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Reason and Cause

Philosophy and social science assume that reason and cause are
objective and universally applicable concepts. Through close
readings of ancient and modern philosophy, history, and litera-
ture, Ned Lebow demonstrates that these concepts are actually
specific to time and place. He traces their parallel evolution by
focusing on classical Athens, the Enlightenment through
Victorian England, and the early twentieth century. This impor-
tant book shows how and why understandings of reason and
cause have developed and evolved, in response to what kind of
stimuli, and what this says about the relationship between social
science and the social world in which it is conducted. Lebow
argues that authors reflecting on their own social context use
specific constructions of these categories to structure their cen-
tral arguments about the human condition. This highly original
study will make an immediate impact across a number of fields
with its rigorous research and the development of an innovative
historicized epistemology.

Richard Ned Lebow is author, coauthor, or editor of 40 books
and more than 300 peer-reviewed articles and chapters. He has
made contributions to international relations, political psychol-
ogy, history, political theory, philosophy of science, and classics.
He has taught at leading universities in the United States, the
United Kingdom, and Europe. His books have won multiple
awards.
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Preface

Constructing Cause in International Relations, published in 2014, made the
case that cause is a creation of the human imagination, not a feature of the
world. It is undeniably a useful concept for organizing social inquiry or
making that research relevant to policy problems.1 However, we can
never demonstrate a causal relationship in the social world. The most
we can do is make a plausible case for some causal link on the basis of
a logic connecting antecedent to consequent that is consistent with the
available evidence. Wemay rule out some causal claims on these grounds
but can never validate them. On these epistemological foundations,
I develop a novel approach I call “inefficient causation.” It recognizes
that likelihood that possible “causes” exist at multiple levels of social
interaction and at varying degrees of remove from outcomes of interest.
It seeks to explore their relationships and tracemultiple possible pathways
to outcomes, and, by doing so, provide a framework for comparison
across outcomes. It rejects prediction as an unrealistic goal because of
the context-dependent nature of outcomes. Rather, it seeks to use the
understandings of “causes” it develops as the basis for explanatory narra-
tives and forecasts. They in turn must constantly be updated on the basis
of new information from context.

Constructing Cause in International Relations raised as many questions in
my mind as it answered. Chief among these is why so many philosophers
and social scientists believe that cause is real, the glue that binds together
the physical and social worlds, and discovered through the application of
reason. David Hume challenged these assumptions in the late eighteenth
century but with little effect. Most philosophers and social scientists also
treat reason as universal and relatively unproblematic concepts. Here,
too, David Hume is an exception. So is Max Weber, who distinguished
between the reason he thought essential to any model of the world and
different ideal types of reason that might be used to study human
behavior.

Western conceptions of cause and reason are characterized by a tension
that is rarely discussed. There is a long tradition going back to the ancient
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Greeks that treats them as universal and objective. There are also writers
and philosophers, again beginning with the ancient Greeks, who regard
cause as deeply problematic and conceptions of reason and cause as
culturally and historically local. Not surprisingly, the first tradition is
the dominant one today as reason and cause are lynchpins of social
science. My sympathies lie with the second, and this book attempts in
the first instance to document this tradition and foreground its principal
claims. These pertain to the difficulty of establishing causes and the
complex, and at times counterproductive, relationship between reason
and cause. This tradition also reveals the social and labile nature of
conceptions of reason and cause and identifies some of the conditions in
which they are likely to evolve. I draw on these literary and philosophical
works to argue that these changes have identifiable patterns to them and
are largely psychological and social responses to particular kinds of
changes.

Note

1. Lebow, Constructing Cause in International Relations.

x Preface
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