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The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations (C of
I) was not a book that I had any long-standing plans to write.
The manuscript did, however, grow out of two related and
long-standing frustrations that I had with discussions in Po-
litical Science in general and International Relations in particu-
lar about research design, causation, and the basic contours
of knowledge-production. First of all, people seemed to invari-
ably conflate questions of method or technique with ques-
tions of methodology or strategy of inquiry. Thus we had and
continue to have rather problematic contrasts between “quali-
tative” and “quantitative” ways of doing social research as
though the decision to use or not to use numbers had any
determinate bearing whatsoever on the epistemic status of
particular empirical claims. But whether or not one uses num-
bers is a question of technique, not a question of strategy, and
as such cannot have any such profound impact; this means
that in conducting these debates about how to do our work,
we are working with impoverished and misleading terminol-
ogy. Second, and related, people drew on extremely thin and
partial conceptions of “science” as a way of warranting their
positions; this was equally true of scholars contrasting “ex-
plaining” and “understanding” as ways of knowing, and of

scholars reducing the entire panoply of the philosophy of sci-
ence to the triumvirate Popper-Kuhn-Lakatos as though those
were the only three people to have ever intervened in the de-
bate about how science worked. When I taught my Ph.D. semi-
nar on the production of valid empirical knowledge—entitled
“The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations”—I tried
to allay both of these frustrations by equipping my students
with a broader set of conceptual tools for thinking about these
fundamental issues and articulating a defensible position with
which they felt comfortable. This book derives from that semi-
nar and from the frustrations that animated my pedagogy in
that seminar.

In responding to the excellent critical engagements with
my book provided by John Gunnell, Eric Grynaviski, and David
Banks and Joseph O’Mahoney, I felt it appropriate to begin
with this bit of context so as to clarify the book’s aims and
social location with respect to ongoing discussions. Because
the book grew out of my frustrations with the narrowness of
existing terminology and conceptual vocabulary, an important
goal of the book is to broaden the discussion by casting a
wider net and bringing in authors and notions that do not yet
have as much currency in our field as they do elsewhere. Be-
cause the book grew out of a seminar in which I invited stu-
dents to develop their own position on certain fundamental
issues, an important goal of the book is not to take a strong
stand for or against any particular articulation of how knowl-
edge is to be produced scientifically. And because the book
grew out of my extreme dissatisfaction with dichotomies like
quantitative/qualitative and explaining/understanding, an im-
portant goal of the book is to replace those dichotomies with a
more nuanced vocabulary that is still concise enough to be
useful.

As such, C of I is neither directed against nor advocating
for any particular kind of social-scientific methodology; it is
instead inveighing against the narrow and biased ways that
we have been talking about these issues in Political Science
and International Relations over the past few decades. Narrow
ways, in that the starting-point for many of our discussions
seems to be a fairly unreflective commitment to a deductive-
nomothetic hypothesis-testing model of “science,” and ac-
cordingly the discussions descend all too quickly to the tech-
nical level of particular tools that can help to advance that
unquestioned epistemic goal. Biased ways, in that the very
terms that we use to frame and characterize the logic of social-
scientific inquiry incline toward one way of proceeding—
neopositivism—and generate an uphill battle for anyone wish-
ing to advocate a different variety of social science. Chief among
these biased terms, in fact, is the term “epistemology,” since
the traditional project of epistemology was almost entirely
wrapped up with a particular way of conceptualizing the rela-
tionship between the mind and the world or between the knower
and the known (Taylor 1995: 3–5, 14–17); that is why I am at
such pains in the book to redirect the discussion towards meth-
odology broadly understood, and away from a more or less
exclusive focus on ways of increasing our confidence in gen-
eral claims about cross-case covariation.

My interlocutors raise a variety of trenchant points, too
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many for me to exhaustively deal with here. But in general let
me point out that the issues that they raise signal precisely the
kinds of broad conversations that I hope that the book pro-
vokes and continues to provoke: conversations about what
we are doing when we engage in social-scientific inquiry, con-
versations about what we ought to be doing, and conversa-
tions about how we can do it better. Conversations that do not
take as their starting-point a specious notion of “the scientific
method” or “the scientific way to study social life,” but in-
stead recognize that there are multiple ways of proceeding,
multiple ways that are not reducible to one another. Conversa-
tions that do not start off with the common-practice fallacy—
”this is how lots of people do things, therefore this is how we
should do things”—but instead seek to provide positive war-
rants for diverse approaches to research design and the evalu-
ation of substantive claims. If people read and react to the
book in the way that my interlocutors have, then I will count
the book a successful contribution to a richer discussion of
these and related questions.

Of course, one can’t focus on everything at once, so in
the remainder of this response I’m going to engage three is-
sues raised by my interlocutors: why I distinguish between
the argument presented in C of I and an argument about the
sociology of our scholarly field; why I think a reconstruction
of diverse commitments in philosophical ontology and the meth-
odologies to which they give rise at the present time is a useful
exercise; and why I am opposed to efforts to combine method-
ologies.

Locating the Text

I am delighted to hear that Banks and O’Mahoney found
my discussion of methodology in C of I helpful for their efforts
to think through their own projects; that is the primary use that
I hope individual scholars will make of the book. Their con-
cluding reflection that “[a]lthough this book does not help
us... to navigate the waters of the discipline as a discipline as
much as we might hope, it has certainly helped us to steer our
own thoughts more steadily” is one that I take not as a criti-
cism, but as simple observation that one cannot do everything
at once.  Had I spent more time in the book in the crevices and
crannies of contemporary scholarship, it might have been more
difficult to achieve the kind of broad-brush depiction of differ-
ent methodologies that forms the core of the book’s argument.
The kind of pressures that more or less compel scholars to
emphasize their differences from one another (brilliantly dis-
cussed in Abbott 2001) makes it extremely difficult to get a
clear view of the whole scholarly landscape and the implicit
conceptual scaffolding undergirding it. Faced with a choice
between writing a detailed account of what people are saying
at the moment, and advancing a broader account of the basic
categories with and within which they are operating, I chose
the latter course.

Besides which, all too much contemporary discussion in
the field about logics of scientific inquiry is sometimes so con-
fused that the best way to “navigate” it is probably to steer
clear of it as much as possible. For example, as Daniel Nexon
and I have argued (2009), the use of terms like “paradigm” and

“research programme” within International Relations and
Political Science often bears little resemblance to the actual
use of those terms by philosophers of science to assess scien-
tific progress in fields like physics. For another example, the
broad use of a phrase like “hypothesis-testing” to refer, as
Banks and O’Mahoney observe, to “specifying what data
might be relevant to one’s research question before doing the
research, or simply being clear about the claims that one is
making” strikes me as obfuscation. We have less philosophi-
cally freighted terms for these operations; to my mind, “speci-
fying relevant data” and “being clear about claims” seem like
perfectly reasonable pieces of advice on their own, so I’m
unsure what good attaching a phrase like “hypothesis-test-
ing” to that advice would do.1 Hypothesis-testing does carry
philosophical baggage with it, and it should not be used sim-
ply as a generic term for making clear claims and using evi-
dence to evaluate them, because there are other ways of using
evidence to evaluate claims—ways that I endeavor to eluci-
date in the book. In such situations, the best way to deal with
conventional use is, I think, just to walk away from it.

In some ways I have a very similar reaction to Gunnell’s
entirely accurate observation that I downplay sociology of
science considerations about the political context of philo-
sophical claims as my discussion moves into the heart of 20th

century scholarship on world politics. While part of the reason
that I do this is because of the fact that there is already some
extremely good work—including his own—on these consider-
ations, perhaps a larger part of the reason why I downplay
sociological factors is because my target is not to explain the
present shape of the field, but to intervene in the field and
hopefully disclose some of the ongoing tensions and strategic
misunderstandings within our conversations about methodol-
ogy. While “how we got here,” like “precisely what people are
saying at the moment,” can be a helpful way of getting at those
bigger issues, I regard them (at least for the purpose of this
book) as means to an end, to be pursued only as far as they
help both author and reader to make sense of the conceptual
issues tacitly in play.

It is for this reason that I privilege the philosophy of sci-
ence (and not the sociology of science) in the book: if one
wants to mount an internal critique of conversations in a field
where the notion of “science” enjoys widespread currency,
then taking “science” seriously seems like the basic ante for
the game. As it happens, even a cursory examination of de-
bates in the philosophy of science quickly reveals the poverty
of the vocabulary current in Political Science and International
Relations for discussing methodological questions. Sociology
of science, which seeks to historicize and contextualize such
vocabulary along with the concrete research practices to which
it is linked, is not necessarily the best tool for improving our
discussions. This is especially true insofar as “science” in a
self-proclaimed scientific field functions as a foundational
claim, meaning that it declares itself capable of grounding or
warranting concrete research practices; while I am not per-
suaded that one need therefore be a foundationalist about
science (see Jackson 2009 and Chernoff 2009 for an elabora-
tion of this distinction), I do think that it is important to engage
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that foundation on its own terms if one wants to open some
“thinking space” (as in George and Campbell 1990) within it.

In this way, I have endeavored to position C of I in about
the same place that Max Weber was standing when formulat-
ing and delivering his famous lectures on science and politics
(Weber 2004). Weber sought to work through some contempo-
rary debates in a way that would give him a clearer view of the
basic conceptual issues involved, particularly the distinctions
and transactions between the areas of science, politics, and
religious faith. It would, I think, be inaccurate to read Weber’s
empirical statements in those lectures as the point of the exer-
cise; rather, the lectures were intended to serve a hortatory
function, and to advise his listeners about the boundaries of
realms of practice by developing a conceptual apparatus ad-
equate to the task.2 Similarly, if nowhere near as sweeping in its
scope, C of I is intended to take a critical look at our contempo-
rary discussions of how to do research and then to propose
ways to improve those discussions. The book thus stands—
deliberately—at the border of those discussions, taking no
specific position within them so that it can address the shape
of the discussion as a whole.

Reconstruction and Diversity

The non-standard terminology that Grynaviski and
Gunnell note in the book is, as Banks and O’Mahoney rightly
point out, an integral part of my argumentative strategy. Be-
cause certain words (like “epistemology” or “positivism”) have
acquired conventional meanings in our field that prevent them
from being particularly useful tools for conducting a broad
and pluralist debate, I chose to avoid them, and to formulate
my central 2x2 map with the lesser-known axes of “mind-world
dualism vs. mind-world monism” and “phenomenalism vs.
transfactualism.” I prefer these terms in part because they do
not have the baggage associated with our conventional termi-
nology—terminology which obscures and devalues both mind-
world monism and transfactualism, and as such biases the
debate toward the combination of mind-world dualism and
phenomenalism familiar to us in “neopositivist” methodology.
(Actually, it’s probably more familiar to us as “positivism” or
“the scientific method,” but those are even less useful labels.)
By introducing novel terminology, even at the cost of forcing
the reader to work through it in the first couple of chapters, I
seek to avoid simply saying what has already been said, and
instead focus on organizing what has already been said (and
what is currently being said) into a more useful set of catego-
ries.

Thus, the point of the exercise is to reconstruct diverse
logics of inquiry in a way that allows us to think more system-
atically about what it might mean to do research in different
ways. In practice, given the rather unreflective prevalence of
neopositivism in the official pronouncements both of our lead-
ing research design textbook (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994)
and its erstwhile critics (Brady and Collier 2004; George and
Bennett 2005), this means thinking more systematically about
what it might mean to do non-neopositivist research. My set
of distinctions, which I call a “metamethodological lexicon” in
the last chapter of the book,3 is designed to do just this, both

by foregrounding the commitments that tacitly support neo-
positivist research practices and by exploring the methodologi-
cal entailments of other commitments. The reason that I call
this work “metamethodological”—dealing with the philosophi-
cal foundations of methodology—and not, say, “epistemo-
logical,” is because my target here is broader than traditional
questions about how subjects acquire valid knowledge of ob-
jects, and is instead concerned with the more general question
of how factual knowledge is produced. Gunnell quite rightly
notes that methodology is usually thought to follow from epis-
temology, but I would say that precisely this “following from”
supports the traditional epistemological project, and biases
the whole conversation in favor of mind-world dualism and its
concern with validly crossing the gap between the mind and
the world. Admittedly, I could have generated a neologism
here too, but the distinction between method and methodol-
ogy already had some presence in the existing conversation
(e.g., Sartori 1970: 1033; Waltz 1979: 12–13; Schwartz-Shea and
Yanow 2002: 459–460), so I elected to retain it.

The distinctions that I draw in order to help us get a handle
on the relevant methodological issues—a distinction between
different ways of conceptualizing the mind-world interface,
and a distinction between different ways of relating knowl-
edge to experience—are ideal-typical distinctions in philosophi-
cal ontology. Both of those aspects of my typology require
brief elaboration, in the light of some of my interlocutors’ com-
ments. Philosophical ontology, a notion I adapted from Mario
Bunge via Heikki Patomäki and Colin Wight (2000), refers to
that which is logically prior to particular substantive claims
and theories—that is, issues pertaining to our “hook-up” to
the world (Shotter 1993: 73–79). Methodology, understood as
distinct from and prior to “method,” operationalizes or enacts
philosophical ontology, standing on a set of often-tacit philo-
sophical commitments as it delineates concrete strategies of
inquiry. I am thus suggesting, along with many other method-
ologists, that we should think about issues of research design
and knowledge-production separate from any particular sub-
stantive account of the world and the things in it; to modify
the critical realist catchphrase, we should indeed put ontology
first, as long as it’s philosophical ontology we’re talking about.
But I am simultaneously suggesting that we should think about
these issues as irresolvable on purely logical or philosophical
grounds; there is no definitive argument for or against any
particular commitment of (or combination of commitments of)
philosophical ontology, and so—like the skeptical humanists
treasured by Stephen Toulmin (1992)—we have no defensible
alternative but tolerance, both of alternate methodologies and
of the commitments of philosophical ontology that underpin
them.

It is important to keep in mind the ideal-typical character
of the distinctions I am drawing. Because of this character, the
categories that I flesh out in the book’s central chapters are, by
definition, artificially pure; they perfectly describe neither con-
crete actual authors nor concrete actual research strategies.
But it is their abstract logical purity that constitutes their value
as conceptual devices for helping us to think through the im-
plications of our commitments, thereby clarifying our method-
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ological stances. Each of the four central chapters in C of I
takes one combination of philosophical-ontological commit-
ments and discusses some of the methodological implications
of those commitments, and I have endeavored to do so in such
a way that the result is not an “unraveling” (contra Banks and
O’Mahoney) of any position but rather a delineation of what
that position logically implies. To respond to Banks and
O’Mahoney’s concern about my treatment of critical realism:
you can’t coherently be a critical realist unless you take pains
to vet posited causal powers of objects either in a laboratory
or via transcendental argument, because otherwise you’d just
be positing things and regarding them as true without any
evidence. But this is not a problem with critical realism, but is
instead the basic point of a critical realist approach to science.
Whether self-proclaimed critical realists in our field actually do
either of these two things is another matter; my point is that
their very methodology and the commitments of philosophical
ontology on which it stands directs them to do so.

That said, I would never claim that any of the authors
discussed in the central chapters of the book are somehow
perfectly located within a particular box in my typology. In-
deed, it would be surprising if they were, since the typology
itself inhabits an idealized conceptual realm, and like all ideal-
types would be quickly falsified in practice if it were treated as
a description (see Weber 1999: 192–194). The point is not just
that no actual work perfectly matches all of the standards logi-
cally entailed in a particular quadrant of the typology. Rather,
the point is that actual authors and their works are a good deal
more ambiguous than any abstract delineation of their main
points. This is precisely why the purpose of closely reading a
text is not to generate a definitive and incontrovertible sum-
mary of its argument, but instead to generate a defensible ac-
count of the work as a whole—an ineluctably interpretive pro-
cess. Hence, locating an author with respect to her or his meth-
odology and philosophical ontology can never be a simple
matter of proving beyond a reasonable doubt that author X
belongs in box Y; instead, the relevant questions are: Is this
reading sustainable, especially for the text or the author as a
whole? and does reading author X through category Y help to
illuminate the point at issue, whether that point pertains to the
text in particular or whether it pertains to the broader argu-
ment?

Applying those standards to Grynaviski’s argument that I
have misread both the American pragmatists and Kenneth Waltz
in explicating the analyticist methodological stance, I must
admit to being somewhat puzzled. There are certainly lines in
Dewey and Pierce that can be read as consistent with the
neopositivist procedures of hypothesis-testing and the quest
for nomothetic generalizations, but sustaining that reading is
more difficult in the face of both authors’ pronounced reluc-
tance to make either hypothesis-testing or nomothetic gener-
alization the key warrant for valid knowledge. Indeed, Dewey
argued (1920: 169) that the point of abstract systematization
through scientific inquiry was to create analytically general
claims that could serve as “tools of insight; their value is in
promoting an individualized response to the individual situa-
tion.” There is a world of difference between treating a claim

about whether states pursue security as this kind of analyti-
cally general claim, and (as Grynaviski suggests) treating such
a claim as an empirically general proposition: the former is a
model that can be useful or not useful and can also be cali-
brated or updated, while the latter is a hypothetical conjecture
that can only be falsified.4

Similarly, although one might read Waltz as a neopositivist
interested in the testing of hypothetical generalizations—and
I freely admit that this is the usual way that Waltz is read in the
field—this reading can only be sustained if one downplays or
ignores both Waltz’s structural-functionalist roots (Goddard
and Nexon 2005, 17–18) and his “theory of theory” (Wæver
2009: 206–208). Both of these aspects, by highlighting the im-
portance of conceptualization and imagery, sharply differenti-
ate Waltz’s own efforts from those of scholars articulating gen-
eral, falsifiable empirical propositions. Indeed, the pages of
Theory of International Politics that Grynaviski cites (Waltz
1979: 124–125) do not, when read in context, unequivocally
support a reading of Waltz as a neo-positivist, for at least two
reasons:

(1) Waltz speaks of “confirming” a theory and designing
evaluations that, if passed, will help a theory begin to
“command belief,” but these are operations that a neo-
positivist can never consistently perform. For a neopos-
itivist, knowledge is only ever an unfalsified conjecture,
liable to falsification at any time; belief in confirmation, as
Popper (1970; 1996) might have said, provides an obstacle
to scientific progress by immunizing certain propositions
from testing.5 So Waltz, by deploying language of this
sort, sounds less like a neopositivist and more like some-
thing quite different.6

(2) Waltz suggests that a theory demonstrates its worth
by helping us make sense of events “within a given area
and over a number of years,” which does not sound like
the kind of covering-law explanation sought by neopos-
itivists. Admittedly, to a neopositivist this might initially
sound very much like “scope conditions” or some other
kind of a call for middle-range theorizing, but note that
Waltz never proposes that the theory be modified by in-
troducing such empirical boundaries; rather, he suggests
that the theory—itself analytically general, and unmodi-
fied—helps us make sense of a particular case (since a
case is, of course, a unit of observation and not a concrete
entity like a state).

Admittedly, Waltz’s “penchant for ambiguity” (Goddard
and Nexon 2005: 22), or at any rate his ambiguous use of “ter-
minology about hypotheses…allowed easy assimilation” to
prevalent neopositivist understandings (Wæver 2009: 211).
Part of the point of my reconstruction of Waltz, like those of
Wæver and Goddard and Nexon, is to clear up some of that
ambiguity. By linking together the tantalizing hints in Waltz’s
seminal book—and some of his very disparaging comments
about prediction and hypothesis-testing in subsequent publi-
cations (e.g. Waltz 1996; 1997)—a picture of Waltz as an
analyticist emerges, despite Waltz’s sometimes unclear use of
methodological terms.
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Andrew Moravcsik and Beate Jahn about the character of lib-
eral theory was unproductive precisely to the extent that the
fundamental methodological differences between the authors
were not even acknowledged by Moravcsik; instead, calls for
the systematic testing of empirical propositions stood in as a
substitute for genuine methodological discussion.

All of this leads me to conclude that even though “plural-
ism” is the sort of thing that everyone claims to be for, it is in
fact not the kind of thing that everyone actually practices. It is,
as Colin Elman (2009) stressed in the last issue of this newslet-
ter, “a hard choice” that calls for greater learning about and
tolerance of other approaches, and greater care in our claims
about the character of our field, than has usually been recog-
nized.9 A pluralism of mere method within a single method-
ological framework is not the same thing as a genuine method-
ological pluralism that would embrace and celebrate funda-
mentally different ways of producing knowledge. The starting
point for any such pluralism, I think, has to be a richer vocabu-
lary for discussing methodological issues, and a vocabulary
that begins from the position of important and consequential
differences obtaining between methodologies. The Conduct
of Inquiry in International Relations is intended to contribute
to the crafting and to the refinement of such a vocabulary, so
that we can continue to do our work—in all of its varied forms—
without constantly having to defend the legitimacy of what we
are doing against dismissive critics operating with an overly
narrow view of science. It is against such critics that the book
is directed; it is for the rest of us that the book was written.

Notes
1 Of course, a usage like this might be deployed strategically—even

cynically—to help a dissertation prospectus or grant proposal pass
muster with neopositivist referees. But any gains to the individual
researcher here come at the collective expense of helping to prolong
the fiction that something called “hypothesis-testing” is at the heart
of all social science—comforting to neopositivists, perhaps, but not
especially helpful to the rest of the field.

2 Whether Weber’s broader goal in his discussions of the politik/
wissenschaft divide was to preserve the epistemic authority of sci-
ence in the face of partisan considerations, as Gunnell maintains in his
contribution, seems to me to be a slightly different issue. I think it is
equally plausible to read Weber as seeking not to preserve science as
a non-partisan force in politics, but as seeking to free science and
particularly social science for fulfilling the very different social role of
formalizing cultural values—but this is a subtle matter of “Weber
studies” that we don’t have to get into here.

3 Gunnell is quite right that my use of the term “lexicon” diverges
somewhat from Thomas Kuhn’s, even though I borrow the term and
some of the sensibility from Kuhn’s later work (collected in Kuhn
2000). Kuhn remained focused on substantive vocabularies through-
out his career, while my concern here is with methodological issues;
however, the emphasis on the historicity and indexicality of key
terms, plus the logical untranslatability of certain claims between
lexicons, is common to us both.

4 At the risk of turning this into a discussion about subtle points of
Dewey interpretation, I should point out that the section of Dewey’s
Logic that Grynaviski cites is contained in a discussion about why
the idea of falsification has to be replaced with “the institution of a
contradictory negation” as part of a process of revising a general claim
to account for seemingly discrepant evidence (Dewey 1938: 196–

Beyond the Semblance of Pluralism

But given the ambiguities of textual interpretation and the
alternative rules that might frame interpretative strategies (fa-
voring charity versus suspicion, consistency versus contra-
dictions, and so on), a debate about whether to read Waltz as
an analyticist or a neopositivist soon hits diminishing intellec-
tual returns. What is more important to recognize is that, even
if Waltz is read as an analyticist, there is nothing to stop any
neopositivist from reading Waltz, extracting a claim, convert-
ing it into a falsifiable proposition, and proceeding to test it.
This is, in fact, precisely how neopositivism is supposed to
work. But to then turn around and claim that the results of that
test should have some bearing on what Waltz was doing in the
first place, or to claim that the testability of that proposition
would somehow “prove” that the original source was a neo-
positivist, is to overstep the boundaries of a pluralist approach
to methodology and to at least implicitly legislate one method-
ology as exhausting the boundaries of “science” per se.

This is the flaw in the Empirical Implications of Theoreti-
cal Models approach to the use of formal models, in the effort
to evaluate feminist claims about patriarchy by gathering evi-
dence about gender discrimination, and in the attempt to read
social mechanisms as intervening variables: the problem is not
that advocates of one methodology take insight and inspira-
tion from others, but that the advocates of one methodology
(neopositivism, for the most part) claim exclusive rights to evalu-
ate all empirical claims on their philosophical-ontological terms.
Testing a hypothesis derived from a formal or an informal ana-
lytical model (for example) tells us precisely nothing about the
worth of the model because the epistemic standards appropri-
ate to an analytical model are distinct from those appropriate
to falsifiable empirical generalizations. So my opposition to
combining methodologies, simply stated, is that I think that it
is impossible to combine methodologies, because every logi-
cally coherent piece of social science will end up having a
dominant epistemic warrant for its claims even if it derives
some of those claims from other sources. A neopositivist test-
ing a hypothesis derived from a formal model is not engaging
in “mixed methodology” or “multiple methodology” research;
she or he is engaging in neopositivist research while testing
that hypothesis.7

In addition to this logical and conceptual barrier to com-
bining methodologies, there is also a practical reason to refrain
from doing so: in a field marked by the dominance of neoposi-
tivism, a “mixed methodology” is likely to be neopositivist.
Although virtually no one is officially against pluralism nowa-
days, many scholars are in effect against methodological plu-
ralism in their research practices and in their engagement with
other scholars. The clearest example of this that I know of is
David Laitin’s (2003) “tripartite methodology,” in which formal
models pass claims to the neopositivists who use both large-n
and small-n hypothesis-testing to evaluate them.8 Declarations
of tolerance for practitioners of reflexivist fieldwork as long as
they provide systematic data that can be used to code vari-
ables of interest (e.g., King, Keohane, and Verba 1994: 37–43)
also provide the same kind of specious pluralism. And an ex-
change in the journal International Theory (2:1, 2010) between
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198). The sequence that Grynaviski describes—general claim about
state behavior, discrepant evidence provided by Mearsheimer and
Walt, reformulated general claim that takes discrepant evidence into
account—is a pragmatic procedure rather than a neopositivist one,
precisely because neopositivist hypothesis-testing provides no logi-
cal way to link a falsified proposition with a successor proposition
(except, perhaps, through Lakatosian retrospective reconstruction,
and that raises a whole different set of concerns). Pragmatic analytic-
ism, which never treated the general claim as a falsifiable proposition
in the first place, has no such problem.

5 Lakatosian language about “hard cores” is no help here, since
Lakatos is very explicit that his philosophical procedure gives no
advice to the practicing scientist about which propositions to believe
(see, in particular, Lakatos 1970: 178–179).

6 In fact, Waltz’s language here sounds quite strikingly like the
language characteristic of pre-Popperian, old-school Vienna Circle
logical positivism—which inclined in a decidedly monistic direction
when it came to the mind-world interface, and was accordingly very
much at odds with Popperian notions of falsification (see the discus-
sion in Jackson 2010: chap. 3). Systems theorists prior to Waltz—
Talcott Parsons, Morton Kaplan, et cetera—had similarly monistic/
logical positivist inclinations.

7 If she or he was also responsible for building the model in the first
place, then during model-construction and calibration she or he was
engaged in analyticist research; the unit of analysis here is the argu-
ment, not the person. Grynaviski seems to be reading Waltz as doing
precisely this: operating as an analyticist when developing his model
of the international system, and then operating as a neopositivist
when evaluating the model. As I’ve said, I disagree with this as an
interpretation of Waltz, but even if I agreed with it, the fact would
remain that what Grynaviski would read as the two different parts of
Waltz’s argument would be logically distinct, and we’d have two
methodologies, not a single “mixed methodology.”

8  For my criticisms of Laitin’s tripartite methodology, see Jackson
(2006); for a variety of views see the symposium on Laitin in the
Spring 2006, Vol. 4, No. 1 issue of this Newsletter.

9 Although, when push comes to shove, I’m considerably more
skeptical than Elman seems to be about what he calls “the limits of
association and commensurability between several equally valid
epistemes,” since I don’t think that there’s any meaningful kind of
“commensurability” to be had between different commitments of
philosophical ontology and the methodologies that they entail; in this
I agree with some of the authors skeptical of “multi-method” research
in that issue of the newsletter, such as Ahmed and Sil (2009), and
Chatterjee (2009). I also fear that searching for such “commensurabil-
ity” would end up leading us back into methodological univocality in
tacit support of neopositivism.
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That and no other is to be called cause, at the
presence of which the effect always follows,
and at whose removal the effect disappears.

Galileo

A famous quote from David Hume provides a useful way
to introduce two different approaches to causation in the so-
cial sciences:

We may define a cause to be an object followed by an-
other, and where all the objects, similar to the first, are fol-
lowed by objects similar to the second. [definition 1]...Or, in
other words, where, if the first object had not been, the second
never would have existed. [definition 2] (David Hume in En-
quiries Concerning Human Understanding, and Concerning
the Principles of Morals 1975 [1777])

As many philosophers have suggested, Hume’s phrase
“in other words” is misleading, if not completely incorrect.1

The phrase makes it appear as if definition 1 and definition 2
are equivalent, when in fact they represent quite different ap-
proaches. Lewis writes that, “Hume’s ‘other words’—that if
the cause had not been, the effect never had existed—are no
mere restatement of his first definition. They propose some-
thing altogether different: a counterfactual analysis of causa-
tion” (Lewis 1986a: 160).

Following Lewis, we shall call Hume’s definition 2 the
“counterfactual definition.” By contrast, we shall call defini-
tion 1 the “constant conjunction definition,” to highlight Hume’s
idea that causes are always followed by their effects.2 In this
short essay, we consider how these two definitions have in-
formed understandings of causation in the qualitative and quan-
titative research traditions in political science. Following our
earlier work, we characterize these traditions as representing
contrasting cultures marked by diverse beliefs, norms, and val-
ues (Mahoney and Goertz 2006).

It bears emphasizing that we are not arguing that our inter-
pretations should be attributed to Hume himself. Hume’s views
on causation have been the source of enormous debate among

philosophers, and we make no claim to resolving that debate.
Rather, our purpose is to use Hume’s definitions, which are
widely reproduced in discussions of causation, as a device for
discussing the different ways in which political scientists un-
derstand the concept of a cause.

The Quantitative Tradition

Before the rise of the Rubin approach (see Morgan and
Winship [2007] for a good survey), statistical discussions of
causation focused on Hume’s constant conjunction defini-
tion (definition 1) within a probabilistic framework. For example,
Suppes, in an early and prominent analysis, wrote that,
“Roughly speaking, the modification of Hume’s analysis I pro-
pose is to say that one event is the cause of another if the
appearance of the first event is followed with a high probabil-
ity by the appearance of the second” (Suppes 1970: 10).3 Un-
der this probabilistic approach, it seems natural to understand
the constant conjunction definition in terms of correlation.
Thus, definition 1 suggests that causation occurs when there
is a strong, or at least statistically significant, correlation be-
tween X and Y. While all know the mantra “correlation is not
causation,” in practice statistically significant correlations are
very central in identifying causal relationships.

One can also develop a statistical interpretation of Hume’s
counterfactual definition (definition 2). Doing this requires
some work, however, because Hume’s counterfactual defini-
tion implies a single case. Unlike definition 1, which states “all
objects [plural] are followed...,” definition 2 states “if the first
object [singular] had....” To interpret definition 2 in a constant
conjunction fashion, therefore, requires expanding Hume’s idea
to multiple cases.

The quantitative tradition accomplishes this move by in-
terpreting both definitions 1 and 2 in terms of constant con-
junction across many cases. A correlation of 1.00 means that
there is a constant conjunction of X = 1, Y = 1 and X = 0, Y = 0.
Definitions 1 and 2 can thus be fused together into one statis-
tical interpretation. Definition 1 holds that when the cause is
present, the outcome will be present (probabilistically). Defi-
nition 2 holds that when the cause is absent, the outcome will
be absent (probabilistically). Since it makes no statistical sense
to just look at cases of X = 1 without cases of X = 0 (or vice
versa), the two definitions become joined as one. Neither defi-
nition can stand alone and make statistical sense. But when
fused together, they offer a coherent symmetrical understand-
ing of causation, one in which the emphasis is on what follows
different values on the independent variable.

As of 2010, it seems safe to say that the dominant statis-
tical view on causation in political science and sociology is
the Rubin model.4 Perhaps its most important innovation within
statistical circles was the emphasis on the counterfactual ba-
sis of causation. For example, Morgan and Winship’s excel-
lent summary is called Counterfactuals and Causal Inference.
Earlier statistical and probabilistic accounts are understood to
have ignored or underappreciated this crucial aspect of cau-
sation.

The Rubin approach starts with the individual case and
then builds a full-blown statistical model of causation. Using
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