and 

actors within them) within these deeper sets of social relations. Thus, an explanation of 
the causes of terrorism should not concentrate merely on the individuals but necessitates 

embedding them within complex local and global conditioning social relations. 61 

60 Patomäki emphasises that qualitative data is always interpreted through 'fusion of horizons- there is no 
'objective' interpretation. However, data is not non-valuable: one must be reflexive about one's 
assumptions and models in the light of the data. Heikki Patomitki, After International Relations; Critical 
Realism and the (Re)Construction of World Politics (London: Routledge, 2002) p. 136. 
61 This is what the more sophisticated terrorism theorists have, indeed recognised. See, for example, Martha 
Crenshaw, ed., Terrorism in Context (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania University Press, 1995); Walter Reich, 
ed., Origins of Terrorism: Psychologies, Ideologies, Theologies, States of Mind (Washington DC: 
Woodrow Wilson Centre Press, 1998). 
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It is important to note that the study of the concrete and the conceptualisation 
(abstraction) of social relations form two sides of the same coin. We cannot reduce social 

analysis to the analysis of the concrete because if we do so, we may miss many of the 

crucial `whys' and the `hows' that shape concrete contexts. On the other hand, mere 

abstraction on its own is also dangerous in that, if applied in isolation, it may lead to 

misleading conclusions about the concrete objects: we can come to see the concrete 

through the `parsimonious' abstract, that is, derive the content of the concrete (complex) 

from the abstract (we may end up deriving the causes of a particular terrorists' actions 
from world economic system, hence ignoring the particularities of the concrete context). 
Also, through excessive abstraction (which is synchronic) we may miss the dynamic 

(diachronic) actions, interactions and processes that give rise change structures of social 

relations. 

Questions relating to social relations, especially abstract structural relations, are often 
difficult to settle. Since the social world makes up an ̀ open system', where various kinds 

of social structures, concrete and abstract, global and local, constantly impinge on actors 

and interact and counteract in complex ways, the task of social science is not an easy one. 
Critical realism allows us to accept this but does not give up on the aim of seeking more 

nuanced explanations of the social world. It is recognised that social scientific 

explanations remain `incomplete' for epistemological reasons (knowledge is always 

revisable) but also for ontological reasons (nature of social objects is dynamic and they 

are embedded in complex and varying conditions). 62 It is accepted here that it is often 
difficult to make sense of the messy nature of the social world. However, through a 
careful study of the concrete and through a careful process of abstraction (that is, through 

conceptualising the nature of social objects and their relations) social sciences can, 

arguably, improve or deepen ̀everyday' accounts of social relations and processes. 63 

62 Sayer, Method in Social Science p. 234. 
63 Sayer, Realism and Social Science pp. 19-20. 
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The Deepening of the Concept of Cause and the Problems of Causation in IR 

The realist critique of causation and the critical realist framing of social ontology allow 

us to deepen our conceptions of scientific causal analysis, our understandings of social 

causation and our conceptual and methodological tools in analysing the social world. In 

so doing the realist approach can solve some of their intractable problems that the 

rationalists and the reflectivists have had with causation and causal analysis in IR. 

The critical realist framing allows us to see that the rationalist mode of causal analysis in 

IR is as inadequate, methodologically, epistemologically and ontologically. First, the 

rationalist methodological criteria for causal analysis can be seen as too restrictive. The 

essence of causal explanation is not the gathering of regularities but conceptual 

explanation of the forces that bring about these regularities of observable effects. Causal 

explanations in IR, then, cannot rely on an empiricist conception of `a scientific method' 

that is seen to `deliver' an objective scientific truth. Rather, explanations have to advance 

plausible theoretical (existential) claims about the nature of ontological objects and be 

able to, thereby, account for concrete processes and interactions. These claims can, and in 

the social world, must, draw on variety of types of evidence, including hermeneutic, 

qualitative, historical and even discursive. Because the essence of social explanation is 

dealing with the complexity of causal forces and relations, it is misleading to believe in 

virtues of parsimonious explanations. It follows that causal analyses are not `true' 

because they correctly predict outcomes. Some estimates can be made of what might 
happen in the future, but these, crucially, are based on understanding the social structural 

environment and its complexity, predictions cannot simply be ̀ logically deduced'. 

Realism also allows us to challenge the epistemological confidence of rationalism in the 

superior objectivity of observational methods. The claims to give 'objective' accounts of 

world politics can, indeed, be considered arrogant, as the post-positivists have noted. All 

scientific accounts, the realists recognise, are `transitive', that is socially and politically 

embedded. This is crucial in the social world for accounts of the social world have 

important social and political implications. The rationalists in IR have ignored this 
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because of their belief in the empiricist objectivist view of science. This has meant that 

their own socially constructed and highly political assumptions about world politics, and 
indeed, of IR as a social science, have eluded their theorisations. 

The realist framing is also important because it challenges the limited ontological 
framings of the social world advanced by the rationalists. It is seen that observability is 

not the only, or even a useful, criteria for `what matters' in IR. As the reflectivists have 

pointed out, only so much can be explained through the study of `measurable variables' 

and their statistical associations. Instead, it can be accepted that unobservable are real and 

causal. Reasons and motivations as well as rules, norms and discourses can be 

conceptualised as 'real' and as `causal', and can be accepted as legitimate objects of 

social science, even if they are not directly observable or `stable' in terms of empirical 

outcomes. Also, the critical realist framing of agency-structure problem directs IR away 
from the methodologically individualistic `ontologically flat' accounts that characterise 

many Humean approaches in IR and forces IR theorists to adopt more nuanced and 

complexity-sensitive structurally embedded conceptualisations of agency, 

Realism allows us to challenge, not just rationalism, but also reflectivism. It emphasises 

that when Humean criteria for causal explanation are rejected, causes can be seen as an 
important part of most social scientific explanations: accounts of reasons, motivations or 

rules, it is argued, are not non-causal just because they do not resemble Humean 

accounts. The deeper conception of causation allows us to understand that, as was 
implied in chapter 4, the reflectivists are, indeed, involved in making a number of causal 

claims. Mostly the reflectivist accounts concentrate on tracing the influence of rules, 

norms and discourses in world politics. Realism allows us to recognise that these 

accounts are, in fact, causal. However, arguably, the way in which these accounts are 

causal and needs some further elaboration and will be discussed further in the next 

section. 

The accounts of the `rethinkers' of causation can also be challenged. The realist framing 

allows usto accept S uganami's emphasis on pragmatics ofe xplanation and his m ulti. 
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causal approach to causal story-telling, while being able to emphasise that causes are also 
`real' beyond our accounts. As a consequence, we can also accept that, in principle, we 

can make judgments, although complex and fallible ones, between causal accounts and 

their ability to explain ̀ the world'. 

Against the ̀ philosophical realists' in IR, we can argue that philosophical realism has the 

potential to powerfully and comprehensively transcend the Humean problem-field in IR: 

realism and critical realism are fundamentally a nti-positivist schools of thought. Thus, 

Wendt's partly Humean account of causation can be critiqued for being overly attached 

to the conventional disciplinary categories. Dessler's account, too, can be seen as too 

moderate and attached to the traditional categories. However, although we can critique 

these accounts on the basis of their failure to follow the realist insights adequately, we 

also need a more detailed understanding of how these theorists go wrong with regard to 

the causal-constitutive dichotomy. 

Indeed, it should be noted that the mere `deepening' of the notion of cause does not 

answer all of the problems of causal analysis in IR. First, it does not address the causal- 

constitutive division with enough depth. Through showing that this division is based on 
Humeanism, and through avoiding making such distinction, critical realism has taken 

important steps towards doing away with it. However, arguably, more could be done to 

clarify thew ay in which traditionally non-causal factors such as reasons, ideas, rules, 

norms and discourses, are causal, which in turn would allow us to clarify how exactly the 

causal-constitutive divide can be transcended. Also, we need to deal with the problem of 
theoretical reductionism with more depth. While critical realism has emphasised that 

causal contexts and, hence, causal explanations, are always complex and that 

reductionism (materialist, ideational, agential, structural) should be avoided, more clarity 

could be achieved on how theoretical reductionism can be evaded in IR. Answering these 

concerns requires that we complement the `deepening' of the notion of cause with 
`broadening' it. 
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Broadening the Concept of Cause: Aristotle Revisited 

This section aims to examine how causes can be conceived of in a wider sense beyond 

through the `pushing and pulling' efficient cause metaphor that has dominated many 

theorists' engagements with causation. It is argued that, if we understand causes in a 

plurality of ways, as instructed by Aristotle, we can significantly clarify the issue of 

causation in the social world and in IR. Broadening the meaning of the notion of cause is 

crucial for our purposes in that it allows us to specify the way in which different aspects 

of the social world - agents, normative and discursive context, reasons as well as social 

structures - can be seen as causal. Giving our causal accounts further direction through 

the Aristotelian conceptual system helps to bring light to some of the crucial issues in IR: 

it allows us to clarify how we can transcend the causal-constitutive divide in IR and how 

to combat theoretical reductionism in IR theorising. 

Dominance of Efficient Causes, and Steps Beyond 

As was seen in chapter 1, the concept of cause in modem philosophy of causation has 

predominantly been understood through the notion of `efficient cause': causes, since 
Descartes, have referred to `pushing and pulling' forces, those things that through their 

action or movement precipitate change. The efficient cause assumption has characterised 

the Humean approaches but also, as has been seen in chapter 5, has dominated some of 

the realist engagements with causation. Harre and Madden, for example, despite having 

`deepened' the understanding of cause, still define causation and causal powers through 

the metaphor of efficient cause. 64 

It has been seen that in Bhaskar's critical realism efficient causes seem to have a wider 
meaning than in traditional philosophical discourse: efficient causes have not referred to 
just agents or their actions but also their reasons for action, and even the ideas or 
discourses that have informed their actions. 65 Also, in the critical realist framework the 

6a Harre and Madden, Causal Powers p. 5. 
6s Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism p. 89; Sayer, Method in Social Science p. 111. 
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notion of cause has been given an additional non-efficient meaning through the notion of 

material causes: social structures are the material causes of action because they form the 

necessary, if `passive', causal condition of agency. "' Although critical realists have gone 
further than most in thinking through causation, it could be argued that the efficient cause 

metaphor in critical realism is strange and in need of some clarification. Also, we have 

seen that Bhaskar's account of social structures acquires some problematic characteristics 

through the use of the material cause analogy. It is argued here that the critical realist 

treatment of causation could be much clarified if the Aristotelian categories of causation 

were utilised more systematically and comprehensively. Indeed, as will be seen further 

clarification of the different meanings of the concept of cause in Aristotle's work helps us 

towards a better understanding of the multifaceted nature of social ontology and its 

different kinds of causal powers. It should be noted that the objective here is not to 

revive, or to directly draw on, the Aristotelian philosophical system as a whole. Rather 

the goal is to simply to make use of the rich four-fold typology ofc auses as a useful 

conceptual approach to further directing the ways in which we can conceptualise causes 

and social ontology. 

Aristotle's Four Causes Account 

The Aristotelian meaning of the word cause, Greek word a ition (plural aitta), did not 
have a precise meaning in the sense that modern philosophy has tried to establish. An 

action was anything that contributes in any way to the producing or maintaining of a 

certain reality. Through his reflections, Aristotle came to the realisation that causes work 
in different ways, for there are many ways in which things can be brought about. These 

many ways causes can be thought about, he categorised into four basic types of 

constituents: material, efficient, final and formal causes. 67 

These four Aristotelian causes cause in different ways. Crucially, they do not just `move' 

things: they also `constitute' or `condition' things. In understanding Aristotelian 

66 Paul Lewis, 'Agency, Structure and Causality in Political Science: A Comment on Sibeon' Politics, 22, 
no. 1 (2002) pp. 20-21. 
67 Aristotle, Metaphysics, trans. John Warrington (London: Everyman's Library, 1970) pp. 4-5. 
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causation we must understand the distinctions between intrinsic, or constitutive, and 

extrinsic, or active, causes. An intrinsic cause is that which is within the thing being 

caused, that which continues to be present in a thing through constituting it 68 An 

extrinsic cause is that which is not within the being, but which 1 ends an influence or 

activity to the producing of something. In the Aristotelian four causes model material and 

formal causes, as the basic constituents of being, are the intrinsic causes and efficient and 

final causes, as movers, are the extrinsic causes. 69 

TM4rina; n Extrinsic 

Material Efficient 
That (material) out ofw hich something is That by which something is made 
made 
Formal Final 
That into which, or according to which, That for the sake of which something is 

something is made made 

Material causes, for Aristotle, have ontological primacy in the world in the sense that 

nothing in the world can exist without materiality. 70 This means that all explanations of 

the state of the world will have to inquire into the material basis from which things arise. 

Aristotle's material cause does not refer to just anything ̀ out of which something comes 

to be', as often interpreted in critical realism, but, rather, to the passive potentiality of 

matter or material substances. However, Aristotelian material causes are not reductionist 

but work at different `levels' or 'steps'. 71 So-called prime matter, the substantial principle 

found in all bodies or substances, can be seen as the material cause of the physical 

existence of any object. However, so-called secondary matter, that is, an existing bodily 

substance with a form (such as wood or a gun), can also, in a given context, be 

understood as a material cause (that is cause of a table or cause of a killing). 72 Pre- 

formed things can be material causes, because they are the material potentiality `out of 

68 S. Waterlow, Nature, Change and Agency in Aristotle's Physics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982) p. 11. 
69 Jonathan Dolhenty, Being and Existence; a Brief Introduction into the Nature of Reality [Internet] 
(Radical academy, 2003 [cited 1.6.2003 2003]); available from http: //radicalacademy. com/ontologyg. htm 
7° Something that critical realism too seems to accept. See A. Collier, Critical Realism; an Introduction to 
Roy Bhaskar's Philosophy (London: Verso, 1994) p. 46. 
71 Lewis, "Aristotle on the Relation between a Thing and Its Matter" in Unity, Identity and Explanation in 
Aristotle's Metaphysics, ed. T. Scaltsas, D. Charles, and M. L. Gill (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001) p. 248. 
72 David Ross, Aristotle (London: Methuen, 1960) pp. 167-8. 
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which something comes to be'. The material potentialities of substances are shaped by 

their internal structure (form), often on multiple levels. A gun, for example, has certain 

material powers in relation to how it has been shaped (its form) as well as arising from 

the substance from which it is shaped out of (a wooden gun has different properties from 

a silver one). 

Although material causes are ontologically primary and, hence, crucial in any 

explanation, Aristotle argues that to make sense of the world, and indeed of matter, 

another basic constitutive element must always be grasped. Formal causes refer to what 

Aristotle conceptualised as that which shapes or defines matter. Forms define the forms 

of matter, that is, the intelligibility of matter. A formal cause is the ̀ according to which' 

something is made or constructed. Forms, too, work on different levels: while we can 

refer to the form of a substance (e. g. constitution of marble), we c an also refer to the 

structure of an object as formal cause (e. g. the form of a house). Crucially, formal causes 

were, for Aristotle, intrinsic or `constitutive' rather than active causes in that they 

constitute things by defining meanings and relations, rather than by acting as moving 

sources of change. 

Strictly speaking, the only active 'actualisers', for Aristotle, are efficient causes. 

Aristotelian notion of efficient cause refers to the primary movers, or 'sources of change'. 

Aristotelian efficient causes are extrinsic causes in that efficient causes do not exist 

within the given substance they go towards producing, like formal and material causes. 

Efficient causes refer quite simply to the setting in motion of potentia of a patient. 3 

Efficient causes do not `guide' things, this comes from potentiality (material and formal) 

and final causality, they simply actualise things through activating interactions of form 

and matter. Nevertheless, Aristotelian efficient causality is not the same as the modem 

understanding of efficient causality as a purely mechanical type of cause (when A, then 

B); efficient causality is fundamentally embedded within and in relation to other types of 

causes and cannot in itself explain anything. In fact, Aristotle's efficient causes are 

73 D. Des Chene, Physiologia: Natural Philosophy in Aristotelian and Cartesian Thought (London: Cornell 
University Press, 1996) p. 179. 
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inconceivable without relationships to other causes for efficient causes themselves are 
substances, bodies or things constituted by the other causes. 

For Aristotle, final causes - the ends and purposes ̀for the sake of which something is 

made/happens' - are closely associated with efficient causes. Yet, they refer to an 
irreducible type of cause. 74 For Aristotle, final causality was a crucial element in 

explaining changes or things holistically: so-called ̀ mechanical' explanations, popular 

with Democritus and Empedocles, were considered to be, although not `wrong', lacking a 

crucial part of what makes a ̀ holistic' explanation, that is the 'final causes', the purposive 

goals that direct all `mechanistic' processes. 75 

Crucially, although these four causes were separable as types of causes, Aristotle 

conceived of them as always working in relation to each other, not in isolation. Hence, in 

inquiring into any change or thing, he argues, we must always ask many different kinds 

of why questions: inquiring merely into singular causes tells us little since causes never 

exist in isolation from other types of causes. 76 The key to understanding and using 
Aristotelian concepts is that they are flexible and multifaceted and apply to various 
different situations in various different ways, indeed, "their varieties are numerous". 77 

The Aristotelian categories remind us that there are always multiple cycles of multiple 

causes at work in the world and that causal explanation is about inquiring into and 

making sense of these various causes and their interactions. In Aristotle's conceptual 

system, the multiple cycles of causes can be treated from different angles depending on 

one's pragmatic explanatory interests. 

Multifaceted Social Ontology, Pluralistic Causal Powers 

How can we understand the social world through the Aristotelian conceptual system, and 

what added value does this have? The Aristotelian conceptual system, it could be argued, 

74 E. Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin and Back Again: A Journey In Final Causality, Species and 
Evolution, trans. J. Lyon (Indiana: Notredam Press, 1984) p. 5. 
75 Ibid. p. 105. 
76 Aristotle, Metaphysics p. 4. 
77 Ibid. p. 5. 
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allows us to conceptualise the ontological parameters of social inquiry in a useful way: it 

directs us towards a multifaceted understanding of social ontology and directs us towards 

a more pluralistic conception of causal powers. 

First, if we accept the Aristotelian understanding of material causes, we can recognise 

that material causes are fundamental in any explanation: without accounting for material 

potentiality and conditionality, any account of the world, including the social world, is 

limited and, in fact, non-sensical. Materiality is a basic ontological condition of all 

existence. However, the Aristotelian notion of material cause allows us to use material 

causes as a flexible category referring to a wide range of material substances, things and 

resources and, importantly, allows us to conceptualise these material resources as 

`limiting' and `enabling' `conditioning' causes. The Aristotelian framing of material 

causes is useful in that it directs us away from the complete rejection of material factors, 

as well as allows us to avoid attaching deterministic overtones to materially based 

explanations of the social world. 8 

Second, if we accept the notion of formal causes, this, arguably, provides us with a useful 

way of framing the causal role of ideas, rules, norms and discourses in the social world. 

What are ideas, beliefs, rules, norms and discourses and how are these formal causes? 

Arguably, all the categories above refer to various 'ways of conceiving' or 'defining 

meanings'. Contra positivists, ideas, beliefs, rules, norms and discourses should not be 

conceived as individual 'mental states'. Rather, it could be argued, on social 

constructivist lines, that we gain a better understanding of the 'ideational' context of 

social life if we see ideas, rules, norms and discourses as inherently social and inter- 

subjective ways of conceiving or defining meaning that "make possible the articulation 

and circulation of other sets of meanings". 79 The crucial thing to note is that inter- 

7e Marxist explanations are often accused of deterministic materialist explanations. It should be noted, 
however, that Marxist explanations do not necessarily entail deterministic logic but have been accorded it 
through the transposing of empiricist closed system (law-based) logic on Marxist frameworks. Engels was, 
arguably, one of the first to give such deterministic connotations to Marx's system. See, for example, Paul 
Thomas, "Marx: Then and Now" in Cambridge Companion to Marx, ed. Terrell Carver (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991) pp. 23-54. 
79 Mark Laffey and Jutta Weldes, 'Beyond Belief: Ideas and Symbolic Technologies in the Study of 
International Relations' European Journal of International Relations, 3, no. 2 (1997) pp. 209-210. 
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subjective frameworks that give meaning to social life do not just constitute ̀ conceptual 

relations', that is, relate concepts to other concepts but also, define or constitute meanings 

to objects, agents or practices by defining them in relation to other concepts, objects, 

agents or practices. The `meanings' or `ways of conceiving' that are dominant come to 

inform the intentions and the actions of agents, that is, the meanings that constitute social 
life `condition' agent's intentions and actions. Ideas, rules, norms and discourses have 

impacts in the world, that is, by the virtue of the coming together of certain concepts and 

the inter-subjective 1 egitimisation of such c onceptual relations, some actions are made 

possible and actions are precluded. 80 

The `conditioning' role that causes play, it could be argued, can be understood through 

the notion of formal cause. Ideas, rules, norms, or generally ̀ ways of thinking' can be 

understood as the ̀ according to which' social life is made. As formal causes, ideas, rules, 

norms and discourses can be seen as causal shapers of social life: they are the ̀ according 

to which' agents form their identities intentions, decisions and actions. To give an 

example, the rules of chess provide a set of meanings and rules that define the meaning of 

the game chess. However, understood as formal causes we can see that the rules of chess 
do not merely form conceptual relations (define conceptual dependencies that define the 

pieces, board, the meaning of the game), but also can be considered the causes of the 

game of chess, in that these rules, by giving the game meaning, come to define the non- 

conceptual relations, that is the materially unfolding relations between pieces, board and 

players. The rules of chess are the `according to which' identities, intentionality and 

social action of agents becomes ̀formed'. 

In social life there are, of course, many forms at play at any one time, which can ̀ form' 

intentions or actions and these compete and interact in dynamic ways. However, ideas, 

beliefs, rules, norms and discourses do have relatively stable meaning structures. This is 

made possible by the fact that often certain ideas, beliefs, rules and norms are constructed 

so Ibid p. 210. 
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so as to `fit together' into coherent wholes that form relatively stable meaning and rule 

structures. 81 

Crucially, the category of formal cause gives us a radically different way of thinking 

about the causal role of ideas, rules, norms and discourses: Aristotle's conception of 
formal cause can be seen as a ̀ constraining and enabling' conditioning type of cause, not 

a `pushing and pulling' active cause. Thus, while the rules of chess provide a causal 

condition of the game of chess, it is not that these rules ̀ push and pull' agents rather they 

'constrain and enable' their thoughts and actions, that is, they provide a conditioning 

context within which agents make decisions. 

The Aristotelian understanding of efficient cause is also important in understanding 

agency in the social world. Most accounts of agents follow the efficient cause framing in 

accepting that in the social world the most obvious efficient causes are agents or their 

actions that ̀ cause' through inciting a change. 82 However, the Aristotelian model reminds 

us that efficient causality of agents' actions is always embedded in a causal context. If 

Aristotelian conception of efficient causes is accepted efficient causes, and hence agency, 

must always be linked to the material form of causality in the sense that agent's 

movements and actions are taken within a material environment and are b ased on the 

material base of human mind and body. The actions also take place drawing on the 

formal environment around the agent and the agents' intentionality is formed in relation 
to t hat environment. Accounts of social world t hat a ssume a way the social c ontext of 

action are limited in their explanations of the social world. 

What about the role of final causes? Many would doubt the applicability of `teleology' in 

the natural sciences. However, it is much harder to dismiss final causes in the social 

world where intentionality is in many ways the most obvious form of causality. 83 It could 
be argued that most social theoretical approaches recognise that human agents and their 

actions are purposeful and intentional, even when actions are spontaneous and not 

Ibid. p. 203. 
B2 IIhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism pp. 39-40. 
83 Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin p. 8. 
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`planned'. However, most social theorists, including the critical realists that see 

intentionality as fundamental in the social world84, have avoided using the notion of final 

cause. 

It is argued here that accepting the notion of final cause, and distinguishing it from the 

notion of efficient cause, is important for two reasons. If we accept final causes we can, 

first, give intentionality the fundamental role that it deserves in social explanation: it can 

be recognised that social life cannot be explained without reference to intentions and 

motivations, the ̀ purposes' that drive agents' actions. Furthermore, we can recognise that 

intentions are a type of cause, but also a type of cause that is not reducible to efficient 

causality. Accepting final c auses emphasises the different way in which intentions are 

causes. Intentions, and reasons, are ̀ active' causes; yet they are not physical 'powerful 

particulars' in the efficient cause sense. 85 They refer to a different kind of causal 

category, that is, the particular intentional powers of agents, reference to which allows us 

to explain the efficient actions of agents (in a particular context). 

Importantly, through the Aristotelian conceptual system, we can get rid of some of the 

prejudices against final causes. We recognise t hat final causes, too, are only ap art of 

complex social world and of social explanation. 86 Also, it must be accepted, against 

common misconceptions, that the notion of final causality does not downgrade other 

types of causes but works within, or in relation to, them. 

It should also be noted that following Aristotle, we can also come to recognise the close 

relationship between types of causes, especially between efficient, final and formal 

causes. For example, we can often treat agent's actions (efficient cause) and his/her 

sa D. V. Porpora, 'On the Post-Wittgenstein Critique of the Concept of Action in Sociology' Journal for the 
Theory of Social Behaviour, 13, no. 2 (1983) pp. 129-146. 
85 For a similar argument regarding final causes see Ruth Groff, Critical Realism, Post-Positivism and the 
Possibility of Knowledge (London: Routledge, 2004). 
86 The role of intentionality within social context is, arguably, characterised well by the so-called 'strategic- 
selectivity' approach to structure-agency debate, where agency is always seen as strategic (intentional), yet 
within `strategically selective' structured social context. Jessop, Bob, State Theory: Putting the Capitalist 
State in Its Place (Cambridge: Polity, 1990); Hay, Colin, "Structure and Agency" in Theory and Methods in 
Political Science, ed. Marsh, D., and G. Stoker (London: Bloomsbury, 1995) pp. 189-206. 

221 



Chapter 6 

intentions (final cause) as a closely-knit `causal pair' in explanation. This does not mean 

that efficient cause exhausts the notion of final cause. Also, the relationship of final 

causes with formal causes is important. A good example of a case when the categories 

overlap is with regard to 'reasons'. In certain situations my (causal) reason for action 

would be described in terms of final causes: I went to the shop because I wanted an ice- 

cream. In certain situations the reason would, however, be more closely associated with 
formal causes: jealousy, for example, is a social form linked to many other socially 

engendered patterns of thinking. When cited as a reason (I wanted to kill X because I was 
jealous) the final cause needs to be framed within the formal social context. 'Reasons' 

explanations, then, often draw on both categories and must be dealt with in relation to 

each other, not in isolation from each other. The Aristotelian categories, although 

separable, are very flexible in explaining events and processes. 

As we have seen the four basic constituents that Aristotle outlined can be used to grasp 

the make-up of the social world in a pluralistic and holistic way, allowing us to talk of 

various different aspects of the social world as causal - although as causal in different 

ways. However, it could be argued that as an account of social ontology, certainly from 

the point of view of critical realism, something is missing: what about structures of social 

relations? 

The critical realist definition of social structures is useful, as we have seen, for it accepts 
the reality and causal role of structures of social relations, while accepting their social 

construction and dynamism. However, arguably, we need to be more precise about what 

social structures consist of and how their causal powers should be conceptualised. Some 

critical realists argue, as we have seen, that the type of causality to be associated with 

social structures is the `Aristotelian material causality': social structures have been 

conceived to shape social action as the underlying `material' that defines the scope and 
means of social agency. Others have seen social structures as an INUS-condition cause. 
Both these analogies, it could be argued, should be avoided in favour of understanding 

social structures through the Aristotelian four-fold categorisation of causes. This is 
because the material cause analogy is, as we have seen, potentially inconsistent and 
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reductionist whereas the INUS-condition account derives from the Humean 

logical/semantic rather than ontologically based analysis of causal relations. 

On the basis of the Aristotelian categories, we can understand social structures as carriers 

of various causal powers. It could be argued that social structures are caused by 

intentional agency in the sense that intentional agency gives rise to social structures. We 

can understand this agency through the efficient and final cause notions, as we have seen. 

However, arguably, social structures are also causal on agents. How can we conceptualise 

the causal role of social structures? 

Social structures as material social relations, it could be argued, ̀carry' both material and 

formal causal powers on agents: they form `related wholes' within which intentional 

agents act and, thereby, reproduce or transform the social conditions (material and 

formal) of their own activity. 87 Crucial in making up social structures are people's 

understandings and ways of thinking: these define how people see themselves, others, 

objects, their roles and their practices. Formal causes, we have seen, capture the sense in 

which agents are constrained and enabled by ideas, rules, norms and discourses (ways of 

thinking). Formal causes, then, are crucial in understanding social structures and their 

causal powers. However, critical realists have emphasised the fact that social structures 

are materially unfolding and give rise to material properties. These properties, it could be 

argued, have a materially causal role in directing agents. As we have seen, we can see 

material causes as those materials 'out of which' something emerges, or through the use 

of which an action takes place (e. g. wood, gun). However, we can also see material 

causal powers within the material properties and resources carried within social structural 

contexts (e. g. social positions, rent, money). It follows that the causal role of social 

structures cannot be reduced to the formal causal powers but must be accepted to carry 

also material causal powers that condition action. 

$T Scaltsas emphasises that so-called related wholes refer to such objects that are not `substances' in the 
traditional sense, nor are they reducible to the compenents. T. Scaltsas, "Substantial Holism" in Unity, 
Identity and Explanation in Aristotle's Metaphysics, ed. T. Scaltsas, D. Charles, and M. L. Gill (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2001) pp. 111-113. This, arguably, fits the notion of social structures well. 
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On the basis of the Aristotelian conceptual system we can conceptualise agents as 

existing within structural conditions in which both formal and material causal powers 
form a singular simultaneous causal conditioner of agency. 

Agency - practices 

Social structure - conditions 

Think of the social structure of capitalism. The internal relations between capital and 

wage labour depend on shared understandings of meanings. They also depend on rules 

that define how agents should act and rule-following practices of agents. However, the 

shared meanings and rules give rise to material social relations and, crucially, to material 

constraints and enablements on agents within structures (e. g. minimum wages, 

capital/property ownership, distribution of profit). These material properties act as a 
`constraining and enabling' material causes on agents in particular social positions within 

the structure: a worker by the virtue of his position in the structure has different material 

resources at his disposal than the property owning capitalist. The social structure of 

capitalism and the social roles and positions it defines are, then, not reducible to the 'rule- 

following' or the `practices' of individuals but also carry material causal powers in the 

form of material structural properties. 

Material causes, as causal powers embedded within social structures, can be seen to play 

a role also in less obviously materially determining social structures. Consider the 

structure of a family for example. The rules that define agents identities and roles 
(mother, father, children), positions (e. g. of hierarchy) and practices (respect, obeying, 
telling off etc) in their material unfolding give rise to material properties which constrain 

and enable agents in the family in different ways: as my fathers daughter it is not just that 
I have come to obey the rules of social interaction but that, as a result of my role and 

position in the family, I am also materially constrained in a way that my father is 
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conversely enabled (as possessing the authority position he can legitimately punish me, 

as owner of the family home and provider of food and finances he has material resources 

I am dependent on). Indeed, it is important to note that `social (structural) positions' are 

not j ust ̀ ideational understandings' that agents possess, but are real material positions 

that carry material as well as formal `constraints and enablements'. 

In my view it is useful to view social structures as carrying two types of causal powers: 

both formal and material. Social structures constrain and enable agents - simultaneously 

- both through the `understandings' or rules (whether consciously or routinely followed) 

embedded in social structures but also through the material constraints the internal 

relations of agents have given rise to and that pre-exist the individual agent. As Lewis 

puts it, too, there are two senses in which social structures are limiting/enabling: "both 

the social rules and the distribution of interests and resources laid down by historically 

given social structures... exert an influence on social affairs". 88 Importantly, the 

Aristotelian framing of social structural causal powers also allows us to see material and 

formal causes embodied in structures of social relations as causal in an indirect sense: 

they e nable and delimit human actions by defining the context of action. Thus, contra 

Durkheimians, social structures are not simply agent-like entities that have intentions or 

that can undertake efficient actions, they are in a basic sense ̀relations' that by setting the 

material and ideational context of human agency, condition human action. 89 

Conceptual Clarifications: Conditions and Mechanism 

In the light of the Aristotelian model, we can clarify some of the conceptual 

inconsistencies and confusions that have plagued many Humean, but also the realist, 
framings of the notions ̀ condition' and ̀ mechanism'. 

$g Lewis, 'Agency, Structure and Causality' p. 20. 
ß9 Collier, Critical Realism; an Introduction p. 147. It could be argued that in defining relations of agents 
and practices social structures are formal causes of social life: they 'form' social action. Indeed, Collier and 
Groff see social structures as formal causes. A. Collier, Scientific Realism and Socialist Thought 
(Harvester: Lynne Rienner, 1989) p. 89 and Groff, Critical Realism, Post-Positivism and the Possibility of 
Knowledge chapter 5. This view of social structures c an bea ccepted, as it is accepted that Aristotelian 
categories can be used in various ways. However, in my view it is important to emphasise that the 
structural formal causes are given rise to by formal causes defined as rules, norms and discourses. 
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First, the relationship of the notions ̀ cause' and ̀ condition' can be usefully clarified on 

the basis of the Aristotelian model. Often social theorists have been uncertain about the 

relations oft he notions of c ause and c ondition. Conditions have b een understood asa 

non-deterministic way of referring to the world, whereas causes have been associated 

with deterministic accounts. Indeed, those that have been sceptical of the notion of cause 

because of its deterministic and mechanistic connotations have often preferred to utilise 

the notion of condition. The poststructuralists, for example, have wielded the notion of 

`conditions of possibility' and have interpreted this as non-causal terminology. 

Even critical realists have, at times, been unsure whether there is an ontological 

difference between causes and conditions. Bhaskar, for example, has been unsure of the 

ontological status of conditions, of whether they should be considered an ontological 

cause orn ot. 90 Also, t here has been controversy over how to define c onditions: m any 

critical realists have drawn on the INUS-condition account, which sees all causal factors 

as conditions but as the non-ontological semantic 'truth conditions' of statements. 

In the light of the causal model advanced here, we can see that what we call conditions 

are, in fact, a type of cause, and contra INUS-condition account of cause, an ontological 

type of cause. 91 Conditions can be understood through the material and formal cause 

notions: they refer to causal powers that ̀ condition' or `constrain and enable' the context 

of social agency. The terminological distinction between causes and conditions, then, can 

be seen as a conceptual distinction between different types of causes, not as a divide 

between ontological causes and non-ontological non-causal conditions. Indeed, as Collier 

also argues, "aside from our forensic or other practical concerns there is nothing that is 

`the cause', only causes. And these include conditions" 92 

90 For a critique of Uhaskar's confusions on causes and conditions see Collier, Critical Realism; an 
introduction pp. 125-127. 
91 Counterfactual conditions of INUS-condition account need to be ontologically, not logically, grounded. 
Counterfactual accounts, to be truly explanatory, require accounts of why the particular condition was 
counterfactually causal. Ibid. p. 115. 
91 Collier, Critical Realism; an Introduction pp. 125-127. 
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What should we make of the fact that conditions are always plural? Indeed, any act, or 

change can be seen to have almost an infinite number of conditions. Here explanatory 

pragmatism is seen as a way of dealing with the plurality of conditions. The fact that any 

act or change has many causal conditions is not considered problematic here because it is 

recognised that, in a given pragmatic context of inquiry, some conditions, even though 

are causal, do not need to be referred to since many conditioning causes are already 

presupposed in our accounts, making it unnecessary to refer to them. 93 Crucially, what we 

assign as 'causally important' depends on how we ask causal questions. 

Consider the example of explaining the processes that led to the European Convention. If 

we ask ̀ why did the European Convention come about? ' we would proceed to examine 

various causes and conditions that brought this about. We would ask questions about the 

people involved and about their aspirations for European unity. We would also, arguably, 

examine the structural environment for these decisions, including the institutional 

structures of European Union as well as the wider global structural context of the Union. 

In this context of inquiry, the ̀ rules of diplomacy' would not count as an important causal 

conditioner of the process and we would probably not consider including this causal 
factor in our account. However, if the same process was inquired into differently: if, for 

example, we were interested in inquiring why certain decision-makers (state leaders and 
bureaucracies rather than people on the street) were involved in making the Convention, 

we would probably cite the 'rules of diplomacy' and their embeddedness in international 

structures and processes asan important c ausal c onditioner. In both c ases the rules of 
diplomacy are (ontologically) a causal conditioner of the process, the difference in the 

causal importance of this ontological cause is that it is not pragmatically as important in 

certain explanatory contexts as in others. 

Besides clarifying the issue of conditions, the concept of mechanism can also be 

reframed. The concept of mechanism has been deeply problematic for many social 
theorists. The Humeans have often understood the notion non-ontologically, according to 
the Humean logic, as "intervening variables that explain why a correlation exists between 

93 Sayer, Method in Social Science p. 235. 
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an independent and a dependent variable". 94 Moreover, the notion has often been 

understood ̀mechanistically': a mechanism has been understood as an object made up by 

individual parts (whether atoms in molecules or individuals in society) that ̀ push and 

pull' each other along. 95 The realist theorists that have sought to give mechanisms a 

`deep' ontological meaning and have sought to avoid the `mechanistic' view of 

mechanisms. However, among the realists the notion of mechanism, arguably, lacks a 

clear definition. Moreover, the relationship of the concept of cause and that of 

mechanism has remained unclear: Bhaskar, for example, seems to see the two as 

interchangeable 96 

The Aristotelian schema allows us avoid these conceptual problems. We can follow the 

realists in arguing that mechanisms are rooted ontologically, they do not refer to mere 

`intervening variables' conceived of as regularities. However, instead of seeking to define 

mechanisms in a fixed way, or shying away from defining them, it could be argued that 

we gain a better understanding of the rather vague metaphor mechanism, if we define it, 

quite simply, as ̀ complexes of causes'. In the light of the Aristotelian plural conception 

of ontology and causal powers, it could be argued that mechanisms are usefully thought 

of as the particular kinds of, often relatively stable, interactions that take place between 

certain types of causal forces. Mechanism explanations, then, can be seen as accounts of 

the processes of interaction between different elements that bring about given events or 

processes. 97 On such definition we can refer to various causal interactions or processes as 

mechanism: from market mechanisms (not seen as a logically necessary system but made 

up of various socially embedded and positioned agents and structures coming together in 

'' James Mahoney, 'Beyond Correlational Analysis: Recent Innovations in Theory and Method' 
Sociological Forum, 16, no. 3 (2001) p. 578. 
9s See, for example, Peter Hedstrom and Richard Swedberg, eds., Social Mechanisms; an Analytical 
Approach to Social Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); J. Elster, Nuts and Bolts for 
the Social Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 
96 See Bhaskar's early work especially, for example, Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science pp. 14-20,46. 
" in this sense Suganami's understanding of mechanisms, as narratives that m ake a given phenomenon 
intelligible, can be seen as a similar. Suganami, On the Causes of War pp. 164-5. However, mechanism 
explanations are here understood to have real referents, nor do they need not be 'mechanistic' (non- 
purposive), although they are often used refer to relatively 'routinised' or enduring causal processes. 
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certain ways98) to mechanisms of discursive reproduction (e. g. variously socially 

positioned and shaped strategies of media representations). 

This definition of mechanisms provides us with an open definition for an already vague 

term, but also allows us to separate causes from mechanisms. Indeed, contra 

philosophical realists who have defined the notion of cause through the notion of causal 

mechanism, we can argue that causes are not defined by mechanisms. Importantly, 

because the notion of mechanism is not given ontological priority here, it can be accepted 

that the notion of mechanism is not necessary for a causal account. The model here does 

not p resume mechanism-accounts, but accounts oft he interaction of causes. Indeed, it 

can be accepted that other metaphors, for example the notion of `causal process', may 

often better convey causal interactions in the social world. 99 

Implications of Broadening the Concept of Cause in IR 

The open social ontology and the pluralistic conception of causal powers advanced here 

have some important implications for clarifying problems of causation in IR. Particularly, 

it allows us with a better way of dealing with the causal-constitutive divide and the 

problems of theoretical reductionism in IR. 

First, when causation is opened up to the formal cause meaning, we can recognise the 

causal nature of many reflectivist explanations. Ideas, rules, norms and discourses are 

studied by the reflectivists because these aspects of social life are the `according to 

which' agents forms their intentions, identities and undertake their actions. The 

reflectivists do not do Humean causal analysis, nor do they trace active efficient causes in 

social life. However, this does not mean that their accounts are non-causal. Arguably, 

these theorists track the `conditioning' causes that delimit and enable agents by 

98 For a critical realist critique of orthodox economics see T. Lawson, Economics and Reality (London: 
Routledge, 1997). 
99 Here I am in agreement with Heikki Patomaki who is also sceptical of the use of the mechanism 
metaphor. Patomäki, After International Relations p. 130. 
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constituting the framework of meanings (and social relations) around them. '°° Thus, 

when the Constructivists talk of the `constitutive' norms and rules 'because' of which 

shifts happen in world politics, they are engaging in causal analysis in that they are 

contextualising the agents' actions within a formal context, formal context which shapes 

the agents' perceptions and thinking processes. Feminists, on the other hand, analyse 

forms of gendered norms and discourses, not just to uncover meanings and rules, but 

because these meanings and rules causally condition the way in which men and women 

act and give rise to social structural conditions that asymmetrically constrain and enable 

men and women. Equally, when Poststructuralists, such as Campbell, highlight discourse 

or theories in `constituting' social life, they think them important because these 

discourses or theories through constituting agents' perceptions and reasoning have 

`consequences' for how agents perceive the world, themselves, others and, hence, their 

actions. 101 Poststructuralists highlight causal conditions of agency and action, especially 

the background conditions that often go unnoticed in mainstream analyses. 

It follows that separating causal and constitutive forms of inquiry is misleading: we 

would be better placed to deal with the social world and its complex causes and causal 

conditioning if we saw constitutive theorising as an inseparable part of causal theorising. 

We can, of course, ask non-causal questions of meaning (e. g. `what does X mean? ) 

However, when a ccounting for the social world our inquiries are not I imited to (non. 

causal) understanding of meanings: most theorists, including poststructuralists, also want 

to account for how those meanings were made, reproduced or reified and how they shape, 

influence, provide a conditioner of social life. It is important that we recognise that 

inquiring into the latter questions is far from non-causal. We should accept that accounts 

'°° Regulative and constituting rules have the same role in this regard, even though varying in strength, not 
a decidedly different ones (one causal, one not) as Wendt would have it. Alexander Wendt, Social Theory 
of International Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999) p. 165. The difference is that 
constitutive rules, since they refer to internal relations have a more persevering nature, that is they 'retain 
their identity under regulative rule violation' and often make regulative rules make sense (condition them). 
Patomäki, After International Relations p. 102. Thus, the regulative rule 'do not cross the road when light 
red' is causal upon us by `constraining and enabling' our behaviour, just as the constitutive rule 'green 
means go, red means stop' does (Why did you not cross the road? Because I should not go when light is 
red. Why should you not go when light is red? Because it means stop, cars are coming). The latter has a 
deeper meaning that the causal powers of the regulative rule depend upon. 
t°' Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" p. 127; Campbell, National Deconstruction p. 84. 
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of `constitutive' meanings, in most contexts, are essentially inseparable from causal 

claims. To make statements about `constitutive' role of conceptual relations and 

structures of social meaning (say, a particular discourse) entails, in fact, that these 

conceptual relations have effects (and determinants) that are not just conceptual. 

Conceptual relations are played out in the world (ontologically) and the way they play 

themselves out causal: this is because conceptual relations form the meanings ̀according 

to which' agents form their intentions and actions. 

In reflectivist IR theorising the metaphor of `constitution' has been applied in such a way 

as to hide the causal nature and importance of social constructions. ' 02 'Me 

conceptualisation of causation advanced here opens up the causal role of constitutive 

factors. Seeing rules, norms and discourses as formal causes advanced means that it is 

hard for theorists to deny the causal role of rules, norms and discourses - even if 

`constitutive' terminology is favoured. Recognising constitutive rules, norms and 
discourses as causal is important, not only because it allows us to see and treat these 

causal factors as just as causal as other factors (although in a different way than other 
factors) but also because this insight deeply challenges the self-image of many 
`constitutive' theorists in IR. 

Second, the Aristotelian conceptualisation also gives us tools to battle theoretical 

reductionism in IR by emphasising that social ontology is always pluralistic and we must 

try to ask a plurality of different types of questions concerning their causal roles. The 

model here recognises that social explanation is always pragmatic in the sense that it aims 

to answer particular sorts of questions one is interested in explaining. We can use the 

Aristotelian categories in various ways, depending on the context of inquiry. For 

example, in inquiring into the processes that bring about particular rules or norms one 

might study how these have come about through the speech acts of certain key 

individuals. This rule given rise to by speech acts, on the other hand, can be treated as a 
formal cause in another context, that is as a `constraining and enabling' socialising 

102 For a discussion of the misleading nature of metaphors of `construction' and 'constitution' see Sayer, 
Realism and Social Science p. 45. 
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principle that pre-exists agents' and their actions, 103 However, explanatory pragmatism is 

here tempered by ontological g roundedness and pluralism. Even if one is interested in 

particular speech acts or a formal cause in a specific context, crucially, the wider context 

(formal, material and structural) of these factors should not be ignored, certainly as a 

matter of theoretical ̀ a priorism'. Explanations, to be plausible, have to be holistic and 

this means that parts of social ontology cannot simply be ignored at the altar of 

explanatory interests. One type of cause, be it material, agential, final or formal, forms 

only one part of any explanation and, thus, should never be assumed to exist, or be 

examined, in isolation from other types of causes. 

Indeed, contra many reflectivists, we have to recognise that rules, norms and discourses 

do not, on their own, provide holistic explanations: we must understand also the complex 

structural context within which these rules and norms arise, operate and die. Contra many 

Constructivists and Poststructuralists in IR, it can be argued that these contexts carry 

material causes. Of course, material resources emerge from previous social structuring 

and practices and derive their meanings from social structures and practices: yet, they 

must be accepted as real in the sense that these material resources and potentialities pre- 

exist individual agents and causally condition the ranges of action they can take. Thus, 

for example, the fact that guns were available in Bosnia (and that they were there for 

structurally embedded reasons: e. g. because of structures of world economy and its trade 

processes) provides an important condition for the war or attacks that take place. It is not 

that the availability of guns alone determined what happened but it cannot be ignored that 

guns have a real material potentiality and real material existence that cannot be treated as 

entirely `socially constructed'. 

Also, the way in which material causes condition social life is vital for understanding the 

dominance of certain social ý structures and discourses, and specific actions, in world 

politics for it is often the norms and discourses with (pre-constituted) material power 

103 The same applies for efficient causes. Many social actors are, in fact, social structures. Yet, they can be 
treated as agents for pragmatic purposes in different explanatory contexts, However, as will be seen in the 
next chapter, accepting that structures can be agents, requires the recognition of important ontological 
caveats involving the conditions in which agents act as agents. 
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behind them that `win out'. To accept that norms of Neoliberal economics, for example, 
have simply become accepted in world institutions through a variety of speech acts is to 

ignore the structural power (material and formal) behind these norms. Ideas and 'inter- 

subjectivity' are crucial shapers of world works - but ideas do not exist in a vacuum: they 

structure material contexts and, indeed, arise from and are constrained and enabled by a 

pre-existing social structural context, which is also materially determining. 

Against Realist reductionism in IR, we can argue, on the basis of the ontology accepted 
here, that it is highly problematic to frame the study of international politics through 

assuming that the material distribution of resources is the most important shaper of social 
life. Material resources and constraints, in and of themselves, have only passive causal 

powers. Of course material resources matter, for they condition much of international 

politics, but not only are material resources not to be understood mere military sense but 

also material resources must be recognised to be constituted through social processes 
involving social actors and socialising principles (formal causes) and, indeed, lend their 

influence differently in the light of different formal causes or social structural contexts. 

Realists, because of the `pushing and pulling' connotations that they attach to causation, 

are often inhibited in their ability to think through and examine how material resources 

are determining of outcomes (e. g. how condition or give rise to ideas, rules and norms or 

motivations). This, arguably, is an important reason for why the Realist explanations of 

the causes of particular wars, and of wars in general, have been empirically misleading 
(see chapter 7 for more detailed discussion). 

Moreover, it is argued that the notion of social structures is useful in framing how various 
factors come together to form relatively enduring sets of social relations. Many Post- 

positivist in IR have rejected the notion of structure. This has partly to do with the fact 

that the notion of structure has often been associated with the Waltzian image of logically 

determining closed system type of structure. However, it has also had to do with the wide 

acceptance of an ontologically narrow framing of social life among the Constructivists: 

many Constructivist theorists have seen social life as simply emerging from `social 
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norms' and the `practices' they give rise to. 104 Even Wendt, despite his realist roots, has 

been tempted to reduce social structures to `inter-subjective rules' governing social 

life. 105 

The notion of structure is accepted here as crucial in social explanation. However, 

because of the rejection of Humeanism, the Waltzian closed system view of structure is 

rejected. Also, the limited `inter-subjectivity' focused meaning of social structures, 

characteristic of some Constructivist frameworks, can be seen as inadequate. Social life 

cannot simply be reduced to activities or practices of agents, nor their rule context. Social 

structures cannot be treated as a mere inter-subjective understanding and practices, but as 

social relations that define social roles and positions of agents in relation to each other. 

As such, they are real, pre-exist individual agents and carry material as well as formal 

causal powers to constrain and enable agency. Most feminists, for example, would accept 

that it is not simply that gendered norms inform people's practices but that the world is 

deeply structured by these norms and practices, that is, the gendered norms give rise to 

structural conditions that define women's (as well as men's) roles in a very real material 

sense, that is social positions, roles and resources are materially as well as formally 

conditioning. 

The acceptance of the notion of social structures is important in our analysis of IR, as will 

be seen in the next chapter, for it highlights the role of pre-existing and relatively stable 

(material) social relations in structuring world politics. These relations, of course, are 

complex due to the open system nature of social life where, in concrete contexts, various 

social structures, more global and more local, constantly interact and counteract each 

other in complex ways. The challenge for IR as a discipline is to develop a complexity- 

sensitive ontological framework, which allows us to conceptualise world politics, its 

structures of social relations and the complex concrete processes they give rise to, in 

Boa Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" p. 134. 
ios Wendt, first of all, accepts Giddens' formulation of structure-agency relationship, which leans on the 
agency side. Wendt, Social Theory pp. 184-5. He also tends to reduce social structures to `inter-subjective 
ideas' and 'materiality' gets the role of external material things ('rump materalism'): he tends not to see 
social structural properties and positions as materially embedded as critical realists do. See, for example, 
Alexander Wendt, 'Constructing International Politics' International Security, 20 (1995) p. 73. 
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more nuanced ways. This, as will be seen, can be achieved through careful ontologically 

guided abstraction, and through epistemologically and methodologically pluralistic study 

of concrete social life. 

Summary 

The goal of this chapter has been to build an account of causation that 'deepens' our 

understanding of cause beyond the Humean assumptions, through drawing on insights of 

philosophical realism and ̀ broadens' the meaning of notion of cause beyond the efficient 

cause understanding of causes, through drawing on the Aristotle's conceptual system. it 

is argued here that causes can be conceived to have real ontological existence outside of 

our stories and metaphors and it has been seen that the goal of causal explanation is to 

build conceptual systems that provide fallible, yet non-relativistic, accounts of the various 

kinds of ontological causal forces in the world. Further, it is seen that the Aristotelian 

conceptual system helps direct the way in which we conceptualise these various kinds of 

causal forces. We can conceptualise causes as ̀ constraining and enabling' rather than just 

as `pushing and pulling' forces and recognise that the social world is made up by the 

complex interaction of various different types of causes. 

The deeper and broader conceptualisation of causation has formed a distinctly non- 
Humean interpretative ̀ horizon' that directs how we can conceptualise causation and the 

basic elements of the social world, 106 Inso doing, t his deeper and broader a ccount of 

cause, arguably, answers many crucial questions that IR theorists have not managed to 
deal with within their traditional frameworks, informed by Humeanism and the efficient 

conception of causation. We can see that the rationalist empiricist accounts of causation 

can be seen as distinctly inadequate, methodologically, epistemologically and 

ontologically. Instead of insisting on regularity analysis, the model of causation advanced 
here emphasises methodological pluralism. Instead of maintaining epistemological 

confidence in mere observational knowledge, the account here accepts epistemological 

relativity. Instead of concentration on the observable and individualistic and atomistic 

106 patomäki, After International Relations p. 77. 
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ontological assumptions, the account here e mphasises ̀deep ontology' and ontological 

pluralism. 

The account causation here also challenges the reflectivist denial of causal analysis and 

science in social life. It is seen that ideas and reasons are causal: that is why they matter 
for social scientific analysis. The Aristotelian broadening of the concept of cause has 

tried to build on this critical realist argument by elucidating how exactly ideas, rules, and 

norms should be considered causal. It has been argued that the notion of formal cause 

can provide a useful way of conceptualising their `constraining and enabling' causal 

powers on agents. This has allowed us to transcend the causal-constitutive divide in IR: 

`constitutive' accounts, it has been seen, make causal claims, even if only about the 
`conditioning' powers of ideas, rules or discourses. 

Moreover, the broadening of the categories of cause, and embedding them in relation to 

each other, has also directed us away from theoretical reductionism that has characterised 
both the rationalist and the reflectivist theorising. The conceptual system here directs IR 

theorists to ask more holistic questions and to theorise world politics in new ways, 

something that the existing meta-theoretical restrictions, built into their theoretical 
horizons through Humeanism, has impeded. 

Besides challenging rationalist and reflectivist understanding of causation the approach 
here also challenges Suganami's approach. It is argued that the approach here can also 
see causal explanation as 'narrative intelligibilifying'. However, the acceptance of 
epistemological pragmatism is, crucially, given ontological grounding. Against Wendt 

and Dessler, it has been seen that philosophical realism, when consistently followed, does 

provide a consistent and deeply challenging critique of Humeanism. However, the 
tweaking of the IR meta-theoretical frameworks that Wendt and Dessler envisage can be 
deemed to be misleading. Patomäki's approach can be seen as having been largely 

satisfactory. Yet, this chapter has sought to further clarify the implications of the 
deepening of the concept of cause, and also to complement this deeper notion of cause 
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with a broader understanding of causes, thus clarifying the causal nature of various 

aspects of the social world, notably the causal nature of social structures and ̀ conditions'. 

The approach to causation advanced here, it could be argued, provides a more consistent 

and comprehensive account of cause than those previously advanced in IR. The emphasis 

of this chapter has been on the conceptual and philosophical issues: the aim has been to 

provide a more conceptually adequate solution to the problem of causation that can 

answer some of the theoretical problems identified with IR schools of thought. Many 

empirical scientists in IR are often demeaning of such conceptual and philosophical 

examinations: ̀what difference', they ask, ̀ does such conceptual rethinking of causation 
have for explaining world politics? ' As the following chapter will show, the rethinking of 

causation does, in fact, have some crucial effects on how IR goes about explaining world 

politics. 
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Illustrations: Reframing Causal Explanations of World Politics 

The previous chapter argued that by 'deepening' and 'broadening' the meaning of the 

concept of cause we gain a radically different understanding of causation than that 

followed by the Humean approaches. Causes can be conceived to have real ontological 

existence outside of our stories and metaphors, both in the natural and the social worlds, 

and the goal of causal explanation, in both realms, can be seen to be the building of 

conceptual systems to develop accounts of these various kinds of ontological causal 
forces. Further, it has been seen that the Aristotelian conceptual system helps direct the 

way in which we conceptualise these various kinds of causal forces. Causes can be many 
kinds: from material resources to normative frameworks, from agent's intentions and 

actions to social structural relations. By opening up the issue of causation in IR, not just 

ontologically, but also methodologically and epistemologically, the reconceptualised 

notion of cause can help us deal with many of the theoretical problems that the 

rationalists and the reflectivists, as well as the 'rethinkers', have had with causation in IR. 

It also clarifies many of the theoretical issues IR as a discipline has grappled with 

recently, notably the causal-constitutive divide and the tendency toward theoretical 

reductionism. 
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While the main focus of this thesis is to deal with the theoretical problems that the 

contemporary frameworks in IR have had with the notion of cause, it is important to 

recognise that rethinking causation also has some important implications for how IR 

theorists research concrete causal puzzles in world politics. This chapter aims to illustrate 

that, with the rethought notion of cause and the conceptual tools developed in the 

previous chapter in hand, we can approach the subject of world politics in more 

pluralistic, holistic, complexity-sensitive and reflective ways. It is argued that IR research 

needs to be, not only methodologically and epistemologically more open and reflective, it 

also needs to focus on new conceptual categories, such as the analysis of structures of 

social relations. Although the deeper and broader conceptualisation of causation does not 
in itself `solve' any of the concrete causal puzzles in IR, it opens up new lines of inquiry 

and new ways of dealing with them. 

The chapter seeks to elucidate the implications of rethinking the notion of cause through, 

first, reconceptualising the ontological field of IR and, then, through critically examining 
two key theoretical debates in IR, the democratic peace debates and the debates over the 

end of the Cold War. It should be noted that this chapter does not aim to come up with 

new concrete empirical explanations of the concrete causal puzzles examined - this task 
is beyond the scope of this thesis. Rather, the aim here is to highlight how, through a 
different understanding of causes and of causal theorising, we can reframe the way in 

which we study world politics and its multifarious causal processes and can, thereby, 

avoid some of the misleading and unconstructive avenues in contemporary IR research. 

Reconceptualising Social Ontology of World Politics 

Philosophical realists argue that ontology matters. This is because the realists recognise 
that ontological assumptions are fundamental in directing how we analyse the world; they 

create ̀ interpretive horizons' through which the empirical world is engaged with. Critical 

realists argue that many conceptual frameworks in the social sciences have been 
inadequate in that having drawn on empiricist assumptions, they have been premised on 
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narrow, flat and atomistic social ontologies. l This section aims to examine the problems 

of the traditional ontological conceptualisations in IR and to point towards more 

complexity-sensitive ontological framework for analysing world politics. While this 

section does not deal with traditional causal questions directly (e. g. why did X happen? ) 

this section is important as a precursor to efforts to conduct causal analysis of world 

political processes. 

Traditional Conceptual Framing of IR: International System and the State 

The central lynchpins of IR `ontology' have been the notions international system and 

state. The conceptualisations of the international system and the state have been 

problematic, however, due to the dominance of certain empiricist assumptions in the 

construction of these framings. 

The most influential account of the ̀ international system' has been Waltz's. In Theory of 
International Politics Waltz aimed to give a precise definition of international system and 
its role in shaping world politics. Waltz argued that in engaging with international 

political life states act within a specific structural context: within an `anarchic' 

international system. In contrast to domestic order where social hierarchies are in place, 

the `international system', Waltz argued, has no 'Leviathan' to order relations between 

actors (states). It is because of the anarchic nature of their context of action that 'rational' 

states within the international system remain constantly fearful of the motivations of 

other states, and it is because of this constant 'security dilemma' that the distribution of 

material resources has a crucial role in shaping the patterns of international politics. 2 

This definition of system is deeply embedded in the empiricist Humean assumptions as 

we have seen in chapter 3. Waltz treats the structure of the international system as a 
'closed system' from which the behaviour of ontologically flat agents (undifferentiated 

See, for example, Roy Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism; a Critique of the Contemporary Human 
Sciences (London: Routledge, 1998); A. Sayer, Realism and Social Science (London: Sage, 2000); T. 
Lawson, Economics and Reality (London: Routledge, 1997); Colin Nay, Political Analysis: A Critical 
Introduction (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002). 
2 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (London: McGraw-Hill, 1979). 
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states) can be `logically deduced'. Despite his later efforts to emphasise that the 

international system merely "shapes and shoves", 3 Waltz, due to his acceptance of the 

microeconomic theory with its r egularity-deterministic assumptions, had toa ccept t hat 

the international system forms a deterministic structure. Meanwhile, following empiricist 

anti-realist assumptions, this structure, it is argued, is not `real', that is, it does not aim to 

capture reality as such. Rather, the structure is but a theoretical construction, a model 

that, for instrumental purposes, isolates and theorises a hypothetical structure ̀as if it 

existed 4 

This definition of the international system, even if not Waltz's specific conclusion, has 

been widely accepted in the discipline of IR. The international system has been seen as an 
isolated `international political realm' with its functionally defined `logic of anarchy'. 
This theorisation of the international system is not just characteristic of the Realist and 
Neorealist frameworks, but also of the Neoliberal Institutionalist approaches, even though 

they emphasise that anarchy in the international system can be mitigated through creating 

and fostering right incentives and strategies. 5 Crucially, even when Waltz's particular 

conceptualisation of the international system has not been adhered to, the assumption that 

the `international' constitutes a discreet ̀ level of analysis', separable from the domestic 

realm, has been widely accepted. This assumption has, in fact, provided the justification 

for a separate field of study called ̀ International Relations'. 

The English School, with its emphasis on the sharing of common values in international 

society, has also separated the international from the domestic6, as have many 
Constructivists. 7 Arguably, the 'international' in IR has been understood as a "thin space 

3 Waltz, "In Response to my critics" in R. O. Keohane, ed., Neorealism and Its Critics (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1986) p. 343. 
4 Waltz, Theory of International Politics pp. 6-7. 
s R. Axelrod and R. O. Keohane, 'Achieving Co-Operation under Anarchy: Strategies and Institutions' 
World Politics, 38, no. Oct (1985) pp. 226-254. 
6 See, for example, Martin Wight, "Why Is There No International Theory" in Diplomatic Investigations: 
Essays in the Theory of International Politics, ed. H. Butterfield and M. Wight (London: George, Allen and 
Unwin, 1966) pp. 17-34; Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society (London: Macmillan, 1977). 

Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 
pp. 215-224. 
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of strategic interaction, populated by diplomats, soldiers"8 and, occasionally, by 

capitalists, whereas the domestic has been seen as the site of inter-personal social 

relations. 9 The international system, or the `international society', have been defined as 

separate, distinctly `international', largely 'political', spheres of interaction that can (and 

should) be studied in separation from the rest of social phenomena. 

A crucial part of the traditional definition of 'IR' has also been the theorisation of the role 

of the state. The state enjoys a hegemonic position in the conceptual system of IR in the 

sense that most IR theories from Realism, to Liberalism, to English School and to many 

sectors of Constructivism see states as the units, or agents, that IR theory should be 

concerned with. `Statism' in this sense has been the `flip side' of the acceptance of the 

particular narrow view of the `international': if IR is defined by the existence of an 

`international system/society', this international system/society has been defined by the 

interaction of states. However, the assumption of `statism', it must be noted, has not 

resulted in states having been theorised in any great depth in IR. Indeed, as Hobson has 

argued, despite the central role of statist assumption in mainstream IR, most mainstream 

IR theorists have no sophisticated theory of the state. '° 

States in IR have predominantly been conceptualised through a set of empiricist 

assumptions. Although states have been accepted as the central units in IR, many 

rationalists have not even accepted the state as a ̀ real' structure or actor. This is because 

empiricism has de-legitimised any ascription of reality to unobservable entities, such as 

the state. Some rationalists have made their empiricist commitments explicit by declaring 

that the state simply "does not really exist". ' 1 Other positivists have treated the state 

merely as a `useful abstraction' that can be assumed to exist under ̀as if' descriptions: 

8 Tarak Barkawi and Mark Laffey, 'Retrieving the Imperial: Empire and International Relations' Millenium, 
31, no. 1 (2002) p. 110. 
9 Arguably, Martin Wight's characterisation of the domestic as the site of the good life implies this distinct 
separation of international (anarchic) and domestic (societal). Wight, "Why Is There No International 
Theory" p. 33. Even if the international can be seen as 'societal' as in Bull's works, it is seen as a society of 
states, not of people. 
10 J. M. Hobson, The State and International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000) pp. 
3-4. 
" See, for example, Gilpin, R., "The Richness of the Tradition of Political Realism" in Keohane, ed., 
Neorealism and Its Critics p. 318. 
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when we say the state exists, we are simply saying that it is useful to talk about it `as if it 

existed. The `as if' escriptions have provided the positivists with a useful way of 

avoiding ̀ metaphysical' discussions concerning the ̀ real' nature of the state. 12 Moreover, 

states have mostly been treated ̀ as if they were unitary person-like actors. This has 

reproduced another empiricist assumption: that of flat-ontology. States have been seen as 

those ('as if) units that matter only to the extent that they have observable effects, or 

`behave' in such ways that we can generalise about them. 

Recently many IR theorists have started criticising the traditional understandings of the 

international system and of the state. It has become something of an industry to study and 

theorise the linkages between ̀domestic' and ̀ international'. Many rationalists13 as well 

as Constructivists14 have started to doubt the ̀ black-boxing' of the state and have tried to 

incorporate analysis of domestic politics into their analysis. Yet, these frameworks have 

not managed to escape the empiricist and the ̀ flat' ontological assumptions. 

First, the focus of these approaches has not been on rethinking ontology, that is, 

conceptualising the deep ontological relationship of the international and the domestic 

social relations, rather it has been on drawing out the effects of one level of analysis on 

the other, by adding domestic or international `variables' into explanations. Crucially, 

most rationalists and Constructivists have not seen the domestic and the international as 

fundamentally connected, or as ontologically intertwined, rather they have sought 

(observation and regularity-based) associations between domestic and international 

`variables', precisely because they see them as clearly (observationally) separable levels 

'2 See, for example, Colin Wight, 'State Agency: Social Action without Human Activity? ' Review of 
International Studies, 30, no. 2 (2004) pp. 269-273. 
" Bruce l3ueno de Mesquita, 'Domestic Politics and International Relations' International Studies 
Quarterly, 46 (2002) pp. 1-10; H. V. Milner, Interests, Institutions and Information: Domestic Politics and 
International Relations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997); R. O. Keohane and I I. V. Milner, eds., 
Internationalization and Domestic Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 
'4 P. J. Katzenstein, Cultural Norms and National Security: Police and Military in Postwar Japan (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1996); T. Risse-Kappen, "Ideas Do Not Float Freely; Transnational Coalitions, 
Domestic Structures and the End of Cold War" in International Relations Theory and the End of Cold War, 
ed. R. N. Lebow and T. Risse-Kappen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995) pp. 187-222. 
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of analysis in international politics. 15 Also, the focus has still been on concentrating on 

the political variables, conceived as separable from other `variables'. Although some 

`non-political' economic or cultural variables have been discussed, they have only been 

conceived of as `intervening variables' in political interaction. Statism has also been 

accepted: even the Constructivists only raise the issue of identity on the level of states 

and/or their interaction and, hence, perpetuate the separation between the domestic and 

the international. 16 

Some approaches that have sought to get beyond this `level of analysis' thinking in IR. 

The Poststructuralists, for example, have opened up the issue area through questioning 

the `discourse of sovereignty'. The Poststructuralists have pointed out that the level of 

analysis that IR is focused on studying, the `international system', is not natural but, in 

fact, discursively constructed. The principle of sovereignty, it is argued, has served as the 

crucial linguistic device through which IR and its `object of analysis' are constructed. 

The Poststructuralists have argued that the notion of international system is based on a 

particular modem normative conception of `order', of security and of the nature of 

political community'? and that by taking these notions for granted IR as a discipline hides 

and reproduces, rather than elucidates, how world politics is (discursively) constructed. '8 

These approaches not only criticise traditional framings of world politics in IR but are 

also sceptical of putting forward an alternative conceptualisation of the key ontological 

objects of world politics. This is because the Poststructuralists see all conceptual systems 

as power-infused and reproductive of the `objects' they claim to study. Although 

Poststructuralist are justifiably critical of the traditional IR framings of world politics and 

are right to highlight the need for reflectivity in conceptualising world politics (since 

IS Jan Clark, Globalization and International Relations Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) pp. 
27-28. 
16 Nicholas Onuf, Republican Legacy in International Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998) p. 218; Wendt, Social Theory p. 13. 
17 T. J. Biersteker and C. Weber, eds., State Sovereignty as Social Construct (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996); R. J. B. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
11 Richard Ashley, "Living on Border Lines: Man, Poststructuralism and War" in International/Intertextual 
Relations: Postmodern Readings of World Politics, ed. J. Der Derian and M. Shapiro (Lexington: 
Lexington Books, 1989) pp. 259-321; Walker, Inside/Outside. 
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notions we use can reify social reality), it could be argued that it is not self-evident that 

all conceptualisations of world politics are equally problematic. Neither is it obvious that 

we should do away with the concepts ̀state' and ̀ international system' just because these 

aspects of the social world are socially and discursively constructed. Perhaps the better 

option is to radically reconceptualise the conceptual premises of IR: that is, to redefine 
the content of concepts such as the state and the international system in ways that allow 

us to understand how the social relations or discourses that they refer to are constructed 

and reproduced. 

Sorensen has taken some steps towards a better theorisation of the linkage between 

domestic and international by seeing the two concepts as interlinked. He argues that the 

`international' shapes the domestic structures of the state, which, in turn, affects the types 

of international system in the world. He sees the domestic and international as part of a 
`whole' rather than as two separable 'variables'. 19 He also conceives of 'domestic' and 
`international' as constituted by the economic and normative relations as well as political- 

military relations. 20 Also, Ian Clark, drawing on structurationist social theory, has sought 

to e mphasise the mutual constitution oft he international sy stem and the state through 

discussing the debates on the effects of globalisation. Clark argues that we cannot 

conceive of the state and the globalisation process as two separate things, or tendencies 

that work `over' each other (as if they were two separate spheres): we need to see the two 

as fundamentally part of the same process. Thus, ̀ domestic politics is what it is because it 

constitutes a part of a specific international structure' and "the international is what it is, 

at discrete historical moments, in consequence of the nature of the politics embedded 

within it". 2' 

These insights are useful in that they have aimed to reframe the ontological framing of 

state-international relationship. However, although Sorensen and Clark take important 

steps in the right direction, it could be argued that a clearer, more open and a more 

19 G. Sorensen, Changes in Statehood: The Transformation of International Relations (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave, 2001) p. 5. 
20 Ibid. pp. 5-23. 
21 Clark, Globalization p, 16. 
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holistic reconceptualisation of the social ontology of world politics is possible through 

utilising the conceptual apparatuses developed in the previous chapter. Through such 

reframing we can conceptualise world politics as a complex scene made up of complexly 

embedded sets of social relations. 

Reconceptualising Social Ontology in IR 

It is important that we reframe the ontological categories of IR because it is accepted here 

that the way ontological objects are defined is crucial in directing how we do causal 

analysis: conceptual systems, and their existential assumptions, are crucial shapers of 
how we theorise about the social world. It is argued h ere that in understanding world 

politics we should focus on the analysis of various global and local structures of social 

relations and their complex interaction. Notably, contra traditional IR conceptualisations, 

we must see states as real but as complex social structures and also conceptualise the 

wider sets of global social relations that condition states, from structures of capitalism 

and international system to patriarchal social relations. It is accepted here that, as the 

reflectivists argue, world politics and its processes are made up of complex sets rules, 

norms and discourses as well as the intentional practices of agents, It is also recognised, 

as the Realists point out, that world political processes are partly determined by material 

resources and properties. However, in order to gain an adequate understanding of the 

roles that these factors play in world politics we need to embed understandings of them 

within the analysis of complex sets of social relations. 

In reframing IR ontology it is useful to start with thinking through the ontology of the 

state. As we have seen, the positivists in IR, because of their avoidance of ontological 
debate, fail to give a nuanced account of the nature of the state. Reflectivists, also, tend to 
deny the ontological reality of the state: it is assumed that if the state is socially 

constructed, it is not `real' but rather "metaphorical". 22 Critical realism directs us to 

11 See, for example, I. B. Neumann, 'Beware of Organicism: The Narrative Self of the State' Review of 
International Studies, 30, no. 2 (2004) pp. 259-267. 
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recognise that the state is not just a useful abstraction, nor a metaphor, but that the 

concept (metaphorical) has a referent: a real and a causal social structure. 

In chapter 6, it was argued that social structures refer to relatively enduring internal social 

relations that are given rise to by relatively enduring nexuses of rules through their 

material unfolding in the intentional actions of agents. Structures of social relations 

materially and formally condition actors through defining their social roles, positions and 

resources. On the basis of this definition, the state23 should be seen as a real and a causal 

social structure. It is real and causal in the sense that, although it is reproduced through 

our actions and, hence, is dynamic, it also pre-exists individual agents (materially and 

formally) and, hence, causally conditions (constrains and enables) the activities of agents, 

in their roles, identities, positions and practices. 24 

States as social structures can be seen to have certain common `functions'. States as 

social structures have the right to take actions in the `international system', including 

decisions on war and peace. States as social structures also monopolise legitimate 

violence and coercion within their borders and ̀ govern' people(s) within their borders. 25 

States also have economic functions: they control and manage the resources of 

production, they protect private property and employers rights, as well as mediate the 

grievances between the work force and the capital. In twentieth century states have also 

taxed and (re)distributed resources and services. 26 These functions of states, contrary to 

what the `state of nature' theorists posit, are not a-historically pre-given by some 

normative right, rather they should be seen as functions that these structures have taken 

on in specific historical conditions, that is, because of their embeddedness in a particular 

structural environment (that is international system built on sovereignty relations and 

23 State as an abstract social relation, as well as specific concrete forms of state. 
24 See Wight, 'State Agency' pp. 270-3. 
25 S cc, for example, A. G iddens, The Nation-State and Violence: Vol 2 of a Contemporary Critique of 
Historical Materialism (Oxford: Polity Press, 1985). 
26 Contra some Marxists, we do not have to see the state as a social structure fully determined by, or a 
puppet of, capital; yet, it is important to emphasise that states as social structures (in structuring constitutive 
norms and resources and in upholding laws and right to coercive actions) provide the key preconditions for 
capital accumulation and relations of production. See Bob Jessop, Future of the Capitalist State 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002). 
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economic system built on property and wage relations, see below). States are social forms 

that exist i n, and by virtue o f, certain international, global asw ell as local (domestic) 

structures of social relations. These, asw ill be seen, deeply c ondition (or ` constitute') 

states as social structures. 

What should we make of the assumption that the state can be treated as the primary and, 
indeed, a unitary person-like actor in international politics? For years IR theorists from 

various camps had assumed the ̀ personhood' of states: under ̀ as if' descriptions this was 

unproblematic since it did no involve any ontological baggage. It was not until Alexander 

Wendt explicitly argued that `states are people too' that this assumption has come under 

serious debate. Wendt argued that we can think of states as ̀ people' due to the fact that 

states can also be attributed intentionality and, hence, agency. Wendt argues that if we 

avoid individualism and the notion that only physical human minds can have 

intentionality it is essentially unproblematic to accept social groups as `cognisant' and, 
indeed, as 'persons'. 7 

It could be argued that Wendt is justified in arguing that social structures, such as states, 

can, in certain contexts, be talked about as agents. Given that the rules of the international 

system and the conventions of international law and diplomacy define states as agents it 

is not unreasonable to refer to them as agents in those contexts. Arguably, Wendt also 
has a point in arguing that there is no need to reduce the concept of agency simply to 

individual human agency. However, it should be noted that although states can be 

referred to as agents in certain contexts, states are, in fact, corporate agents and do not 

possess the same causal powers as individuals. As Colin Wight has argued there is an 
"ontological wall" between state agency and individual human agency28: states' 'person- 

like corporate agency' is built upon an institutional setting (centralisation ofdecision- 

making) and ideological grounds (the 'idea oft he state asp erson') rather than a rising 
from the natural causal powers of the mind as with individuals. This means that corporate 

agents are not the same (ontologically) as people, even if agency can be attributed to 

2' Wendt, Social Theory pp. 193-243. 
28 Wight, 'State Agency' p. 279. 
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them. Arguably, anthropomorphising the state runs the risk of misunderstanding the 

ontological nature of states - as complex internally and externally structured social 

structures. 29 

Also, it should be recognised that treating states as agents has often gone hand in hand 

with seeing states as individualistic ontologically flat agents. Even Wendt's account, 

although draws on philosophical realism, veers towards the assumption that states are not 
just like agents, but like agents as empiricist individualists see them: abstract independent 

agents that are not structured by wider social context in any significant way. Although 

Wendt's states have intentions and identities, these are formed only in interaction with 

other states, not as a consequence of deep external and internal social structural 

conditioning. Even if we accept state agency, we need to avoid simplifying the nature of 

states and explicitly recognise the deep structural conditioning of all social agency, 
individuals and states, within the world system. 

Moreover, it could be argued that there are normative grounds for rejecting 
`anthropomorphic' states. The `statist' discourse in IR, it could be argued, is a discourse 

that reifies statism, and in so doing it is not a neutral theory of international politics but a 
discourse that serves the purposes of certain agents and structures within the global 

system. It follows that for ethico-political as well as explanatory reasons, it is important 

to avoid treating social structures simplistically as anthropomorphic agents. Indeed, 

framing the state as a harmonious and unitary entity (which contrasts with the anarchical 

and threatening ̀ international system') masks the more complex nature of the state, as 

well as the deep external constitution of the state. We must remember that, as Feminists 

and Poststructuralists have argued, states are often based on various violent and 

oppressive structures and practices that are hidden away by the statist discourse. These 

`internal' `non-interesting' processes (for traditional IR purposes) can, also, often be 

connected to wider global relations and processes (patriarchy, territorial order). Although 

it can be said that `the state acts', this begs far more crucial and deeper questions. What 

29 States can be seen as what Collier calls 'structuratum'. A. Collier, Scientific Realism and Socialist 
Thought (Harvester: Lynne Rienner, 1989) pp. 85-90. 
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allows the state to act as it does? Why does the state act as it does? Whose interests does 

the state action serve? To reify the state as a unitary actor and a 'convenient' level of 

analysis is to refuse to move to deeper levels of social explanation. 30 

We have argued so far that IR needs to treat states as open and changing social structures 

embedded within wider structural conditions, which impact on how states are the way in 

which states act. I shall now turn to discuss this wider structural environment and will 

suggest some avenues for conceptualising it. 

One way of capturing this wider context is through the notion of international system; 

international system, however, defined very differently from Waltz's conceptualisation. 

The international system, it could be argued, constitutes a part of a wider structural 

environment of world politics: an environment that conceptually constitutes, as well as 

causally conditions, states and other actors. 

We should start by avoiding the Waltzian conceptualisation of structure, which assumes 

pre-existing units and deduces their behaviour from the closed system logic of the 

structure. However, we should not simply throw away the `international' as a concept 

that does not capture anything in world politics. States and individual agents are 

conditioned in multiple ways by social relations that can be captured by the notion of 

international system. The international system, it could be argued, refers to the social 

relations of the ̀ state system', social relations that parcel the world to certain socially and 

legally `legitimate' units called states and directs their behaviour by carrying conceptions 

of how they interact. 31 The social relations of international system are, importantly, given 

rise to by a variety of rules, norms and discourses that define states, their roles and their 

relations. The rules of the international system can be seen to refer to the norms or 

discourses of international law, such as ̀ sovereignty of territorially defined states', 'non- 

30 Heikki Patomäki, After International Relations; Critical Realism and the (Re) Construction of World 
Politics (London: Routledge, 2002) p. 87. 
" This means that international system as it is understood here is actually very close to what is often 
referred to rules of international society. Indeed, the English School in this sense is conceived to have a 
better social ontology for the purposes of IR, even though it is distinctly lacking in wider, especially 
economic, social ontology, See Ibid. p. 79. 
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intervention'. Arguably, the social relations of the international system also carry within 
it various conceptions, or socialising principles, c oncerning how states should interact. 

The socialising principles, on the other hand, guide acceptable or routine behaviour in 

world politics. The norms of diplomacy or, indeed, the norms of balance of power 

politics can be seen as such socialising principles. The rules, discourses and socialising 

principles of international system are embodied in organisations such as UN and NATO 

that codify and to a more limited extent enforce these rules of international system. 

These rules, discourses and socialising principles define conceptual relations but, 

crucially, also give rise to material embodied practices and social relations, that is, they 

act as formal causes in world politics and, thereby come to define material social 

relations between agents. They are causal conditioners of world politics in that these 

rules, discourses and socialising principles ̀ constrain and enable' identities, positions and 

actions of agents (corporate and individual). On the basis of the definition accepted here, 

the `international system' can be referred to as a social structure, because it defines sets 

of `internal social relations' between agents. Arguably, the international system is a more 

`abstract' (less concretely institutionalised) structure than the state. Yet, it is nevertheless 

real (rather than imagined), relatively enduring, and has real conditioning causal powers 

over corporate and individual agents. 

However, while the international system/society has some usefulness in referring to 

world politics, we should not understand world politics merely through the notion of 
international system, even the more nuanced conception advocated here. The 

international system does not exist in separation from wider social structuring of world 

politics through other sets of rules, material forces and internal relations. One way to start 

taking into account this wider conditioning of world politics is by giving some room for 

what is often referred to as the notion of `world system'. 

The concept of world system was initially developed by Immanuel Wallerstein. He 

developed this notion to emphasise the world economy as a structural feature of modern 

world politics. As opposed to the 'political' logic of anarchy advocated by the Realists 
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Wallerstein's World-Systems Theory emphasises the determining logic of the world 

economy of capitalism on world politics. For Wallerstein, the world system is a real 

determining structure in world politics and, hence, the state and the state-system, for 

Wallerstein, are considered as secondary, and indeed, the structural effects (or `carriers') 

of the wider structure of world economic system. 32 

Like Robert Cox, I reject the reductionist argument of Wallerstein: the interstate system 

cannot be simply reduced to economic determinism according to the base-superstructure 

logic. In my view, the domestic (more concrete localised) class relations cannot be 

ignored, nor should the relationship between world systems and interstate system be 

considered merely mono-causal or functional. 33 Wallerstein's approach has a-historicist 

and determinist connotations, and because of his concentration on the `abstract' structure 

of capitalism, does not provide nuanced enough explanations. However, the notion of 

world system, in my view, is still important because it emphasises that there is a global 

capitalist social structure at work in structuring world politics. Indeed, the social relations 

of the world economic system (in terms of both norms/discourses as well as distribution 

of material resources it gives rise to) `frame' or condition the international (interstate) 

system. IR research must be aware of the complex ways in which the social relations of 

the interstate system are embedded in wider global social relations defined 

overwhelmingly by capitalist principles, even if they take a variety of local (concrete) 

forms. 

Our understanding of the wider structural conditioning of world politics should not stop 

at the analysis of the world capitalist system: we should also open our analyses to other 

forms of social relations. It is important to notice other discourses and social relations, 

which are even less institutionally concrete that the international or the world systems, 

but embedded within these structures, such as patterns of patriarchal and racial relations. 

Arguably, gendered and racist nexuses of rules and socialising principles, and the 

material properties and social relations that they give rise to, are also deeply embedded in 

32 Immanuel Wallerstein, The Politics of World Economy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984). 
33 Hobson, The State and International Relations pp. 138-40. 
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the international system, the world system and the states and, indeed, provide the 
framework for the operation of the ̀ international system' and states within it. 

What does this redefinition of social ontology mean for reframing traditional Waltz- 

derived IR analysis of international politics? It allows us to challenge the empiricist, 

ontologically flat, deterministic and mono-causal overtones in IR theorising. It means that 

the traditional framing `international system' in terms of black-box 'billiard ball' states is 

highly misleading. States can be accepted as real social structures; but as complex ones. 
They are structured through complex internal and external sets of social relations. Also, 

the international system cannot be thought of as anything resembling a 'closed system' 
from which state behaviour can be deduced. It follows that we cannot understand world 

politics through the narrowly defined notions of state and international system as 

suggested by many rationalists and methodological individualists in IR. Not only does the 

traditional framing assume atomistic ontology but it also suggests that international 

politics is mechanistic, or regularity-deterministic: when X, then Y (e. g. structure -> 
behaviour). 

The approach here is opposed to the simplistic determinist structural frameworks of the 

Realists. Contra traditional Realists, it could be argued that it is the socialisation of states 

to the historically embedded rules and structural context that reproduces the presumed 

pre-given `logic' of the international system. The main fault of the Realists is that they 
fail to see the `logic of anarchy' as a discourse or a socialising principle and also, 

crucially, fail to embed this formal cause within the wider structural and historical 

context (and, hence, take the logic as pre-given and a-historical). 34 In the light of the 

conceptual system advanced here, we cannot understand ̀the logic of anarchy' in world 

politics, unless we embed the development of this form of thinking within the context of 
the global socio-economic structuring of the world. 35 

34 J. G. Ruggie, Constructing the World Polity: Essays on International Organization (London: Routledge, 
1998). 
15 See J. Rosenberg, The Empire of Civil Society (London: Verso, 1994) pp. 147-149. 
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The approach here opens up ontological horizons away from rigid ontological 

assumptions that hide the complex social conditioning of social action and social 

relations in world politics. However, against the Poststructuralist attempts to ignore the 

`international', it is argued here that we are better off trying to understand how the 

international system/society is engendered and how it works rather than refusing to 

conceptualise it and, hence, running the risk of ignoring or misunderstanding its impact 

on world politics 36 

Instead of working on the basis of the traditional narrow framing of the international 

system in terms of ('surface-level') interactions of states, or ignoring the fact that social 

and discursive constructions are relatively enduring and causal, it is argued that we 

should examine the historical development of world politics through embedding states - 

and different forms of state and state interactions - within wider social structural contexts 

(economic, political, military, cultural etc). It is important that IR research conceptualises 

global and international structures of social relations that condition more concrete 

structures (states, local markets) and processes (war, trade) of world politics. The global 

social relations, while can be considered as real and causal (through abstraction), must 

always be examined in local and historical contexts where many types of global and local 

sets of social relations interact and counteract each other in complex ways. 

The complex working of the w orld system, the international system, and states within 

them, is something that has been elucidated in complexity-sensitive and holistic terms by 

Robert Cox. He has traced the historical rise of the modem forms of state and 

international system by embedding them within the historical development of forms of 

production. 37 Cox has accounted for historical processes and developments through 

careful conceptualisation (abstraction) of the nature of various global social relations and 

(concrete) study of their complex interactions within specific historical contexts. Despite 

his aversion to causal terminology and lack of engagement with realist philosophy, his 

36 A similar point has been made by Rosenberg. See J. Rosenberg, The Follies of Globalisation Theory: 
Polemical Essays (London: Verso, 2000) p. 53. 
31 Robert Cox, Production, Power and World Order: Social Forces in the Making of History (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1987). 
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studies can be seen as largely commensurate with the view of social ontology and 

causation advanced in this thesis. His conception of social ontology is `deep', 

complexity-sensitive and holistic. 

Another example of a fruitful approach to studying world politics can be taken from 

feminist research. Gender analysis, as Cynthia Enloe conceives of it, is about looking into 

the gendered nature of various global and local social relations, that is, about tracing how 

gendered social relations are at work within various global and local processes. While the 

global structures of gendered social relations can be seen to be embedded, for example, in 

the processes of international trade and production, these global gender relations can be 

seen to work through the local social conditions which co-determine the actual social 

relations the global gender relations take. Conceptualising these complex processes is a 

challenging exercise, yet this complex conceptual work is necessary to gain an 

understanding of the complex processes at work in world politics. As Enloe puts it: 

It takes a lot of thinking and draining work to understand how notions of femininity and 
masculinity create and sustain global inequalities and oppression... yet truly effective 
feminism requires us to make sense of how patriarchal ideas and practices link all sectors 
[of international and domestic politics and economics] together - and to other 
relationships whose gender dynamics we have scarcely begun to fathom, 38 

This complexity of social explanation, that is, of drawing the holistic links between 

various embedded, interacting and counteracting social structures (and the ideas, rules 

and discourses and material resources and positions that they are given rise to by or 

carry) is, in the light of this thesis, considered to be the very essence of social scientific 

exercise. 

Adding ontological depth to the analysis of the international system allows us to see 

world politics in a new light. Because of the empiricist assumptions built into the 

traditional ontological framework of IR, the study of world politics has been missing 

ontological depth and complexity-sensitivity. It is argued here that the social ontology of 

international politics must be conceptualised as complex and multi-faceted, which in turn 

" Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases; Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1990) p. 18. 
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means that the causal powers of the international system are conceived as multi-faceted. 

Analysing world politics with more `ontological depth' and plurality has, arguably, the 

capability to "powerfully subvert any understanding drawn straightforwardly from 

observation of the surface appearance". 39 The recasting of social ontology in IR allows us 

open up the narrow theoretical frameworks in IR and, thereby, opens up a whole set of 

avenues for investigation, notably the historical and dynamic nature of 'objects' of IR and 

the deep structuring of these objects through a variety of global and local social relations. 

This opening up, as will be seen, also has crucial effects for study of causal puzzles in 

world politics. 

Rethinking the Theorisation of Democratic Peace 

Having reframed IR ontology, we need to now appreciate how causal research itself can 

be reframed in IR. The focus here is on refraining the weaknesses of the rationalist 

Humean approach to researching world politics. It will be argued here that the 

Democratic Peace (DP) debates, being deeply embedded in the Humean discourse on 

causation, have suffered from serious inadequacies: methodologically, epistemologically 

and ontologically. It will be argued here that if Humeanism is abandoned and ontological 

assumptions are opened up the relationship of democracy and peace can be studied in a 

much more methodologically pluralist, historical, reflective and holistic way. 

Humeanism and Democratic Peace Theory 

The DP theorists do not form a united or uniform camp. To start with, some DP theorists 

are ardent advocates of the democratic peace proposition, while others are fervently 

against it. Also, the proposition that the DP theorists study is not uniform: some theorists 

concentrate on the monadic proposition (democratic states are less violent toward all 

other states), others on the dyadic one (democratic states are less violent toward other 

" Rosenberg, The Empire of Civil Society p. 159. 
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democratic states). 40 As for their causal analysis: some seek to explain DP in terms of the 

structural/institutional model (constitutional checks and balances limit war-mongering), 

others in terms of the normative model (democratic norms and values encourages 

peaceful options), while s ome others s till p refer to a ssess both `causal mechanisms. 41 

However, some overarching similarities can be detected. As has already been noted in 

chapter 3, deep-seated Humeanism is one of them. 

Democratic peace is overwhelmingly analysed through analysis of patterns of observed 

regularities. By its advocates, the democratic peace proposition has been maintained 

because it has been considered "one of the strongest nontrivial, non-tautological 

generalisations that can be made about international relations". 2 By its critics, 

democratic peace proposition is criticised because the generalisations advanced by 

advocates, it is argued, are based on curious interpretations of data entries and 

statistically insignificant correlations. 3 Critics have argued that there are many other 

`independent variables' (international organisations, alliances, trade links and wealth) 

that explain the regular association of democracy and peace in the western `zone of 

peace' 44 

In recent years there has been a turn away from mere statistical analysis towards more 

qualitative and historical analysis and analysis of the `causal mechanisms' that link 

democracy to peace. 5 However, as was seen in chapter 3, regularity criteria are still built 

within these analyses. Qualitative and historical analyses are moulded to fit regularity 

40 For a good summary see Binnur Ozkececi-Taner, The Myth of Democratic Peace: Theoretical and 
Empirical Shortcomings of the 'Democratic Peace Theory" Alternatives: Turkish Journal of International 
Relations, 1, no. 3 (2002) pp. 40-48. 
41 Z. Maoz and B. Russen, 'Normative and Structural Causes of Democratic Peace 1946-1986 American 
Political Science Review, 87, no. 3 (1993) pp. 624-638. 
42 Russen, quoted in M. E. Brown, S. M. Lynn-Jones, and S. E. Miller, eds., Debating Democratic Peace 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999) p. ix. 
43 C. Layne, 'Kant or Cant: The Myth of Democratic Peace' International Security, 19, no. 2 (1994) pp. 5- 
50. 
44 A cottage industry has developed assessing the claims of Liberals and Realists against patterns of data. 
See, for example, P. K. Huth and T. L. Allee, Democratic Peace and Territorial Conflict in the 20th Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
as J. O. Owen, 'How Liberalism Produces Democratic Peace' International Security, 19, no. 2 (1994) pp. 87- 
125. 
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criteria, or are treated as supplements to the `scientific' (generalising) analysis 46 The 

problems with DP literature, from the point of view of our philosophically realist 

premises, are three-fold: methodological, ontological and epistemological. 

Methodologically, the problem with DP theorising is that the DP debates have 

uncritically accepted the Humean regularity-based methods for analysing social affairs. 

The DP theorists tend to base their theorisations exclusively on the Humean generalising 

methods: although there are methodological debates, these seem to pertain to how best to 

analyse regularities or how to pick cases. 7 Crucially, it is assumed that generalisation 

`explains'. As a result, little effort is focused on conceptualising how regularities 

observed come about: conceptualisation of underlying causal structures and processes has 

been almost entirely lacking. Also, the regularity-deterministic assumption built into DP 

methodology (given regularities we can assume ̀ when A, then B') can be seen as 

problematic. This assumption and the predictive logic it entails (when democracy, then 

peace) gives the DP debates questionably deterministic overtones. 48 

It could also be argued that DP debates have been characterised by `objectivist' 

epistemological assumptions, which has led to certain arrogance with regard to the 

conclusions drawn. Due to the a cceptance ofaH umean framing of sc ientific research 

which accords observation-based knowledge supremacy, the DP theorists have widely 

assumed that their `scientific' methods ensure that their studies are more trust-worthy 

than those studies that do not draw on these methods. This has de-Legitimised other non- 

Humean approaches to democratic peace and, crucially, has disenabled more critical 

46 Ibid. p. 92. 
47 See, for example, Rummel's critiques of his colleagues. R. I. Rummel, 'Democracies Are Less Warlike 
Than Other Regimes' European Journal of International Relations, 1, no. 4 (1995) pp. 457-479. 
48 It should be noted that some new methodological avenues have been opened by the Constructivists. 
Risse-Kappen argues that democracies create their friends and enemies by inferring either defensive or 
aggressive motives from the domestic structures of their counterparts. The Constructivists goal has been to 
get away from regularity analysis in favour of analysing the perceptions and identities of agents. However, 
the Constructivists have been tied rather restrictively to the interpretive methodological assumption that 
interpretation of actors' motives and perceptions gives us the most important information about the social 
world. This is problematic not only because it assumes that hermeneutic interpretation is, at the end of the 
day, rather unproblematic but also because it discourages the study and conceptualisation of 'situational' 
factors within which perceptions arise. Thomas Risse-Kappen, 'Democratic Peace - Warlike Democracies? 
A Social Constructivist Interpretation of the Liberal Argument' European Journal of International 
Relations, 1, no. 4 (1995) pp. 491-517. 
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analysis of democratic peace, especially one concentrated on redoing the very basic 

assumptions of DP theorising. Moreover, the acceptance of epistemological supremacy of 

observational methods has led to IR theorists remaining blind to the way in which their 

own studies are premised on certain politically embedded and politically consequential 

assumptions. As Rupert has argued: 

to the extent that practitioners of this newest liberalism bestow upon themselves the 
status of objective observers - inhabitants of an extraterrestrial realm of scientific value 
neutrality - they effectively absolve themselves from responsibility for the political 

49 consequences of their representation of the world. 

Moreover, the ontological assumptions that inform DP theorising are problematic. There 

is little engagement with deeper causal ontology, that is, conceptualisation of the 

normative frameworks, discourses, structures and relations that go toward explaining how 

patterns of regular observations come about. As a result, DP theorists accept flat 

ontological assumptions about objects of study: democracies, for example, are 
`measured' in terms of quantifiables rather than understood structurally. The DP theorists 

also come to view the world through isolated ̀ variables', that is variables are measured 

against each statistically other rather than conceptualised holistically. There is no 

engagement with the deep ontology that recognises the role of social context, especially 

structures of social relations, in shaping social life, nor with the complexity of the causal 

conditioning. 

Due to the lack of ontological reflection DP theorists also come to uncritically accept 

ontological premises that are not self-evident, nor apolitical. Thus, most DP theorists 

uncritically accept statist and liberal premises concerning democracies, `Liberal 

democracies' are understood as ordered and liberating societies void of fear, oppression 

and danger. Democratic regimes are seen as 'enlightened' societies with 'political will' 

and are seen independently of the structural conditions ('domestic and wider) underlying 

a9 Mark Rupert, "Democracy, Peace: What's Not to Love? " in Democracy, Liberalism and War, ed. Tarak 
Barkawi and Mark Laffey (London: Lynne Rienner, 2001) p. 159. 
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them. S° DP theorists are distinctly unable to see how these assumptions are informed by a 

particular liberal political discourse which tends to see social life through behaviour and 

choices of `free' individuals and thereby obscures the deep social conditioning of agents 

by their social contexts' 

Rethinking Democratic Peace 

How can the research into the democratic peace proposition be reframed in the light of 

this thesis? This thesis does not claim to come up with a fixed formula for conducting 

causal analysis, since it is recognised that research processes can vary depending on the 

nature of object of study and the particular questions that interest the researcher. 

However, the rethought notion of cause and reframing of causal analysis it entails does 

direct IR researchers to conduct very different kind of theorising than has been advocated 

by the traditional Humean causal analysts: research that emphasises methodological 

pluralism, epistemological relativism and ontological complexity-sensitivity and 

reflection. In the light of this thesis how should we approach democratic peace research? 

Methodologically, the approach to causal analysis taken here directs us to accord 

generalising methods a modest role in favour of more qualitative and historical methods. 

According to the conception of causal analysis advanced here, although some ̀ demi- 

regularities' can be useful in identifying the effects of deeper causal relations52, they do 

not get us far in explaining why and how a causal process takes place. Thus, while some 

link between democracies and war can be found, as well as between wealth and 

democracy, alliances and democracy, the correlations themselves explain little. Analysis 

of democratic peace, then, cannot proceed on merely correlative basis but has to analyse 

so J. De Vree, "On Some Common Misunderstandings About Democracy" in Democratic Peace for 
Europe: Myth or Reality?, ed. G. Geeraerts and Stouthuysen (Brussels: VUB University Press, 1999) pp. 
41-49. 
s' Behind the DP research lies, arguably, the assumption that individuals make decisions on the basis of 
their needs and construct social reality on the basis of those decisions. Society is but an aggregation of 
individuals, and the means of fulfilling individual needs. Buying into such abstract individualism means 
that theorists that use liberal assumptions tend to ignore the influence of pre-existing social conditions and 
relations on actors. M. Rupert, "Democracy, Peace" p. 153. 
52 Lawson, Economics and Reality pp. 204-13. 
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why and how such concrete events and patterns have come about. To gain a deeper 

understanding of the causal processes involved we need other kinds of evidence, notably 

qualitative and historical data, for this is what points us towards the underlying processes 

and structures that explain regularities of observables. Crucial in any data analysis is 

having an attuned conceptual system for dealing with a variety of evidence. Data 

analysis, in the light of this thesis, is intertwined with constant (re)conceptualisation of 

objects of explanation. This is because, it is recognised that data does not simply `yield' 

its insights objectively, rather it is accepted that the conceptual models we have direct 

how we treat the data and that in so doing some conceptual models are better than others 

(that is, they allow us to understand the data better and more comprehensively, while 

others leave many issues and data unaddressed or deal with them on ad hoc basis). 

This approach highlights very different aspects of the social world than the Humean 

approach that starts from observational methodological prescriptions. In the case of 

democratic peace debates, we can see that there is no point in starting with 

methodological questions such as ̀ does democracy cause peace? ' or `how do we prove 

democracy is the cause of peace? '. According to the model here, we have to ask complex 

questions about objects of explanation. To start with, we have to ask detailed questions 

about how democracies work institutionally, socially and historically. The ontological 

framework advanced in this thesis directs us to treat democracies as complex and 

dynamic social structures embedded in multifaceted structural contexts. Thus, contra 

traditional DP theorising, the concept of democracy cannot just be `indexed' (understood 

taxonomically) through a checklist of quantifiable characteristics (as having elections, X 

amount of `free' newspapers etc. ). Nor can it be ̀ read back' in history: we cannot assume 

that democracies are the same (structurally or in their `actions') through time (even if 

quantifiables remain the same). The ontology here directs us to conceptualise how 

democracies are structured in complex ways through various social relations and to 

analyse how they work historically in different contexts. If framed in such a way many 

unasked questions become important in understanding the relationship of democracy and 

war. What are modern democracies like and how have they developed? What material 
bases as well as discourses have they/are they been based on? Are democracies just 
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liberal democracies or are they also embedded by many other social relations (capitalist, 

post-colonial, masculinist)? How do democracies structure social relations within states: 

what is the role of violence within as well as without liberal democratic states? 

According to the ontology here democracies have to be framed within a wider context, 

that i s, we need to conceptualise not j ust democracies but also their e mbeddedness in 

complex global context. We should ask questions about the global social relations that 

condition democratic and non-democratic states, for example, about the social relations 

of capitalist mode of production, the global forms of militarisation and patriarchy, the 

framework of the discourse of `international system' as well as about their more local 

filtering through various local economic, political and cultural environments (complex 

concrete unfolding of abstract social relations). Through such an approach many global 

processes often ignored by mainstream 'generalisers' can be seen as relevant. Thus, for 

example, structural violence within democracies and their embeddedness within global 

social relations of patriarchy cannot be ignored. Also, the proxy wars waged by US 

during and after Cold War can be included in, rather than excluded from, explanations - 
through linking them, for example, to the capitalist relations of production inherently 

linked to US as a particular form of a democratic state. 53 

The more methodologically open and ontologically deeper framing of democratic peace 

cautions us to the possibility that "zones of peace are not separate and discrete 

phenomena explained by the presence or absence of liberal institutions within states but 

the effects of mutually constitutive (or embedded] international political, social and 

economic relations"54 and that in understanding democratic peace we should aim to 

understand the "multiple relations among democracy, liberalism and the use of force". 55 

Indeed, 

s' As Chomsky and others have argued, the proxy wars can be understood as part of capitalist core- 
periphery relations and motivated by access to capital as well as countering communism. See Mark Laffey, 
'Discerning the Patterns of World Order: Noam Chomsky and International Theory after the Cold War' 
Review of International Studies, 29, no. 4 (2003) pp. 587-604. 
" Tarak Barkawi and Mark Laffey, eds., Democracy. Liberalism and Mar. - Rethinking the Democratic 
Peace Debate (London: Lynne Rienner, 2001) p. 2. 
ss Ibid. p. 2. 
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none of the terms that enable the democratic peace proposition can be taken for granted. 
Instead analysis must question the primacy of sovereign boundaries and historicize rather 
than stipulate the meaning of democracy, liberalism and war. Instead of fetishizing liberal 
democratic norms and institutions, it must attend to the multiple meanings of liberalism 
and its relations with other social processes. And instead of assuming that democracy and 
liberalism are forces for peace, analysis must attend to the ways in which they promote 

56 the use of force 

In the research process the researcher should, ideally, remain reflexive concerning his or 
her assumptions about the object of study. The framework of causal analysis advocated 
here reminds us that our accounts of the world are social, historical and political and that 

claims to universality and neutrality of the kind advanced by the Humean DP theorists are 

questionable. Our analysis can be, and inevitably will be, influenced by our social 

conditioning and will reflect values. The fact that our views or conceptual frameworks 

are pre-shaped does not mean that we should give up on analysing the way in which 

world works: this is because epistemological relativism cannot be reduced to ontological 

relativism. Since the referent of theories cannot be done away with, even if they are 
difficult to access and conceptualise, it is accepted that some theories can still be 

conceived to be getting at the world better than others, and hence, we can still make some 
judgments on the explanatory adequacy of theories on the basis of the evidence put 
before us. While the research into democratic peace is unavoidably filtered through 

socially and politically embedded theoretical ascriptions and descriptions, through 

`changing hats' and asking critical questions about these assumptions, a theorist can try to 

evaluate the viability of these propositions - and come to redescribe them in more 

nuanced ways. 

It should be pointed out that a plausible, interesting and convincing engagement with 
democratic peace that follows the broad lines of thought advanced here has been put 
forward by Barkawi and Laffey. Their approach challenges the positivist scientific 

methodology, criticises the individualistic and superficial social ontology of the 

mainstream and fundamentally rejects the epistemological arrogance of the mainstream 
`science'. Barkawi and Laffey, and the other contributors to the volume Democracy, 

Liberalism and Mar: Rethinking Democratic Peace, emphasise that we must understand 

56 Ibid. p. 19. 
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international relations in a deeper way than the traditional IR conceptual systems allow. 
We should see international politics as constituted by `thick' sets of social, political, 

economic cultural and military relations. " This approach emphasises the need to grasp 
the complex and multiple social relations tying together global processes: both the 

"material and ideational conditions that underpin and make possible the historically 

specific couplings of democracy and peace". 58 Drawing on a variety of evidence, they 

build conceptual frameworks that allow us to connect various, for mainstream DP 

theorists, disparate developments and processes in world politics. Their explanations of 
the democratic peace proposition are more nuanced, reflective and, arguably, 

explanatorily more plausible and holistic than those advanced by the positivist Humean 

theorists. 

Interestingly, although the analyses of these theorists are in line with the meta-theoretical 

suggestions of this work, it should be noted that many of these scholars are wary of 

causal language. Their anti-mainstream explanations of democratic peace evident are 

prefaced with what seems a typically `anti-causal' reflectivist argument calling for the 

study of `constitutive' rather than ̀ causal' questions. 59 This, in the light of the analysis of 

causation advanced here, is unnecessary; these theorists are investigating what is here 

understood as the causal conditioning of world politics. Indeed, the authors call for the 

study of "the historical and systemic contexts that provide both the meaning and 

conditions of possibility for the empirical pattern, as well as to the multiple and complex 

other ways in which liberalism, democracy, war and peace are interrelated and co- 
determined". 60 If causation is understood in the multifarious and dynamic way as 

suggested here, the arguments of Barkawi and Laffey can be understood in causal terms, 

without throwing away any of the insightful arguments that they have advanced - as they 

themselves seem to fear. Arguably, when armed with an anti-positivist philosophy of 

science and of causation, these theorists could confront the empiricist mainstream with 

s' Ibid. p. 16; IIarkawi and Laffey, 'Retrieving the Imperial' p. 112. 
Se 13arkawi and Laffey, eds., Democracy, Liberalism and War p. 203. 
s' J. Weldes and R. Duvall, "The International Relations of Democracy, Liberalism and War: Directions 
for Future Research" in Democracy, Liberalism and War: Rethinking the Democratic Peace Debate, cd. 
Tarak Barkawi and Mark Laffey (London: Lynne Rienner, 200I) pp. 195-208. 
60 Ibid. p. 196. 
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stronger cards in hand - as they could challenge them not just on their substantive 

explanations but, more fundamentally, on the weaknesses of their philosophy of science. 

Explaining the End of the Cold War 

The sudden end of the Cold War confounded most IR theorists, notably the Realists, and 
led to the emergence of a new theoretical force, Constructivism. While the predominant 

emphasis in the last section was on readdressing some of the misleading avenues of the 

rationalist approaches, this section seeks to critically examine one of the `reflectivist' 

approaches to substantive causal explanation in IR: I will examine and address the 

problems of the Constructivist explanations of the end of the Cold War. It will be argued 

that, while the Constructivists have made important contributions in IR, they still tend to 

theorise complex historical processes, such as the end of the Cold War, in misleading and 

theoretically reductionist way. The reconceptualised deeper and broader notion of cause, 

and the view of social ontology advanced here, remind us that instead of seeking 

parsimonious ontologically reductionist explanations our explanations should always 

seek to discuss causal factors holistically, something that has eluded many, including the 

Constructivist, theorisations of the end of the Cold War. 

Debating the End of the Cold War 

The IR theory debates on the end oft he C old War have created dichotomous combat 
lines between theoretical approaches. The Realists, who have dominated the field of IR, 

have emphasised that the fall of Soviet Union, and, hence, the apparent end of a stable 
bipolar system, has not, in fact, changed the fundamentals of world politics. 1 It is argued 
that the end of the Cold War, too, can be explained through the logic of the Realist 

framework. It is argued that the end of the Cold War was a result of the inherent 

weakness of the Soviet system and its consequent weakening standing in the international 

system. The end of the Cold War is seen as just another event that proves that material 

61 J. Mearsheimer, 'Back to the Future; Instability in Europe after the Cold War' Intenationa! Security, 14, 
no. 4 (1990) pp. 3-49. 
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capabilities are what matter. It is argued that Soviet Union sought reconciliation because 

it had to: in an anarchic international system a militarily and economically62 weakening 

superpower has no other option but to look for accommodation. The Realists argue that 

Gorbachev's New Political Thinking was, if not incidental to the change in world 

politics, at least not fundamental to it. It is emphasised that Gorbachev's thinking took the 

avenues it did because of the weakening material capabilities resulting from the failing 

domestic economy and especially the ̀ imperial overreach' in the Third World. As Brooks 

and Woolworth argue, ideas were "largely a reflection of changing material 

environments63 and, hence, changes in material forces were the most fundamental cause 

of change in the system. 64 

Crucially, for the Realists, the importance of material resources is derived from the logic 

of the closed system view of international politics, and empirical evidence is given a 

particular Realism-confirming twist. At no point are the Realists particularly interested in 

explaining how the agents and their normative frameworks were directed by the material 

concerns: the focus is merely on emphasising ̀ the fact' that they did, which then 

`confirms' empirically the Realist closed system logic. 

The goal of Constructivist approaches has been to argue against the Realist 'structural', 

or 'functional', explanations of the end of the Cold War: these explanations, it was 

argued, "cannot account for either the specific content of the change in Soviet foreign 

policy or the Western response to it". 5 Constructivists have tried to construct 

explanations that avoid functionalist predetermining frameworks of explanation and, 

thereby, are able to provide fuller and richer explanations of the process of the end of the 

62 The argument about the economic structure of Soviet Union as a cause of end of Cold War is an 
important one in that it opens up Realism to influences of Classical Realism (away from strict 
concentration on the military characteristics central to Neorealism). W. C. Wohlforth, "A Certain Idea of 
Science: How International Relations Theory Avoids Reviewing the Cold War" in Reviewing Cold War: 
Approaches, Interpretation, Theory, ed. 0. A. Westad (London: Frank Cass, 2000) p. 139. 
6 S. G. Brooks and W. C. Wohlforth, 'Power, Globalization, and the End of Cold War; Reevaluating a 
Landmark Case for Ideas' Intenational Security, 25, no. 3 (2000) p. 8. 
64 R. D. English, 'Power, Ideas, and the New Evidence on the Cold War's End' Intenational Security, 26, no. 
4 (2002) p. 90. 
11 Risse-Kappen, "Ideas Do Not Float Freely" p. 188. 
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Cold War. In so doing, Constructivism has used the end of Cold War debate as a crucial 
`jumping board' to the mainstream IR theory. 66 

The Constructivists have raised a number of objections to Realist explanations. It is 

argued that because of their narrow concentration on material distribution the Realists 

failed to look at factors that can bring about change in world politics. These factors, the 

Constructivists argue, have to do with the ̀ normative' environment of world politics. The 

Constructivists such as Koslowski and Kratochwil argue that the end of the Cold War 

cannot be seen as a question of mere distribution of material resources but that an 

explanation of this event must include an account of the role of changing rules and norms 
in the international system. As Koslowski and Kratochwil put it, the end of the Cold War 

came about because "the revolutions of 1989 transformed the international system by 

changing the rules governing superpower conflict and thereby the norms underpinning 

the international system" 67 

The Constructivist normative explanation of change has sought to challenge Realism on 

the issue of what is the crucial explanatory factor in world politics. The end of the Cold 

War is seen as the proof of the importance of the norms and ideas in international 

politics 68 Constructivists would not deny the economic woes and overstretched material 

resources of the Soviet Union as providing a `condition' in which Gorbachev's foreign 

policy played out, but they reject that material resources ̀ultimately determined' the 

course of events. It is argued that ideas play the most crucial role in determining how 

events in the social world pan out. This is because it is argued that, as Koslowski and 
Kratochwil put it, "fundamental change of the international system occurs when actors, 

through their practices, change the rules and norms constitutive of international 

interaction". 69 The emphasis of Constructivists explanations is on exploring how the 

changes in the ideational environment came about and initiated other changes. This has 

" Wendt, Social Theory p. 4. 
6' Rey Koslowski and Friedrich Kratochwil, "Understanding Change in International Politics: The Soviet 
Empire's Demise and the International System" in International Relations Theory and the End of Cold Mar, 
ed. R. N. Lebow and Thomas Risse-Kappen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995) p. 127. 
68 Ibid. p. 134; Risse-Kappen, "Ideas Do Not Float Freely" p. 188. 
69 Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" p. 128. 
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often entailed the opening up of the domestic-international divide and exploring the 
interconnections of domestic and international norm structures. 70 

The normative explanations challenge Realism on the issue of contingency and 
determinism. It is assumed that the end of the Cold War raises some fundamentally 

disturbing questions about the notions of determinism and contingency in the 

international system. The Realist framework, based on "immutable structures", is seen as 

too "deterministic" to account for the "contingent" role of norms. 71 It should be noted, in 

this context, that determinism is often equated in the Constructivist camp with causal 

analysis; this is why Constructivist explanations have often, if not always, avoided causal 

terminology, concentrating instead on the so-called ̀ constitutive' analysis of normative 

change. 

Interestingly, although the Constructivist explanations have criticised the Realists for 

mono-causal "last fundament" explanations 72, the Constructivist explanations seem to 
have reproduced certain theoretically reductionist assumptions. Where the Realists have 

argued that material causes (conceived in deterministic and mechanistic way) provide the 

`ultimate cause' of the event, the Constructivists have argued that ideas provide the most 

crucial explanatory factor of change. Paradoxically, in their efforts to avoid Realist ̀ last 

fundament' explanations, the Constructivists have avoided addressing some important 

issues, the origins of norms for example. In so doing, they have come to reduce all 

explanation to rules and norms. The Constructivists, then, just as the Realists, have 

sought to reduce the explanation of the whole historical event - or rather historical 

process - to one (set of) factor(s), thus verging towards theoretical reductionism. 73 

The Constructivists have maintained an unproductive ̀ zero-sum paradigm rivalry' in IR: 

the normative approach has been seen as an incommensurable opposite to the Realist 

70 Risse-Kappen, "Ideas Do Not Float Freely" pp. 187-222; See also Koslowski and Kratochwil, 
"Understanding Change" p. 128. 
" Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" p. 128. 
72 Ibid. pp. 136-7. 
" 0. A. Westad, "Introduction" in Reviewing the Cold War; Approaches, Interpretation, Theory, ed. 0. A. 
Westad (London: Frank Cass, 2000) p. 9. 
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`materialist' explanations. As a result, just as in the Realist camp, evidence has been 

"shoe-horneds74 to fit the established conceptual horizons of the theoretical approach and 

real motivations and causal factors have been remained poorly theorised. Some IR 

theorists have called for more holistic approaches that overcome the dichotomisation of 

normative and material approaches75, yet non-dichotomous conceptual frameworks have 

been slow to emerge. Arguably, the conceptual system developed in the previous chapters 

can help in allowing IR theorists to avoid theoretically reductionist tendencies. 

Reconceptualising the End of the Cold War 

On the basis of the reconceptualisation of causation advanced here many aspects of the 

Constructivist critiques can be seen to be misleading, and must be reframed for a more 

attuned conceptual framework for dealing with the end of the Cold War to be possible. 

To start with, the treatment of the contingency-determinism debate by the Constructivists 

needs to be overhauled as it misleads discussions. In the light of the theory of causation 

advanced here, portraying `contingency' and 'determinism' as polar opposites is 

misleading and is based on an inadequate theorisation of these concepts. The social 

ontology advocated here accepts that causes can be structural and agential, material or 
ideational, but argues, further, that causes in all those senses are both `contingent' (in that 

many c auses always c ome together in complex `non-pre-determined' ways) asw ell as 
determining (causes are real and have real causal powers). Conceptions of contingency 

and determinism, as applied by Constructivist IR theorists, do not describe the complex 
interactions of causes well and, hence, confuse more than clarify the theorisation of the 

end of the Cold War. 

However, the most crucial problem with the Constructivist approaches can be seen to be 

the problem of theoretical reductionism, as well as the (related) tendency to reproduce the 

causal-constitutive divide. The problem of theoretical reductionism in IR, as we have 

74 Woh1forth, "A Certain Idea of Science" p. 138. 
� Westad, "Introduction" p. 18. 

269 



Chapter 7 

seen, in chapter 6, is intimately bound up with the Humean tendency to think about the 

world through isolating `independent' explanatory factors. When we examine the end of 

the Cold War debates, it is striking how both sides of the debate still continue to talk in 

terms of the `independent effect' of either material or ideational factors. 6 Realists, in 

accordance with the closed system logic, emphasise the "endogeneity" of ideas within the 

causally independent (material) structures. 77 However, this logic pervades also the 

Constructivist side. The emphasis, contra Realists, is on assessing the "contribution of 

ideas as well as the important extent to which they developed and operated independent 

of material resources". 78 

The key top roviding b etter explanations of the end oft he C old War and to initiating 

more constructive debate between theoretical schools is, arguably, abandoning the idea of 

causal (or explanatory) independence, since this is one of the key contributors to 

theoretical miscommunication: it prevents theorists from seeing historical processes as 

complex and various causal factors as interacting. 79 On the basis of the pluralistic causal 

ontology advanced here, we must accept that we can never treat causal forces as 

`separable' and ̀ independent' but must always relate different kinds of causes to others. 

The key question becomes, not which factor matters more than another or 

`independently', but how and why the factors are interlinked. 

Such framing raises questions for the Realists. How exactly are material resources 

causal? How are the `material' structures influential on agents and go towards framing 

their motivations? Why are certain meanings ascribed to the material structural 

determinants in a given context? Is it possible to just talk about material causes even if 

you are interested in material constraints (are structures really just material? )? However, 

questions also arise for the Constructivists. How do the ideas/norms that are studied come 

about? What is the structural (material and social relational) context of norms and their 

76 Brooks and Wohlforth, 'Power, Globalisation and the End of the Cold War' p. 8; English, 'Power Ideas 
and the New Evidence' p. 83. 
"Brooks and Wohlforth, 'Power, Globalisation and the End of the Cold War' p. 8. 

English, 'Power Ideas and the New Evidence' p. 83. 
79A point also made by Gaddis. J. L. Gaddis, "On Starting All over Again: A Naive Approach to the Study 
of Cold War" in Reviewing the Cold War: Approaches, Interpretation, Theory, ed. 0. A. Westad (London: 
Frank Cass, 2000) p. 28. 
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emergence? Why did certain norms become so dominant? How and why were these ideas 

transmitted and accepted by the agents? 

It could be argued that having an a priori preference for one or the other type of catisal 

factor tends to lead IR theorists to ignore these crucial `deeper' causal questions and, 

hence, leads them towards reductionist frameworks and impoverished evaluation of 

evidence. Koslowski's and Kratochwil's lack of exploration of these questions, for 

example, exposes that their theorisation paints a rather simplistic picture of a complex 

process. It is argued that "fundamental type of change takes place when the practices and 

constitutive conventions of a social system are altered". 80 Following this formula, the end 

of the Cold War is explained simply through the change in international norms of 

interaction initiated by Gorbachev, while the origins of the Cold War are simply reduced 

to the actions of Stalin in changing the international norms of conduct. 81 Arguably, such 

accounts, although not entirely wrong, are too simplistic to be explanatorily adequate. 

They lack crucial parts of the explanation: inquiry into where norms arise from, why they 

are rejected, reciprocated or modified, why some norms die out. Answers to these 

questions require inquiry into the deeper and complex materially based social relational 

context in which norms emerge and die. 82 

Another, partly related, problem with the Constructivist explanations is the tendency to 

divide `causal' and ̀ constitutive' theorising. The arguments from the Constructivist camp 

reject what is perceived as `determinism' of the Realist framework: instead, the 

Constructivist frameworks, such as Kratochwil's and Koslowski's, are focused on 

`constitutive' theorising. This divide, then, is used to shield the Constructivists from the 

`unreasonable' attacks from the Realists. The wielding of 'mutually exclusive' causal. 

Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" p. 134. 
61 Ibid. pp. 128,140-4. 

Int his regard other Constructivists have f aired s lightly b etter. Thomas R isse's account, for example, 
traces much better the role of material and structural constrains on actors, while still concentrating on the 
processes of exchange and transmission of norms. Risse-Kappen, "Ideas Do Not Float Freely" pp. 187-222. 
Jeffrey Checkel's account too refuses to reduce explanation of idea change to ideational factors and goes 
for a more openly multi-causal and complexity-sensitive explanation. J. T. Checkel, Ideas and International 
Political Change: Soviet/Russian Behaviour and the End of the Cold War (New Haven/London: Yale 
University Press, 1997). 
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constitutive terminology, in the light of this work is seen as misleading. When a different 

conception of causation is brought to bear, the terms of the debate change in crucial 

ways. 

If we follow the model advanced here, that sees material causes in non-Humean, non- 
deterministic manner as underlying `constitutive causes', we could argue that there is 

nothing inherently problematic in accepting the causal nature of material resources, as 

many Constructivists assume. Moreover, we can also argue that the constitutive 

theorising of the Constructivists is causal theorising: constitutive theorising is getting at 

the formal causes of social life. When Kratochwil and Koslowski, for example, trace the 

changes in the constitutive norms of the international system, their analysis is not 'non- 

causal'. Indeed, as their own terminology portrays, changes in norms matter and are 

worthy of investigation because they bring about changes in the international system. 83 

Arguably, the `constitutive norms' do not merely `constitute' concepts or meanings: 

`constitutive norms' matter because they have causal powers on (that is they constrain 

and enable) the practices of actors in world politics. This alternative framing of the 

causal-constitutive issue allows us to overcome the dichotomous conceptual premises that 

have haunted the end of the Cold War debates. It also makes it difficult for the 

Constructivists to avoid answering important explanatory questions through deflecting 

questions probing the causes of norms, as unreasonable approaches that seek "some 

incontrovertible last fundament". 84 

The agency-structure debate, too, can be clarified through reframing IR's causal 

ontology. Despite their emphasis on 'inter-subjective rules', which are seen as irreducible 

to agents, most Constructivists have had a tendency to emphasise agents and the 

`practices' of agents as more important than structure. Koslowski and Kratochwil, for 

example, are very "critical of the analytical utility of any conception of structure". " This 

is largely the case because the concept is associated with the Neorealist structural 

83 See, for example, Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" p. 128. 
as ibid. p. 137. 
89 R. N. Lebow, Risse-Kappen T. "Introduction: International Relations Theory and the End of Cold War" in 
R. N. Lebow and T. Risse-Kappen, eds., International Relations Theory and the End of Cold War (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1995) p. 15. 

272 



Chapter 7 

explanations. Because of their aversion to structures, Koslowski and Kratochwil have 

emphasised the role of Gorbachev and his `normative' context in bringing about the end 

of the Cold War. However, it could be argued that, while it is important not to ignore the 

agency of Gorbachev in the events leading up to the end of the Cold War, it should be 

noted that the context of Gorbachev's actions cannot be sidelined and this context cannot 

simply be reduced to `ideational' context either. 

Koslowski and Kratochwil, although they reject structures, seem to try to capture some 

sort of contextual factors through the notion of `institutions', which they define as 
"settled or routinized practices established and regulated by norms". 86 This notion, while 
is getting at the formal causes, arguably reduces social explanation to the study of shared 

understandings and the practices they give rise to. As was seen in chapter 6, this 

conceptualisation, although better than the positivist one, is 1 acking in depth int hat it 

ignores the notion of social relations: that is forms of (material) social relations that rules 

and norms give rise to. In this thesis the notion of structure has been deemed important in 

that it allows us to conceptualise these social relations. Arguably, without this conception 

of structure we cannot adequately conceptualise the causal context of agents' actions. 
Social structures, as defined h ere, c apture the sense in which social life is not merely 

conceptual or 'ideational' but consist of real material relations that define agents' social 

roles, positions and resources. Social life, then, is not reducible to shared understandings 

or practices but give rise to social relations that carry and transmit material and formal 

causal powers (constraining and enabling conditions) on agents. 

In the case of the end of the Cold War, it could be argued, then, we must position agents, 

such as Gorbachev, within structures (with material and formal causal powers) that pre- 

exist him (Soviet state, Soviet economy, Soviet think-tanks etc). Gorbachev and the 
Soviet state elite did not make their decisions and calculations in a vacuum but in a 

complex structural context. This context cannot simply be seen as ideational: it defines 

formal as well as material constraints, which causal narratives need to bring to light. Nor 

should the context be seen as merely domestic. Adequate explanations would also embed 

sb Koslowski and Kratochwil, "Understanding Change" p. 134. 
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these structures within the wider international and global political and economic context 
(structures of world economy etc) 

Research into the end of the Cold War, in the light of this thesis, would adopt a pluralistic 

ontological and methodological approach. A researcher is encouraged to ask questions 

about various sorts of causal factors and conditioners. He is encouraged to provide a 

narrative as to how these factors, material, agential, ideational or structural came together 

and conditioned the process referred to as the end of the Cold War. The different aspects 

of the object of study can be studied through different methods. Thus, the state of the 

Soviet economy and the global economy, as well as developments with military 

capabilities, could be highlighted through statistical data. However, study of concrete 

causal connections would also have to involve interpretative and historical analysis. 
Crucially, methodological pluralism should be complemented by a willingness and 

openness to construct new types of structurally embedded conceptualisations that can 

capture the data and processes involved in more nuanced ways. 

The causal narrative given would place agents in this context accounting for the pressures 

on them, and for the ways in which their actions came to shape that context. When no 

evidence can be gathered to support an explanation, or it is deemed implausible (e. g. that 

Gorbachev was forced to surrender at gun point), we can eliminate causal factors. 

However, we should not be surprised if there are many causes and conditions in the 

making of the end of the Cold War. Instead of seeking ̀a fundamental cause', IR theorists 

should seek to understand the historical causal process in a holistic and open way, that is, 

concentrate on accounting for the complex interactions of various causes in specific 
historical contexts. In constructing a causal story that seeks to make sense of the end of 

the Cold War, we must not reduce our view a priori by adopting a rigid ontological or 

conceptual framework that impedes our ontological horizons and, hence, restricts the use 

of plurality of evidence. Giving up on having to put forward an `ultimate cause', allows 

us to keep an open mind towards, and to make better sense of, the multiplicity of 

evidence there is about this complex process. 
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It must be recognised that any explanation of a historical social process always involves a 
balance of judgement and that these balances of judgements will remain contested. Doing 

analysis of the social world is a messy business; however, a business in which 

reductionist and parsimonious frameworks tend to oversimplify and, hence, fail to 

explain. 

Summary 

This chapter has sought to demonstrate that the philosophical and conceptual deepening 

and broadening of the concept of cause is not inconsequential to how we examine 

concrete causal puzzles in IR. It has been seen that the acceptance of a pluralistic 

conception of social ontology, including the conceptualisation of structures of social 

relations, the adoption of methodological pluralism and the adherence to epistemological 

relativism, have some crucial impacts on how world politics and its many processes can 
be tackled. 

The first section sought to open up the social ontology of world politics. Through 

emphasising pluralistic, holistic, complexity-sensitive, historical and structurally 

embedded approach to world politics, it has been seen that many previously marginalised 

questions and fields of inquiry open up in IR. This has an important effect on analysis of 

causal processes of world politics as the following illustrations have demonstrated. 

It has been seen that starting from open ontological assumptions, and accepting 

methodologically pluralist and epistemically relativist assumptions allows for IR research 

to conduct much deeper, holistic but also more critical and reflective analysis of causal 

relations. It allows IR theorists not to get caught up in the ontologically, 

methodologically and epistemologically limited Humean frameworks. It also allows IR 

theorists to avoid getting entangled in unconstructive debates over `incommensurable' 

frameworks or terminologies by putting emphasis on the processes of interaction between 

various different types of causes. 
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It must be noted, however, that the reframing of IR theorising advanced here does not 

necessarily entail particular substantial conclusions (though it can point to the 
implausibility of some approaches in IR), nor does it say what a good theory exactly 
looks like (though it can point to how some theories can be seen as misleading). Rather, 

the aim is merely to provide grounds for opening up theoretical frameworks in IR 

ontologically, epistemologically and methodologically and to show how this opening up 

allows us to get away from the superficial, reductionist and fragmented causal 

explanations in IR. It has been seen that some, and indeed the most convincing, studies in 

IR already work on the basis of a multi-causal, methodologically pluralist and 

epistemologically relativist approach, even if the approaches have lacked an explicitly 

realist understanding of causation or of social ontology. It is possible and desirable, then, 

for IR theorising to move beyond the Humean problem-field it has inherited for itself 

from twentieth century philosophy of science and social science. This, as will be reflected 

on in the conclusion, has important consequences for the discipline of IR, its internal and 
its external self-image. 
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Reconceptualising Causes, Reframing the Divided Discipline 

The discipline of IR has, throughout its history, been something of a ̀ divided discipline'. ' 

During the last decades it has become widely accepted that one of the fundamental 

dividing lines in the discipline runs between those that do `causal' and those that do 'non. 

causal', or constitutive, theorising. 2 As the disciplinary politics in IR have become deeply 

informed by this divisionary logic, the debates between the rationalist and reflectivist 

camps have become highly emotionally charged. 

There is no better illustration of the depth of animosity between the causal and the non- 

causal theorists than was evident in Keohane's dismissal of reflectivist theorising in his 

Presidential Address to the ISA 1988 and David Campbell's reply to such dismissals in 

the epilogue of the second edition of Writing Security. While Keohane dismissed the 

reflectivists for lacking a systematic scientific approach to IR and a clear research 

program3, Campbell argued that IR as a discipline is defined by a game of `border 

K . J. H olsti, The Dividing Discipline (London: Unwin Hyman, 1 985); M actin II ollis and Steve Smith, 
Explaining and Understanding International Relations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990). 
2 Steve Smith, "The Self-Image of a Discipline: A Genealogy of International Relations Theory" in 
International Relations Theory Today, ed. Ken Booth and Steve Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995) pp. 26-7. 
3 Robert Keohane, 'International Institutions: Two Approaches' International Studies Quarterly, 32 (1988) 
pp. 392. 
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politics', where the gatekeepers of the mainstream have sought to police the disciplinary 

field so as to render either legitimate or illegitimate forms of inquiry. 4 While Keohane 

has tended to dismiss the reflectivist approaches as unscientific% Campbell attacked 
ferociously the `parochial' and `imperialist' mainstream IR and its efforts to suppress 

critical work, either by denouncing it as anti-scientific or by co-opting identity issues 

within the mainstream variable-based ̀causal analysis'. 6 Crucially, the questions of 

causation have been important for both Keohane and Campbell. While Keohane has 

argued that he cannot understand the utility of non-causal approaches, Campbell has 

conceived the rationalist `scientific' conception of causal analysis, and the efforts to 

extend this form of inquiry to all questions in IR, to be at the heart of the problems of the 
discipline of IR. 

Keohane and Campbell's assessments of the centrality of the concept of cause in the 

contemporary divided discipline have been uncannily correct. H owever, both K eohane 

and Campbell have failed to adequately deal with the issue of causation in IR. This is 

because neither of them theorise the central concept of cause in a reflective enough 

manner. While Keohane has stressed the importance of causal analysis in IR, he has 

uncritically advanced a problematic empiricist view of causal analysis. On the other hand, 

while Campbell rightly identified the rationalist conception of causal analysis as a key 

problem in the divided discipline, by not attacking the rationalist conception of causal 

analysis in any depth, Campbell has, paradoxically, legitimated the rationalist view of 

causal analysis and, thereby, perpetuated the disciplinary dichotomies. 

The goal of this thesis is to understand the origins of the recent controversy over causal 

analysis in IR and to look for a way out from this predicament. It is argued that the 
framing of the concept of cause, and, hence, the debates over the legitimacy of causal 

analysis in IR have been deeply misinformed and misleading, Both Keohane and 
Campbell have been wrapped up in the same ̀ problem-field' in IR: what has been 

4 David Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and Politics of Identity, 2nd cd. 
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998) pp. 207-227. 
See also King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry; Scientific Inference in Qualitative 

Research (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994). 
6 Ibid. p. 217-8. 
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identified here as the Humean problem-field. 7 Although the rationalist and the reflectivist 

theoretical ̀ camps' have considered themselves fundamentally opposed over the issue of 

causation, they have, in fact, been united by a great mass of common assumptions 

concerning the nature of causation: the so-called Humean assumptions. It is argued in this 

thesis that the rationalist mainstream can be critiqued: but not through simply rejecting 
the mainstream causal analysis and opting for a supposedly non-causal form of 

theorising. It is argued that a more comprehensive critique of rationalist causal theorising 

is attained through critiquing the wider meta-theoretical groundings in IR, in which the 

Humean conception of causality plays a crucial role. 

In this conclusion I aim to, first, bring together the central arguments of the thesis. I will 

summarise the arguments advanced here concerning the nature and implications of 
Humeanism and recount how Humeanism and its problems can be avoided through 

adopting a `deeper' and ̀ broader' account of cause. However, I will also reflect on some 

of the implications that the rethinking of causation has for IR as a discipline. 

Humeanism in Philosophy of Science, Social Science and IR 

Part I of the thesis gives an account of the nature of Humean philosophy of causation and 
the `problem-field' it has given rise to in IR. In order to gain an understanding of the 

problems of causation in IR we must understand the origins of the Humean philosophy of 

causation and the effects it has had, not just in IR but, more widely, in the philosophy of 

science and social science. 

To this effect, chapter 1 traces the way in which the meaning of the notion of cause 
became `narrowed down' and `emptied out' from its previous deeper and broader 

meanings'during the seventeenth, eighteenth century and how these scepticist I iumean 

assumptions have become widely accepted in the nineteenth and the twentieth century 
philosophical debates. The Humean assumptions have been summarised as follows. 

7 The fact that these positions share a common anti-realist 'problem-field' has been highlighted by 
Patomaki and Wight. Heikki Patomäki and Colin Wight, 'After Post-Positivism? The Promises of Critical 
Realism' International Studies Quarterly, 44, no. 2 (2000) p. 215. 
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1) Causal relations have been reduced to regularity-relations between patterns of 

observables. Causal analysis has been tied to analysis of patterns of regularities, 

2) Causal relations, have been seen as a relations of patterns of observables. 

Causation has been assigned no ̀ deep' ontological meaning. 

3) Causal relations have been seen as logically necessitating and, thereby, 

characterised by regularity-determinism. It has been assumed that, given certain 

observed regularities, when A type of events take place then B type of events can 

be assumed to logically follow. This `closed system' view of causation has given 

grounds for equating causal analysis with prediction. 

4) Causes, since Descartes, have been understood through the metaphor of `efficient 

causes', implying that causes refer to `pushing and pulling' moving forces. 

These assumptions, it has been seen in chapter 1, are deeply embedded in twentieth 

century philosophy of science, albeit in various different forms. 

Chapter 2 elucidates how philosophy of social science, too, has been deeply informed by 

these Humean assumptions. Chapter 2 argues that the acceptance of the Humean framing 

of causation and causal analysis has initiated a deep dichotomisation of the social 

sciences between positivist and hermeneutic approaches. It is argued in chapter 2 that the 

twentieth century positivists in the social sciences have advanced a Humean regularity 

understanding of causal analysis, while the hermeneutic theorists, having accepted the 

positivist account of causation as characteristic of causal analysis, have come to reject the 

concept of cause altogether in favour of inquiry into the meanings of and `reasons for' 

action. 

Chapters 3 and 4, then, move the discussion onto IR. The discipline of IR has also been 

deeply informed by the Humean framing of the concept of cause. This has had some 
important impacts on how both the rationalists and the reflectivists go about their 

theorising. Chapter 3 has shown that the rationalists have accepted the empiricist Hiumcan 
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view of causal analysis, either explicitly or more implicitly. The dominance of the 

Humean discourse of causation has meant that the rationalists, the self-appointed causal 

analysists in IR, have avoided talking about ̀ causes' outside the Humean epistemological 

and methodological criteria: they have conceived of 'legitimate' causal analysis as one 

backed up by some generalisation about observed patterns of effects. 8 As a consequence, 

they have conducted generalising and additive research, have found it hard to 

conceptualise non-regularity-deterministic causal relationships and have had problems in 

framing agents in their social context, especially in a `socially constructed' context. The 

rationalist approach to causal analysis it is seen is methodologically restrictive, 

epistemically overly objectivist and ontologically ̀ superficial' and crude. 

The reflectivists, on the other hand, have followed the hermeneutic tradition in the 

philosophy of social science: most 'post-positivists' in IR have rejected causal 

approaches as `deterministic' and `objectivist'. Because their accounts that, contra 

rationalists, focus on the role of ideas, rules, norms and discourses as 'non-deterministic' 

(regularity analysis and the `when A, then B' model not applicable) shapers of world 

politics, they conceive themselves to be working on the basis of a non-causal approach to 

world politics .9 However, it has been seen in chapter 4 that, although the reflectivists in 

IR question the applicability of causation to social sciences, they do not really challenge 

the legitimacy of the particular conception of causation that mainstream IR is working 

with. Some Constructivists have tried to challenge aspects of the positivist Humean form 

of causal analysis but, in doing so, they have either fallen into the `Winchian trap' 

(causes ̀drop out' in favour of 'constitutive' rules)'°, or they have simply been confused 

about the kind of causal analysis that should replace the mainstream form of causal 

inquiry. " Lacking in-depth knowledge of alternative conceptions of causation most 

° Michael Nicholson, Causes and Consequences in International Relations; a Conceptual Study (London: 
Pinter, 1996); King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry. 
9 For a classic statement of this see, for example, Campbell, Writing Security p. 4. 
10 Nicholas Onuf, World of 0 ur Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and International Relations 
(Columbia: University of Southern California Press, 1989); Rey Koslowski and Friedrich Kratochwil, 
"Understanding Change in International Politics: The Soviet Empire's Demise and the International 
System" in International Relations Theory and the End of Cold War, ed. R. N. Lebow and Thomas Risse. 
Kappen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995) pp. 127-165. 
1' J. G. Ruggie, "What Makes the World Hang Together? The Neo-Utilitarianism and the Social 
Constructivist Challenge" in Exploration and Contestation in the Study of World Politics, ed. P. J. 
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reflectivist theorists in the discipline have found it hard to think outside the Humean 

discourse when it comes to causation. This has meant that they have been incapable of 

accepting that some of their own terminology might, in fact, be causal (even if in a non- 
Humean sense). 

Moreover, it has been seen that both rationalists and reflectivist approaches have been 

plagued by forms of theoretical reductionism. The rationalist analysts have engaged in 

reductionist `additive' analysis in that they have focused on weighing up `independent 

variables' against each other, normally on the basis of statistical methods. 12 The 

reflectivists have also tended towards reductionism. In their concentration on the role of 
`ideational', `normative' or `discursive' factors in world politics, the reflectivists, often 

end up arguing that these factors are the most crucial explanatory factors in world 

politics. As a result, they frame ideas 'independently' from other `determinants'. In so 
doing, they often fail to account for how norms, discourses and ideas come about in 

contexts that are not reducible to `ideational' factors. Theoretical approaches in the 
disciplinary debates in IR have not been able to conceive of social ontology and social 

causes as plural and complex. 

Reconceptualising Causation and Causal Analysis 

The second part of this thesis seeks to address the problems that Humean discourse of 
causation has given rise to in IR by building a deeper and broader account of cause. To 

this end, chapter 5 reviews the strengths and the weaknesses of some of the previous 

attempts to escape Humeanism. It is seen that some approaches in philosophy of science, 

and indeed IR, have managed to avoid the Humean framing of causation, and the 

problems that arise from it. Despite advancing some important insights, these approaches 
have not been entirely unproblematic. 

Katzenstein, R. O. Keohane, and S. D. Krasner (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1999) pp. 215.245; Alexander 
Wendt, "On Causation and Constitution" in Eighty Years' Crisis: International Relations 1919-1999, 
Special Issue of Review of International Studies, ed. M. Cox, Tim Dunne, and Ken Booth (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999) pp. 101.117. 
12 As pointed out by Dessler. David Dessler, 'Beyond Correlations: Towards a Causal Theory of War' 
International Studies Quarterly, 35, no. 3 (1991) pp. 337-355. 
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The pragmatist philosophy has rejected the Humean regularity-bounded definition of 

causation. Causes, the pragmatists argue, are those things we can manipulate, or those 

things, accounting for which makes something intelligible for us. 13 The pragmatists 

approach is useful in that it has emphasised that causal explanation is, indeed, a 

pragmatic human activity and is always embedded in a social context of inquiry, 

However, although the pragmatists provide a way out of the rigid empiricist assumptions, 

they cannot avoid the assumption most deeply embedded in modem philosophy of 

causation and science, that is, putting 'what we think' before 'what is' (epistemology 

over ontology). Suganami's approach to causation in IR14, it is argued, is characterised by 

this prioritisation of epistemology. Because of his refusal to account for the ontological 

aspect of the problem of causation, his account has accepted problematic anti-realist and 

relativist conclusions about causes and causal analysis. 

The philosophically realist approach, on the other hand, has avoided the pragmatist 

anthropocentrism by giving priority to ontology. Our causal accounts, it is argued, even if 

pragmatic and socially embedded, are of something, also in the social sciences where 

many causes are often unobservable. ls The philosophical realists reject the Humean 

regularity criteria, observability assumption and regularity-determinism, thereby opening 

up the meaning of the notion of cause. However, some problems have characterised these 

approaches. They have had problems in defining mechanisms and conditions and they 

have tended to prioritise the efficient cause metaphor in thinking about causation. Some 

steps have been taken to open up the meaning of causation through the material cause 

analogy but the treatment of social structural causation through this analogy has not been 

without confusion. 

13 R. G. Collingwood, An Essay on Metaphysics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940) pp. 296-312; W. ll. Dray, 
Laws and Explanations in History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975). 
14 Hidemi Suganami, On the Causes of War (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996). 
11 Roy Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science (Hassocks, Sussex: Harvester Press, 1978); Rom llarre and 
Edward H. Madden, Causal Powers: A Theory of Natural Necessity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1975); Roy 
Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism; a Critique of the Contemporary Human Sciences (London: Routledge, 
1998). 
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Problems also plague the IR applications of philosophical realism. Wendt, Dessler and 

Patomäki have drawn on the philosophically realist approach and have, thereby, rejected 

the rationalist focus on regularities and the observable. 16 Although Wendt, Dessler and 
Patomäki have attempted to `deepen' the notion of cause, there are some problems with 

their accounts. Wendt and Dessler have not challenged the conventional positivist 

account of causation deeply enough, considering the potential of their realist premises: in 

fact, Wendt and Dessler have not managed to avoid accepting certain Humean premises 
in their accounts of causes. Patomäki, too, despite his useful notion of `causal 

complexes', has carried certain unhelpful assumptions within his account, such as the 

Humean INUS-condition definition of cause. Also, Patomäki has not consistently enough 
developed the implications of the `deeper' notion of cause in IR, nor has he made a 

concerted effort to `open up' the meaning of the concept. 

The goal of the rest of Part II is to build a consistent non-Humean account of causation 

that can transcend the problems and limitations not just of rationalists and reflectivist 

treatments of causation, but also of the previous attempts overcome Humeanism. 

Drawing on realism, chapter 6 seeks to `deepen' the notion of cause, while also seeking 
to 'broaden' the concept through revisiting the Aristotelian `four causes' account. 

The model of causation advanced in chapter 6 maintains that we can avoid a number of 

the problems of Humeanism by asserting the importance of causal ontology. Causes, 

following the philosophical realists, are seen as metaphors for real non-conceptual 
`naturally necessitating' ontological entities, structures, relations, conditions or forces 

that `direct' outcomes or processes. It is seen that causal analysis is focused on producing 

conceptual, or metaphorical, frameworks through which to understand the world and its, 

mostly unobservable, o ntological c auses. The natural necessity of c auses, itis argued, 

applies in the social sciences as well as in the natural. In the social world causes are real 

and ubiquitous; however, they are also complex and non-deterministic because social 

causes always exist in `open systems' where many causal forces interact and counteract 

16 Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1999); Dessler, 'Beyond Correlations' pp. 337-355; Heikki Patomaki, 'Flow to Tell Better Stories About 
World Politics' European Journal of International Relations, 2 (1996) p. 105-33. 
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each other in complex ways. It is argued that reasons should be seen as causes, but 

crucially, in a non-Humean manner. Ideas, aspirations, representations and discourses, 

too, are seen as causal, w hich is why a variety of `intensive' hermeneutic, qualitative, 

historical and discursive methods are seen as crucial to social scientific inquiry. 

Also, the notions social relation and social structure are given validity in social scientific 

inquiry. '7 The focus on structures of social relations, rather than mere behaviour or inter- 

subjective understandings, gives social inquiry adequate recognition of the material 

reality of social life. It also emphasises that individual agents live in social context that, 

although may be reproduced by them, also pre-exists them and, hence, acts as a causal 

conditioner of their thoughts, identities, roles, intentionality and actions. Since structures 

of social relations are seen as causal, the notion of abstraction is given central role in 

social inquiry: social science, it is argued, proceeds through conceptualisation of the deep 

social structural relations, in combination with the study of the ̀ concrete' social forms, 18 

Through accepting some of the key realist assumptions, we can get away from some of 

the key problems that the Humean criteria have engendered in IR theorising. We can 

challenge the rationalist on methodological, epistemological and ontological levels: we 

can uphold ontological depth and ontological complexity and accept assumptions of 

methodological pluralism and epistemological relativism. However, we can also 

challenge the reflectivist rejection of causes and argue that rules, norms and discourses 

are causal. Also Suganami's approach can be criticised for lacking ontological grounding. 

When causes are grounded ontologically, we can accept that judgements can be made on 

the plausibility of causal accounts: although our judgements are made in a transitive 

context, we can accept that in principle not all accounts are equally valid, since some can 

be seen to fail to account for ontological relations as well as percetual evidence 

inadequately. Also, Wendt's and Dessler's engagements with causation can be seen as 

too moderate: philosophical realism gives us grounds not just to `tweak' Humean causal 

theorising, but to fundamentally challenge it. 

17 The approach here follows, although also elaborates on Bhaskar's account of social structures. See 
Bhaskar, Possibility of Naturalism 
" A. Sayer, Method in Social Science: A Realist Approach, 2nd cd. (London: Routledge, 1992) 
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Beyond deepening the notion of cause, chapter 6 also seeks broaden the notion. This is 

because it is recognised that philosophical realist conceptual systems need to be 

augmented and clarified so that we can better counter the problems with causation in IR, 

notably the causal-constitutive dichotomy and problems of theoretical reductionism. 

The Aristotelian definition of cause accounts for many different ways in which causes 
`cause' by outlining four different types of causes: material, formal, efficient and final. 19 

Importantly, Aristotelian categories remind us that these different causes are deeply 

intertwined. The Aristotelian system allows us to conceptualise the ontological 

parameters of social inquiry in a pluralistic and holistic way and directs us to conceive of 

the different ways in which causes can be seen to cause. It is argued that there is no need 

to conceptualise causes through the limited mechanistic metaphor of efficient cause. It is 

argued that the active powers of agents (efficient causes) must always be related to final 

causes (purposes, intentionality) and, crucially, be contextualised within the ̀ constitutive' 

conditioning causal powers of rules and norms (formal causes) as well as material 

conditions (material causes). 

The Aristotelian framework allows us to transcend the causal-constitutive divide in IR. It 

is seen that we are better placed to deal with world politics and its complex causes if we 

we see constitutive theorising as an inseparable part of causal theorising. It is seen that 

constitutive theorists in IR are, in fact, far from non-causal: their theoretical claims about 

the constitution of social objects, inevitably entail causal claims concerning the 

`constraining and enabling' role of ideational, normative or discursive ̀ formal causes'. 
The reconceptualisation of causes advanced here does not deny the role of theory in 

making up the world - or in 'reifying' it. However, to deny the principle of causation 
does not help one to counter theoretical reification: on the contrary, making people think 

otherwise depends on exerting causal influence on people (through other formal causes), 

allowing them to form alternative (causal) reasons for their behaviour. 

19 Aristotle, Metaphysics, trans. Hugh Lawson-Tangred (London: Penguin Books, 1998) p. 115 
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The Aristotelian framework also allows us to avoid theoretically reductionist efforts to 

explain world politics. It is seen that reductionist analyses of world politics, whether 
focused on agents' behaviour (positivists), material resources (Realists) or ideational 

context (Constructivists), should be abandoned in favour of holistic studies that trace the 

complex ways in which different causal factors interact in various historical contexts. The 

concept of structures of social relations also allows us to avoid theoretical reductionism: 
it is argued that structures of social relations must be conceived of as ̀ carriers' of both 

material and formal causal powers. 

Chapter 7 seeks to illustrate that the philosophical reframing of causation has important 

consequences in substantive empirical research of world politics. It is seen that the 

ontological framing of world politics must be challenged as the traditional conceptual 
framings of IR are informed by crude empiricist ontological assumptions. The social 

ontology of IR is reframed through emphasising the deep and complex structuring of 

social relations that shapes world politics. Parsimonious framings of IR are rejected as 

world politics is seen as constituted by a complex web of embedded and 
interacting/counteracting (structures oo social relations. The ontological reframing of IR 

is important because ontological systems, it is recognised, play a crucial role in how 

concrete causal analysis into world political processes unfold: they shape the kinds of 

questions theorists ask and the kinds data, methods and epistemological assumptions are 

used. 

This deeper and more complex conception of social ontology is drawn on in examining 
two illustrations of concrete causal puzzles. It is seen that the democratic peace debates 

have been deeply misleading because of the Humean basis on which they have been 

grounded. Not only have the ontological horizons been narrow and superficial but also 

methods used have been overly quantitative and epistemological assumptions 

unreflective. It is shown that the democratic peace debates can be redirected in crucial 
ways through drawing on the reconceptualised notion of cause, the rethought causal 
ontology and the reframed understanding of causal analysis. Chapter 7 also deals with the 
debates on the end of the Cold War. It is argued that while the Realist framings of this 
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complex historical process have been misleading, the C onstructivist explanations have 

also been too simplistic and theoretically reductionist. With the help of the deeper and 

broader understanding of causation, we can start to change the terms of debate with 

regard to puzzles such as end of the Cold War. IR theorists can start asking new types of 

questions and start opening up their theoretically reductionist frameworks, hence, 

directing debates in IR towards more constructive lines. 

Despite the ability of the model of causation advanced here to redirect IR theorising and 

research, it is accepted that the model here does not necessarily make causal theorising 

easy. On the contrary, it is emphasised that causal theorising is always a complex and 

messy process because of the dynamic and complex ontological nature of social objects. 

It follows that this thesis cannot hope to solve all problems with causal analysis in IR, nor 

can it advance clear-cut guidelines for how exactly to do causal analysis. This will 

undoubtedly disappoint many social scientists that think fixed guidelines and methods are 

necessary. 

It should also be noted that, even though the meta-theoretical grounding and the 

conceptual system advanced here answer a number of important concerns that IR 

theorists have not managed to previously overcome (or dismiss), they a lso raise many 

more questions for further exploration. First, many new empirical questions open up for 

investigation, especially with regard to the complex nature and concrete role of various 

social relations in world politics. Such research is difficult and challenging but also vital. 

Constructing detailed empirical investigations, on the lines roughly pointed to in chapter 

7, is important to demonstrate the practical and explanatory potential of this alternative 

approach to causal analysis. Also, in so doing, we should continue the search for more 

nuanced conceptualisations of the central concepts in IR (international system, state, 

capitalism, patriarchy, etc. ) as well as in social theorising more generally (ideas, social 

structures, etc). 

Furthermore, the consequences of this rethought conceptualisation of causation for the 

theoretical frameworks in IR need further clarification. We need to think further about 
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how to shift theoretical assumptions in IR toward more adequate directions, We need to 

ask, for example, how the Realist or the Constructivist theoretical frameworks can be 

reframed? Furthermore, clarifying what the methodological implications of this approach 

are is central. Given the fact that the approach here is in deep disagreement with the 

dominant accounts of causal analysis, such as that of King, Keohane and Verba's, it 

would be highly desirable to elaborate on the alternative research guidelines that arise 
from this approach. Coming up with alternative prescriptions (even if open and flexible 

ones) for causal analysis in IR would hopefully allow future IR theorists to develop more 

open, reflective and constructive research designs. 

Much, then, remains to be done: the argument of this thesis presents but an opening 

towards new ways of dealing with causation and causal analysis in world politics. 

Reframing the Self-image of the Divided Discipline 

However, even if further unanswered questions are raised by this thesis, the 

reconceptualisation of causation as it stands here has some crucial implications for the 

discipline of IR that must be explored further. First, by emphasising that causal analysis 

should not follow the rationalist Humean lines but ought to, instead, adopt very different 

methodological, epistemological and ontological premises, the approach here opens up 
for re-evaluation the `social scientific' validity and hierarchisation of theoretical 

approaches in IR. Also, the reconceptualisation of causation advanced here 

fundamentally challenges the framing of the discipline of IR. Not only does the presently 

advocated ̀self-image' of the discipline become highly untenable, but also it emerges that 

the relationship of IR with other social science disciplines has to be rethought. 

The most direct implication of the rethinking the concept of cause is that it gives us 

grounds for critiquing the positivist approaches in IR: for conducting ontologically, 

epistemologically and methodologically inadequate and reductionist analyses of world 
politics. Their accounts are not only narrow, but also, arguably, go towards hiding 
important sets of causal social relations in world politics. This insight supports the 
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arguments of many reflectivists. Indeed, the approach here recognises that the 

Poststructuralist, Feminist, Constructivist and Critical Theory accounts in IR tend to fair 

better with their analyses of world politics, in that they recognise the complexity and 

unpredictability of social life, accept methods that allow us to capture the role of ideas, 

meanings and reasons and in that these approaches emphasise that all accounts of the 

social world are embedded in the researcher's social environment and are politically 

motivated in one way or another. 

However, it has been pointed out that, although the post-positivist approaches tend to fair 

better in analysing world politics, they still often draw on the Humean problem-field. The 

goal of this thesis is to provide a more consistent and comprehensive framework for 

critiquing positivism than that provided by the reflectivists. The goal has been to keep the 

conception of cause and, indeed, of causal analysis as open as possible so that practising 

researchers and theorists can engage with their object of study armed with a more 

pluralistic ontological, epistemological methodological ̀tool box'. 

Nevertheless, the upshot of undoing the positivist premises of causal theorising is that the 

more reflectivist influenced theorist, arguably, benefit the most. If the guidelines for 

`social scientific causal theorising', advocated by the mainstream IR are challenged on 

the basis suggested here, the `marginalised' theorists in IR can be recognised as doing 

valuable and justifiable - and, indeed, causal - social scientific research. Paradoxically, 

the rethinking of the notion of cause can legitimise marginalised IR theories more 

effectively than their own frameworks can - because these frameworks are so 
fundamentally caught up in the divisive discourse themselves. 

It is seen that as a result of the reconceptualisation of causation advanced here, the 

balance of argument can be seen to shift in IR and, indeed, the marginalisation of certain 

positions becomes more difficult to maintain. This, in turn, goes towards exposing more 

clearly the political motivations of marginalisation of positions in IR, it shows that IR is 

not a non-political, non-social, objective, discipline but a `social structure' built around 

certain forms of thinking that have benefited some and marginalised others. 
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Besides posing a challenge to the rationalist conception of science and causal theorising 

and, hence, provoking a re-evaluation of theoretical stances in the discipline, the 

reconceptualisation of causation here also poses far-reaching implications for the 

disciplinary `self-image' of IR. This challenge comes on two levels: first, with regard to 

the internal disciplinary divisions in IR and, secondly, with regard to the external 

relations of IR with other social scientific disciplines. 

The internal self-image of IR is challenged deeply by the refusal to accept the 

philosophical justification for the causal-constitutive division. As we have seen, this 

thesis has sought to avoid reifying the causal-constitutive division in IR by 

conceptualising the concept of cause in a wider way than is usual. On the basis of the 

meta-theoretical argument advanced here the distinctions between causal and constitutive 

theorising are not as clear as most IR theorists think. It is crucial to note that, in the light 

of the approach here, causal concerns are always intimately tied to the 'constitutive' 

nature of objects. Indeed, what seem like causal questions, such as why-questions, are, on 

the basis of this approach, fundamentally interlinked with how- and what-questions; 

saying what caused something is to make claims about the nature of the objects involved. 

Making c onstitutive claims also entails making c ausal claims: t his isb ecause the way 
identities, practices, meanings and relations are `constituted' is seen to have effects 
(causal powers) on concrete (non-conceptual) processes and actions. 

The fact that causal and constitutive theorising ̀ collapse' into one another, or it is seen 

that they were never legitimately separated, has some serious consequences for the 

discipline of IR. The `divisive' discourse initiated by Hollis and Smith and followed by 

most IR theorists can be deeply and fundamentally challenged. It can be seen that it gives 

misinformed and highly misleading picture of what the theoretical camps are engaging in, 

and, in so doing, legitimates narrow and inadequate understandings of social inquiry 

which unnecessarily confuse and misdirect theorising in IR. 
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`Terminological walls' between theoretical camps have played a crucial role in 

maintaining the patterns of disciplinary politics in IR: these walls have been produced 

and reproduced by marginalised non-causal theorists as much as the positivist 

mainstream. In the light of this thesis, it must be recognised that IR theorists all face the 

same world where complex things happen in complex ways, which is what they are 
trying to explain and understand. Putting all the theorists within the same ̀causal fold', 

and advancing alternative conceptual tools for social analysis, provides the conditions for 

theorists to start engaging with each other more openly. It becomes much more difficult 

for theorists to hide behind the assumption that they are 'looking at different worlds', or 
that they are working on completely incommensurable criteria for knowledge. The fact 

that these terminological walls can be brought down, at least in some respects, should 
help the evaluation of theoretical and empirical merits of theoretical accounts. The 

evaluation can be based on the coherence of analysis and the persuasiveness of evidence 

rather than mere whim, terminological preferences or rigid pre-set criteria for `valid 

knowledge'. In a discipline constructed on the basis of the m eta-theoretical grounding 

advanced here, political and theoretical differences will remain but the reduction of 

analysis of events and processes becomes harder and harder to justify in terms of clear- 

cut insulated theoretical -isms. 

However, doing away with disciplinary divisions may not be as easy as one might think. 
It must be recognised that a lot of prestige, pride and effort have been put into 

maintaining the disciplinary divisions in IR. Disciplinary politics revolved around the 

causal-constitutive division have played an important role in structuring the field for 

more than a decade; during which theoretical identities of theorists have become deeply 

structured by this division. A sceptic might argue that it is naive to expect that theoretical 
infighting will simply wane because of rethinking the meta-theoretical framing of IR. It 

could be argued that it is the nature of academic discourse to divide in order to debate and 
engage. 

It is not the expectation of this thesis that all theoretical in-fighting will cease. It is 

recognised that it is natural to have contending interpretations of how and why things 
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happen in the world. Causal analysis in both academic and everyday life is messy, 

contested and a distinctly political affair. Although debate on causes remains, it is the 

hope of this thesis that some of the misleading avenues, including the debate over the 
legitimacy of the notion of cause, will be transcended so that efforts in IR theorising can 
be focused on more awarding and constructive lines of debate. Also, by recognising 

explanatory accounts as political, rather than pretending that they are beyond politics, 

makes social science a more open and the debates more interesting. It should be noted, 
however, that accepting accounts as political does not mean that they are all `equal': 

some approaches can still be shown to be more persuasive than others, although all 

approaches are always fallible and subject to criticism. 

The `self-image' of IR is affected by the reconceptualisation of the concept of cause not 

only internally but also in the discipline's external relations with the wider field of social 

sciences. There has been some contact between IR and the disciplines of history, 

sociology and economics. However, not only have these contacts been rather limited, but 

also it has been assumed that, although some theorists have `ventured' 'outside' the 

`normal confines' of the discipline, IR as a discipline is separable and self-standing. This 

argument is often justified on the basis that IR deals with a particular environment 
(interstate interactions) and particular agents (states). This justification is misleading, as it 

arises from ap articular conception oft he ̀  international p roblematique' that is seen to 
define IR. 20 

As was argued in chapter 7, this thesis rejects the traditional ontology of IR. Because of 
the wide and complexity-sensitive social ontology accepted here, including deep 

intertwining of social, economic, cultural and political social relations, it emerges that IR 

should be conceived of as a discipline focused on the study of the `international' or 
`global' in a much broader sense than traditional IR allows. IR as a discipline should not 
be tied to the inside/outside-focused ̀levels of analysis' framework that has dominated 

much of IR theorising, nor should ̀what matters' be confined to mere state interactions, 

20 As also pointed out by Heikki Patomäki, After International Relations; Critical Realism and the 
(Re)Construction of World Politics (London: Routledge, 2002) pp. 82-85, 
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wars or institutional operation. Insulating IR and its `objects of study' leads to 

misleadingly narrow and implausible causal analyses of the social relations and processes 

of world politics. In order for IR to engage with the complex social relations and social 

structuring of world politics, the discipline needs to be opened up deeply to other social 

scientific disciplines, notably sociology, economics and history. 

The goal of the thesis is not to do away with the discipline of IR, or to argue that what it 

inquires into is unimportant, but rather to re-integrate it with other areas of social inquiry 

(as was incidentally natural in the early discipline). IR as a discipline can be justified in 

that it asks questions that are often not dealt with deeply enough within other disciplines. 

However, because of the wide-ranging nature of its object of study (the international, the 

global), it is a fundamentally inter-disciplinary discipline that should draw deeply on 

other social science disciplines. IR is but a part of wider social sciences studying the 

complex social relations in the social world, and for this reason needs broader conceptual 

horizons and tools for conducting more holistic analysis of the international or global. 

The reintegration of IR with other disciplines is, however, not a simple matter. This is 

because other disciplines, too, have meta-theoretical shortcomings. It is important to note 

that because of the wide-ranging and deeply influential role of Humeanism in modern 

philosophy of science and social science, the meta-theoretical confusions in IR are not 

unique. While re-integration with other disciplines is highly desirable, we must be wary 

of the terms within which this re-integration is conducted. What, for example, is the 

benefit of `reintegrating' with economics if orthodox economics, with its closed system 
logic and atomistic social ontology, has to be accepted? Also, if integration with 

sociology and politics is looked for, we must seek to do away with similar IHumean and 

empiricist meta-theoretical divisions within these disciplines. It follows that problematic 

meta-theoretical bases should be identified, not just in IR, but also in other social science 
disciplines. Critical realists, and a few others, have sought to take on the task of 

challenging some of the problematic, yet deeply-seated, empiricist meta-theoretical 
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assumptions that underlie many social science disciplines. 21 To the extent that this thesis 

seeks to advance a social theoretical framing on the lines of critical realism, and, indeed, 

aims to develop critical realism, it can offer potentially useful insights beyond the 

discipline of IR, thus aiding the difficult the task of achieving constructive re-integration 

of social science disciplines. 

Summary 

The concept of cause has gone under-theorised in IR for too long. It is vital that IR as a 

discipline educates itself in the philosophy of science and philosophy of causation and, 

thereby, e quips itself to grapple with central c oncepts, such as the notion ofc ause, in 

informed ways. This is crucial, not just for theoretical purposes, but because theoretical 

systems, arguably, `constrain and enable' the way in which we analyse the world. It 

follows that if causation is understood in inadequate and unreflective ways we run the 

risk of missing or misidentifying important causal forces or relations in world politics. 

This thesis has sought to clear some of the theoretical and meta-theoretical ground 

surrounding the concept of cause in IR by critiquing the Humean conception of cause that 

is seen to underlie the discipline and its engagement with world politics. On the basis of 

such reconceptualision of the concept of cause, it is argued, we can open up paths 

towards more holistic and, hence, more constructive debates on causation and, indeed, on 

world politics. 

21 For efforts to reframe other social science disciplines see T. Lawson, Economics and Reality (London: 
Routledge, 1997); Sayer, Method in Social Science ; A. Sayer, Realism and Social Science (London: Sage, 
2000); Colin Hay, Political Analysis: A Critical Introduction (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002). See also 
continental projects in `opening up' the social sciences, for example, Erik Weber, "Open the Social 
Sciences: The Sequel" (paper presented at the Causation and Explanation in natural and social sciences, 
University of Ghent, Belgium, 17.5.2002 2002). 
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