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Cause is a problematic concept in social science, as in all fields of
knowledge. We organize information in terms of cause and effect to impose
order on the world, but this can impede a more sophisticated understand-
ing. In his latest book, Richard Ned Lebow reviews understandings of
cause in physics and philosophy and concludes that no formulation is
logically defensible and universal in its coverage. This is because cause
is not a feature of the world, but a cognitive shorthand we use to make
sense of it. In practice, causal inference is always rhetorical and must
accordingly be judged on grounds of practicality. Lebow offers a new
approach — “inefficient causation” — that is constructivist in its empha-
sis on the reasons people have for acting as they do, but turns to other
approaches to understand the aggregation of their behavior. This novel
approach builds on general understandings and idiosyncratic features of
context.

RICHARD NED LEBOW is Professor of International Political Theory in the
War Studies Department of King’s College London and James O. Freed-
man Presidential Professor Emeritus at Dartmouth College. He is also a
Bye-Fellow of Pembroke College, University of Cambridge. In a career
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business? I follow Hume in believing it is the latter, and argue that this
is why none of our formulations of cause map neatly on to the physi-
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