CAUSALITY AND EXPLANATION

Mainstream Approaches

The sorts of statistical analysis common in the social sciences are paradigmatic of the mainstream approach to causality. These include regression analysis and the use of cross-tabulations. Both incorporate the idea of dependent and independent variables: what is to be explained on the one hand, and explanatory variables on the other. Multiple regression analysis will be familiar to you. Cross-tabulations work on similar principles but deal with nominal or rank ordered variables. So, for example, the explanatory variables might be race and occupation (blue collar vs. white collar) and the cell entries defined by their intersection, percent voting Democratic. Or one might have suburb vs. central city and gender and the cell entries might be percent gainfully employed. The goal is to explain the variance of the ‘dependent variable’: how much variance does X explain and how much does Y explain (when X is held constant, of course).


Essential ingredients of the mainstream approach, therefore, include the idea of observations and frequencies:

· Cause and effect are to be inferred on the basis of observations made of the real world; nothing about the non-observable, therefore. This is important and reflects this still common belief that ‘facts speak for themselves’, that the investigator should be ‘informed by the evidence to hand’. Nothing here about how our cognitions are always and inevitably structured by concepts. Likewise the fact that some important conditions for why things happen might be unobserved; yet science frequently advances by proposing the existence of unobservables whose existence is later demonstrated through the invention of sense-extending instruments (microscopes, telescopes, for example).

· Frequencies are important: inferring cause and effect relationships depends on the number of times a relationship has been observed. This is odd, when one thinks about it. When I slip up on a banana skin I don’t need to make lots of observations of other people slipping up in order to demonstrate that banana skins laying on the ground can provide an unstable material for stepping on.

We should also note the fact that the approach is typically statistical, so that what one is talking about are not either / or relationships – either blacks vote Democratic or they don’t – but tendencies: blacks tend to vote Democratic. [This raises more troubling issues about this approach to the question of cause and effect. One answer would be that if we could control for all the other variables affecting variance in voting Democratic – occupation, sex, gender, age, party affiliation of father, party affiliation of mother, tendencies to rebel against parents (!) ????]

This approach to explanation is an expression of what is known as the humean concept of cause, after the Scottish philosopher David Hume:

· According to this, attributions of cause and effect are dependent on the number of times particular conjunctions of events are observed; ‘where X, then Y’-type observations. 

· E.g. per pupil spending in school districts and home values: high home values occur are accompanied by high levels of per pupil spending in school districts.

· E.g. urban size and air pollution: air pollution is a characteristic of big cities and not of small cities.

· E.g. race and voting: blacks (XB) vote Democratic (YD) while whites (XW) vote Republican (YR) 

· But only necessary; not sufficient – the link between the two sets of observations then has to be explained / rationalized … i.e., why is it that blacks are more likely to vote for the Democrats and big cities tend to be more polluted? We might get some insight into the causal mechanism by noting the timing of the events involved: absorbing large amounts of alcohol is followed by drunkenness. But this is not a certainty; often the consequent is what a person had in mind in carrying out the initial action; so maybe a person wanted to get drunk!

Critical Realist (CR) Approaches

Critical realists would make several points which tie in with the CR critique of positivism and its focus on empirical generalizations:

1. To ask about what causes something is to ask why something happens. Typically in answering that question we refer to actions and to being acted on: the gun exploded because someone pulled the trigger; the girl blushed because she was embarrassed; the house exists because someone built it; I can recount the plot of the book because I read it; he died because he was starved. In other words, and in contrast to mainstream approaches – even those using individuals are statistical in character and deal with tendencies – causality is about individual agents: individual people, firms, organizations, that have the capacity to act or be acted on. Cause can be attributed regardless of the number of instances we are talking about. When the first atom bomb exploded and created huge devastation we didn’t need lots of other cases in order to establish that it was the atom bomb that had caused the damage.

All these instances of action or of being acted on presuppose causal properties: the power or capacity to do certain things like reading or pulling a trigger; the liability to be affected, the susceptibility to being affected in certain ways -- to be embarrassed, to die due to lack of food. Objects, social (e.g. people, firms) and non-social (e.g. atoms, chemicals, bacteria), have these causal properties in virtue of their nature. Causality is a necessary way of acting or of suffering certain types of change; necessary in that it is entailed by the nature of the object. Thus it is by virtue of the fact that a person is a capitalist that he/she has the power to invest, hire and fire, and is liable to bankruptcy, liens on his/her property. It is by virtue of the fact that a person is a wage laborer that he/she has the power to change employers, but is liable to unemployment. It is by virtue of our nature as human beings that we can form concepts, engage in symbolic manipulation, understand what is going on in this seminar!

To say that objects have causal properties by virtue of their nature, on the other hand, begs the question of precisely what we mean by 'nature'. More accurately objects have causal properties by virtue of their structures. The load-supporting power of bridges is dependent upon their structure as is the ability of planes to fly. Trees can’t move due to the fact that it is through their roots that they absorb water and nutrients. In discussing the mortal implications of different diseases we talk about vital organs: i.e. organs without which the body as a structure of interrelated parts cannot function: people can function without their gall bladders, even their hearing, but not without their hearts. 

The causal properties of social objects likewise depend upon their structure conceived in terms of the social relations which are necessary to what they are! In social science, therefore, the understanding of causal properties, the identification of causal properties, is closely bound up with notions of social structure. So, and for example, the powers and liabilities of capitalists are inseparable from the structure of capitalist social relations, including the separation of workers from the means of production, private property, and competition. Thus capitalists are liable to bankruptcy because of competition and the laws governing the ownership and transfer of private property (e.g. a debt is a debt!). These examples suggest that in talking about the causal properties of social objects we may adopt a different terminology. Liability to bankruptcy is experienced by capitalists as a 'need' or 'interest': the need to compete, to drive hard bargains, the need, in brief, to make a profit: 'the need to make a profit' is internally related to being a capitalist. 

2.  In general, critical realists argue, causal properties exist whether they are exercised or not. The phonograph is able to convert audiotapes into sound regardless of whether it is actually used or not. Automobiles can transport us and whether they are parked or not does not affect that power. Literate people can read and the fact of sleep does not take that power away from them. Iron can (is liable to) rust and always has that property no matter what we do to protect it. Capitalists have the power to shift their money from one investment to another though some capitalists never act on that power. Hence as a general rule causal properties are contingently related to their exercise. Whether they are activated or not is a contingent matter. 

I say 'as a general rule' because in some instances the reproduction of the structure of an object in virtue of which it has certain causal properties depends upon the exercise of those properties. Capitalism would cease to exist unless capitalists exercised their power to invest and made profits; families would cease to exist unless mothers and fathers continued to act as mothers and fathers: i.e. according to the rules as to how mothers and fathers should act (e.g. feed the children and clothe them, comfort them, give them presents when they're supposed to etc.) So in these instances the relation between a causal power and its exercise is an internal one (to exercise it necessitates that one have the causal power to begin with; and having the causal power necessitates that one use it).

3. What about the effects of the exercise of causal properties? Very simply these depend upon the circumstances in which they are exercised. So while the relation between a causal property and its exercise may be contingent or necessary (see 2. above) the relation between the exercise of a causal property and its effects is always contingent: a particular effect is possible but not necessary. Capitalists need to invest but what they invest in, how they spread their money between labor and machinery, is a contingent matter depending on such circumstances as the profit rates in different sectors of the economy and the levels of wages relative to the rate of interest (i.e. is labor power cheap or is 'capital' cheaper?). Likewise I may feel I need to do something to protect the quality of my living conditions against excessive noise from nearby land-uses: but whether I decide to move, to install sound proofing, or to organize a protest with the aim of changing the land-use is contingent.

The fact that effects are only contingently related to causal mechanisms (i.e. to the exercise of causal properties) means that observable events do not provide a reliable measure of what is causing them. Although events may be similar they can be produced by the exercise of very different causal powers. To use one of Sayer's examples, unemployment can be the effect of a number of different causal mechanisms: the displacement of workers by machinery; or the displacement of workers by immigrants. Likewise dissimilar events can be produced by the same causal mechanism: we all have the power to read a book but the degree to which it is understood will vary according to the pre-understandings the reader brings to it. The capitalist can exercise his power to invest but in some cases it will make him/her richer and in other cases bankrupt.

Moreover, a causal property may be exercised without it generating an observable effect. Again, and as Sayer says, just because a boulder is not moving uphill doesn't mean to say we're not pushing it. Rather the effect of the exercise of our power to push is counteracted by the effects of the liability of matter to the law of gravity. By the same token the fact that the profit level of a firm remains the same from one year to the next doesn't mean to say that it isn't exercising its powers of investment, deployment of labor, etc. in an effort to increase its profit rate. In other words: we can't infer causal mechanisms from events.

On the other hand, just because the effects of the exercise of causal properties depend on circumstances of time and place doesn't mean to say that those circumstances aren't themselves caused. The effects of a capitalist's investment depend upon what other capitalists are doing and what they are doing is referable to the same causal properties. In other words events may be explainable in terms of different structures of social relations: the effects of capitalist activities may depend, for example, on whether or not a society is patriarchal.

Assessment

There is no doubt that CR provides a considerable improvement in our understanding of cause and effect over mainstream approaches. It puts the focus firmly on the production of change, whether materially realized or not, its emphasis on the capacities / susceptibilities of agents can help in articulating an explanation for events, as does its emphasis on how those capacities / susceptibilities are structurally entailed. There are, however, some problems with it and we can improve on it in various ways.

In no particular order:

1. It tends to work from the individual agent, the agent doing the producing, experiencing change, to the various social structures in virtue of which the agent has the respective causal properties. For example, asking a person why s/he does certain things may reveal the social structures; taking a personnel officer one might work from the rules according to which they work (s/he’ll be fired otherwise) through to why those rules exist (without them the firm might go bankrupt) through to the fact of inter-firm competition. This approach may be complemented by some prior conception of society and how it mandates those causal powers and liabilities but we will see that that doesn’t take us far enough since other features of the CR program intervene. This method may produce a tolerable conception of some aspects of the relevant social structure. Through talking to different agents it may be possible, for example, to construct a sense of a division of labor in which they participate and how that division of labor empowers and constrains their actions (e.g. Cox and Wood). But there are certain things that will remain opaque to this approach and which will qualify the understanding forthcoming from the exercise.

If you work with the respondent’s conceptions of what the relevant social structures are you are likely to end up with the idea of separateness inherent in how the world appears under capitalism; for example, separate structures of family, patriarchy, the division of labor, the state, and so on, and no sense of how they interrelate, how they affect / condition one another. Even if the critical realist works with her / his own conceptions of structure the result is likely to be little better, for reasons we’ll see shortly. But to return to the main thread of the argument: accepting the separateness of things, the way the world appears as it is now, risks being ahistorical and failing to recognize the importance of crucial historical events which are necessary conditions for capitalist development and that sense of separateness. 

But this applies to historical preconditions in general: respondents will tend to be unaware of them, even though they structure what they do and as per the example in the paragraph above, how they imagine the world. What local economic development officer, charged with stimulating inward investment in her / his locality, engaging in ‘aftercare’ so that plants already there will stay, recognizes how the world had to change in order to make that activity meaningful? How, for example, capitalist firms had to have become, in various ways, multi-locational, so that they could close plants down (creating the need for ‘aftercare’) and open up new ones elsewhere (creating the possibility of attracting them in)? So in addition to talking to people, you need to explore other forms of information, like business histories and historical records, though you’ll need to have a (theoretical) sense of what you are looking for before you do.

Another example: How is one to understand housing policy, and in particular the provision of subsidized housing to poor people? What causes those policies? Why do legislators introduce them and legislatures create the necessary enabling legislation? One could talk to the legislators until one was blue in the face without uncovering the necessary conditions for these policies. It just won’t do to say that the reason we introduced these policies is because there are poor people who can’t afford housing at existing prices. Several important questions (which are unlikely to get satisfactory answers): i) why are they poor? ii) why is housing priced out of their ability to pay? iii) why is it felt necessary to subsidize their housing? You will get answers to them and you can imagine what they might be. But it is very unlikely you would get the sort of answers that Engels provides in his discussion of the housing question: downward pressure on wages from employers (to which we could add the tendency of capitalist development to produce an industrial reserve army of the unemployed); the desire of landlords to maximize their rents so that they can maintain and expand the assets under their control. Scarcity is socially produced and we can see how it is produced in today’s version of capitalist society, as in the case of redlining. This housing question poses problems for employers since the unemployed serve a function: they discipline the employed into accepting lower wages than would otherwise be the case; and they can be drafted into the labor force whenever production suddenly expands putting pressure on wages. But in order to keep them around in order to serve this purpose, they have to be housed.

2. The critical realist approach to causality relies on a radical distinction between the necessary and the contingent. In part this reflects its naturalist ambitions: to develop a philosophy of science that applies both to social and to non-social objects. A hard and fast distinction between the necessary and the contingent probably works for the latter. So, in order for paper to burn, there must be oxygen (‘necessary’), though how rapidly it burns will depend on how damp the paper is (‘contingent’). Nothing will change this. Likewise, people will quite definitely die if deprived of water for a long period of time (‘necessary’) though some will die earlier than others depending on their general state of health (‘contingent’). But for social objects, people as social rather than simply biological objects, there can be problems. Consider how this applies to particular causal structures and then to theorizing social structures as a whole.

2.1 Causal Structures:

Causal structures, what accounts for particular events, depend on the articulation of the causal properties necessarily entailed by some structure of social relations along with the contingent conditions affecting the concrete expression of those properties when exercised / suffered.

Example 1: Immediate producers have to seek work on pain of starvation (‘necessary’) but where they obtain work is a contingent matter.  However, just how contingent from the standpoint of the worker, are particular, localized labor markets? One can certainly imagine at a particular phase of a person’s life, that they are willing to work most places in the US: the various geographically defined, labor markets are possible but not necessary (i.e., contingent). But once working in that particular labor market, whatever the work, roots of various sorts tend to be put down: families, homes acquired, friends made. The result is that what was contingent – working in a particular, geographically defined, labor market, becomes necessary. The worker in question is very, very resistant to moving someplace else. So the necessary / contingent distinction begins to look a little more slippery, and less hard and fast than one might have imagined. 

The same sort of logic can be applied to a firm’s location: initially contingent – it could have been in lots of places, but once a location is chosen, various relations tend to be developed with local banks, suppliers, client firms, that tend to make the firm resistant to moving elsewhere. To move would impose considerable opportunity costs – the time and energy needed to build up similar links at some other location. The bigger the fixed investment in plant for which there is a very limited secondary market, then likewise the greater the losses from moving (before those fixed costs are amortized).

Example 2: We can apply a similar logic to our understanding of people-environment relations. These are always mediated by particular technologies, plant and animal domestications, the discovery of new ways of reducing metal ores. Any technical discovery has a good deal of the contingent about it; accident, for example, played an important role in the domestication of those seed-bearing grasses that were to become today’s cereals. But once the technique is used, is seen to reduce labor needs, and to enhance productivity and so hold out the possibility of improved material standards, it seems unlikely that it would be discarded. In short, it would have become necessary to that way of life, until, at least, something ‘better’ came along. Obviously things could be more complicated than this. Use of a new technology might threaten a particular social status quo so that it was not adopted and the existing technology retained its necessary character: necessary to a way of life, a particular social form.

2.2 Abstracting Social Structures: Equally, if not more serious issues arise from the necessary / contingent distinction when one turns to look at the way CR goes about abstracting particular social structures like the division of labor, capital, the family, patriarchy. This has to do with CR’s characteristic approach to abstraction which has been termed empiricist. 

Recall that according to CR arguments, social structures consist of internally-related parts: in the case of the division of labor, the specialization of one person requires the specialization of others, for how otherwise could she obtain those other use values which she does not produce herself. There also has to be some mode of exchange, some practice, whether it be barter, the use of money or custom, as in the Indian village and the relation between the castes. At the same time those parts, to the extent that we are talking about a structure of social relations, will only be contingently related to parts (practices, social positions, etc.) that are not part of the structure. So the division of labor, one might argue (at least in today’s world), is only contingently related to race since there are black as well as white accountants, black owned construction firms as well as white owned ones, etc.

In determining whether a structure of social relations is indeed a structure of (internal) relations only contingently related to other structures, recourse is had to ‘the evidence’; abstraction is made from the concrete variation in the world, now and in the past. So one might argue, according to this procedure, that the state and capitalism are separate structures of social relations since there were states before capitalism; likewise there was a division of labor before capitalism and before the state. In short, one could defend the claim that the division of labor, the state and capitalism are three separate structures of social relations. 

The problem with empiricist abstraction, and one to which we must be always sensitive, is that it abstracts on the basis of what objects share. What they share doesn’t correspond to any single instance of the object and may therefore omit what is essential to the object in particular concrete expressions of it. Oranges, lemons, plums are all fruits, but to describe them in terms of this aspect that they share (fruitiness) is to omit some of what defines their essence; how could a lemon be a lemon if it wasn’t yellow, for example? 

An example: It has been suggested that the division of labor, the state, and capital are all separate structures of social relations. Nevertheless, we do talk about ‘the capitalist state’ in contrast to other forms of state: only capitalist states have political parties, for example. There are also certain features of the division of labor that make its capitalist form distinctive; only under capitalism is there a sharp distinction between the social and technical divisions of labor (divisions in terms of the product of the producing unit and divisions in the concrete labor performed within the producing unit). Indeed, and to return to the issue of the hypothesized separation of these different structures one from another, their supposedly contingent relations, could one imagine the capitalist state without capitalism? Or the capitalist division of labor without capitalism?

This, of course, is to talk about very abstract structures of social relations. Many of those we will deal with in our empirical work are quite a bit more concrete than that. For example:

· The university: the necessary relations between faculty and students and administration, between different Departments and Colleges, the rules governing those relations and empowering / constraining those occupying respective social positions.

· The medical profession: the relations between the different social positions such as general physician, nurse, specialist, patient, hospital administration, the rules governing those relations, and again how they define respective causal properties.

· Municipal housing provision systems: the housing department, the tenants, service providers, HUD, housing waiting lists, the rules governing their relationships.

How independent these are, or imbricated one with another, is again an empirical matter. In the US the medical profession could not exist without the university medical schools and their training of both physicians and nurses. In Britain the situation is more nuanced since nurses are not trained in universities. The relation between universities and professional sport is likewise different. In the US professional sports, particularly football and basketball, would find it hard to exist without universities. In Western Europe it is quite different.

Some Conclusions

Where does that leave us in terms of some general lessons for dealing with cause and effect relations? Some guidelines:

· Be very skeptical of empirical generalizations. They are products and we need to know what produced them. They may provide useful input into determining contingent conditions or even necessary conditions, but that is all.

· Think in terms of agents (those ‘effecting’, ‘making a difference’, ‘producing’), the conditions of their production, and the outcomes. 

· Who is the agent? Is it an individual, a firm, a state agency?

· Whenever we do something there are preconditions for our doing it. We will be relatively unaware of some of these. Our work as wage workers is conditioned by our separation from the means of production. Likewise we could not specialize if there were not others specializing in lines that complement ours. Other of those conditions will be very evident; the machine or the raw-materials that we use in making something, the electric oven (therefore electricity) and the groceries we use when cooking.

· Again, when we come to outcomes, bear in mind that there some that will be less evident than others. For example: When people produce, they aren’t just producing things and services. They’re also reproducing particular social and property relationships.

ADDENDA

Contingent Conditions and Causation

1. Contingent conditions enter into our understanding of causation in two ways: 

i. the conditions which trigger off the exercise of the causal power. For example, unemployment is caused by employers dismissing workers but the contingent conditions for the exercise of that power can be very different: the substitution of machinery for workers, the relocation of production capacity to a place with cheaper labor, loss of markets, etc.

ii. the conditions in which the power is exercised. What the results are when the causal power is exercised will vary depending on conditions. Unemployment may be longer lasting in a place where there are no other firms hiring workers. It will be longer lasting if it affects older workers since they are the ones least likely to be able or willing to move to other labor markets.

2. The second point above suggests that what happens, happens; that the particular effects of a causal property when exercised are unintended. But often contingent conditions are structured so as to achieve an effect that is thoroughly intended. For example:

· Spaces are organized so as to facilitate surveillance and achieve the useful effect intended: factories are organized precisely to facilitate the power, when exercised, of the supervisor to ensure that time is not wasted; a similar logic applies to school class rooms.

· Locations are chosen so as to achieve useful effects. Parents exercise case in selecting residential areas since ensuring the ‘success’ of one’s child is an aspect of exercising parental responsibility. Firms choose locations so as to maximize access to the appropriate labor supplies and to raw-materials. The causal properties at work are investment and fear of bankruptcy; how effective the investment is at keeping bankruptcy at bay depends on keeping costs down, which is a contingent matter.

· Think likewise of how people create new structures of social relations in order to achieve useful effects as in the case of (e.g.) the labor union, the vertically integrated firm, new agencies of the state (divisions of labor, revenue sources, powers and responsibilities), new states, universities, professional associations, or the Bureau of Reclamation.

So circumstances of time and place are not necessarily beyond the control of the agent, though some may be disregarded. Note, however, that this disregard can, nevertheless, have important consequences, as in Massey’s distinction between the effects of planned as opposed to unplanned locations.

Causality and Determination

Causality is a particular kind of determinative relation but not the only one. Some related issues here:

· In the CR approach to explanation, the emphasis is on causal structures. In these causal structures, causal powers are located in individuals. True, they are socially entailed powers and liabilities; people are only susceptible to bankruptcy in a society in which commodities are produced with commodities. But there is a danger in this approach of assigning too much power to individuals; a power, for example, to select the particular structures of social relations within which they will operate as in the married woman’s ‘choice’ between the structures of ‘family’ and ‘the labor market’; or to select particular strategies for the concrete exercise of causal powers.

· Likewise, locating causal powers in individuals, without any sense of their hierarchical relation one with another, can give a false sense of choice. Sure, capitalists have a choice of things they can do in order to remain in business but they must all pass the test of facilitating profitability. Likewise while workers can choose their employer, their occupation (to some degree) they have no choice other than to work for an employer / risk unemployment.

· It is true that there are some things that we can transform, some structures of social relations. We can alter the structure of a university Department or even that of the university. Altering the structure of the state is much more difficult, though it does happen, as in the case of South Africa. But a revolution in the social relations governing production: now that is next to, though absolutely not, of course, impossible.

· This suggests that we are much more determined in our actions than we might give credence to, if all we thought about were the contingent forms of our activities. And these contingent forms have a habit of becoming necessities as they get adopted and become a socially enforced norm; while higher education might have been a ‘choice’ at one time, now it is approaching a necessity.
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