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Abstract 

In the social sciences, the development of a specific social event or structure is often ex-
plained by a statistical correlation between an independent variable and a variable assumed 
to be dependent upon it. This mode of explanation is contested by a methodology of causal 
reconstruction that operates with the concept of mechanisms. A mechanism is a process in 
which a set of linked steps leads from initial conditions to an outcome or effect. Mechanisms 
are general concepts, subjecting individual cases to a general category. Except for the litera-
ture dealing specifically with the concept, the term “mechanism” is often used without defi-
nition of its substantive content; there is no agreement with respect to the unique or plural 
character of the initial conditions, nor to the structure of the causal path leading to a specific 
outcome. Nevertheless, mechanisms have played a crucial role in detailed causal analysis of 
complex historical events, such as the financial crisis of 2008 and German unification of 1989.

Keywords: causal reconstruction, finance crisis, German unification, mechanism

Zusammenfassung

Das Zustandekommen eines sozialen Phänomens wird häufig durch eine statistische Kor-
relation zwischen einer unabhängigen und einer vermutlich davon abhängigen Variable 
erklärt. Demgegenüber verlangt die mit dem Begriff von Mechanismen operierende kau-
sale Rekonstruktion eine Erklärung durch einen Prozess, in dem eine Reihe verbundener 
Schritte von spezifischen Ausgangsbedingungen zu einem Ergebnis führt. Mechanismen 
sind Allgemeinbegriffe, denen konkrete Einzelfälle zugeordnet werden. Abgesehen von ei-
ner Literatur, die sich ausdrücklich mit dem Konzept beschäftigt, wird der Begriff Mecha-
nismus oft ohne Hinweis auf seinen Inhalt benutzt; dazu gehört die einfache oder plurale 
Natur der Anfangsbedingungen oder die Struktur des zum Ergebnis führenden kausalen 
Pfades. Trotzdem spielen als Mechanismen bezeichnete Prozesse eine wichtige Rolle bei der 
Erklärung komplexer historischer Ereignisse wie der Finanzkrise von 2008 und der deut-
schen Vereinigung von 1989.

Schlagwörter: deutsche Vereinigung, Finanzkrise, kausale Rekonstruktion, Mechanismen
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Causal Mechanism and Explanation in Social Science

1 The concept of mechanism

The concept of mechanism is frequently used in the social sciences. In a conference 
devoted to “Causal Mechanisms in the Analysis of Social Policy Dynamics” in Bremen 
in November 2019, the concept became the target of attention. As Hedström and Swed-
berg (1996) observed, the concept “mechanism” can be traced back to seventeenth-
century realist philosophy. The interest of realist philosophy in scientific experimenta-
tion has led to what we now call natural sciences. The concept of mechanism is tied to 
Newtonian mechanics, and hence to coupled systems with tight links between their 
parts. In the social sciences, the concept has been part of its basic methodological issue, 
the nomothetic or idiographic nature of its statements. Historically, the social sciences 
have attempted to dissociate themselves from history and to claim their scientific na-
ture by resembling the lawful quality of the natural sciences. Today, the methodological 
claim that our general statements may possess the quality of “universal” social laws is 
no longer shared, a view not limited to those parts of the social sciences that deal em-
phatically with historical events. Talking about empirical regularities, we may instead 
speak of Robert K. Merton’s “theories of the middle range” or of social mechanisms, two 
concepts that delimit the sphere of possible theoretical generalization.

In the social sciences, and especially in political science, the word “mechanism” is fre-
quently used without definition of its substantive content, the steps in a process. I dis-
cussed the issue of mechanisms in 2002 and 2004; having convinced myself that the 
concept of mechanism is theoretically not promising, I tried to refrain from its use. The 
conference in Bremen challenged me to return to the issue. In the social sciences, the 
concept of mechanism is identified with an approach that looks for causal explanation. 
As Jon Elster puts it emphatically in the opening sentence of his 1989 book, “The em-
phasis in this book is on explanation by mechanisms” (1989, 3). Social processes called 
mechanisms explain causally the incidence of given explananda. Mechanisms supplant 
a mere statistical correlation by a stepwise causal explanation of their empirical linkage. 
Epistemologically speaking, the concept of social mechanisms is related to scientific (or 
critical) realism, a school emphasizing causal relationships and the historical variability 
of social phenomena (Bhaskar 1975; Pawson and Tilley 1997). In a recent article dis-
cussing “causal inquiry in International Relations,” Adam Humphreys (2019) contrasts 
scientific realism, which for him means looking for causal explanation, with empiri-
cism, which for him means correlational analysis. Insisting on causality, the realist ap-
proach is directed against the causal interpretation of observed statistical correlations. A 
correlation, this is the argument, may be a valid description of a statistical link between 
several empirical elements, but it is not a causal explanation. 
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There is, however, no absolute contradiction between statistical correlations and a causal 
explanation. James Mahoney (2016) has shown how the Bayes statistic that works with 
correlations can be used to reconstruct mechanism interpretations; in mixed-methods 
research, individual cases are selected from large-N results, and subjected to process 
tracing (Goertz 2017) to show the causal relations in their genesis. Process tracing, also 
discussed by Trampusch and Palier (2016), is “a methodology aiming to open up the 
‘black box’ of relationships linking dependent and independent variables in a causal 
chain, a process evolving over time” (Mayntz 2016, 484). Mechanisms are able to do just 
that. Since “mechanisms” refer to processes rather than structures, mechanisms can be 
subjected to “process tracing.” This, however, does not answer the question of whether 
in process tracing, “mechanisms” can be distinguished from other explanatory social 
processes; what, in other words, defines processes called mechanisms? 

The concept of mechanism is often related to a classic article by Machamer, Darden, 
and Craver (2000), three philosophers who have used chemical transmission and mo-
lecular neurobiology to define mechanisms. They suggest, but do not spell out, the use 
of mechanisms in the social sciences. In the social sciences, mechanisms, if defined at 
all, have been represented by the formula X g M g Y: a “mechanism” consists of initial 
conditions and a specific outcome, linked by a sequence of causally related events. Peter 
Hedström defines social mechanisms as “a constellation of entities or activities that are 
linked to one another in such a way that they regularly bring about a particular type of 
outcome” (2005, 11). More recently, Michèle Lamont (quoted in Lamont and Pierson 
2019, 16) has recounted her own definition of mechanisms “as a chain of events that 
[…] means to explain what links a certain initial condition (X) to a certain outcome (Y).” 
Gläser and Laudel (2019) define mechanisms similarly as “a sequence of causally linked 
events that occur repeatedly in reality if certain conditions are given, and link specified 
initial conditions to a specific outcome.” The word “repeatedly” must be underlined: 
mechanisms are general concepts, and if in a given analysis a concrete process is called 
a mechanism, this means that the specific case is an instance of a proposition that links 
specific initial conditions causally to a given outcome.

Using this conceptual model in the social sciences is confronted with a special problem. 
Humphreys (2019) points out, very correctly, that in the social sciences we are confront-
ed with the problem of observability, while in the natural sciences we often deal with 

“objective” entities you can see and feel, if needed using a technical instrument. In the 
social sciences we have many directly “unobservable” entities – specific organizations, 
states, social classes – though according to Humphreys (ibid., 565), “most scientific re-
alists […] subscribe to both entity realism and causal realism,” neglecting the problem 
of unobservability. As social scientists we must be careful when we deal with the often 
precarious relation between our concepts and the reality they point to. What is at stake, 
Humphreys continues, is a basic question: “To what extent do the presuppositions that 
underpin mainstream approaches to causal inquiry depart from the practice of natural 
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science […]?” (ibid., 580). This, in fact, is the wider epistemological context of the debate 
about social mechanisms: they assume the existence of empirical regularities and deny 
the view that all observed social events are historically unique.

2 The substantive content of “mechanism”

Provided that “social mechanism” is not simply a metaphor, used to copy the prestigeful 
natural sciences and simply equating the term “mechanism” with “processes causing a 
specific outcome,” what then are its defining features? This question refers to the nature 
of the elements and their causal linkage in the X -> M -> Y model. The nature of the 
elements and the type of causal relation implied in the concept is seen differently by 
different authors. While Elster (1989) speaks of human entities and their activities and 
interactions as the operating elements in mechanisms, other authors speak of structural 
features and culture as elements. Independent of the nature of the operating elements, 
additional questions arise with respect to the initial conditions: Are the initial condi-
tions in a causal process a single factor, or a set of co-existing different factors? As 
for the connection linking initial conditions to the defining outcome, is the process a 
strictly patterned sequence of directly related events, or a path of co-existing different 
processes? Looking at examples of processes called mechanisms illustrates the variety 
of answers to these questions. I shall illustrate some of them by turning to the financial 
crisis of the years 2008/2009, an example that also serves to elucidate the applicability 
of the concept of mechanism in analyzing a complex social event.

The financial crisis has generally been perceived as a “crisis”; in producing it, diverse 
processes following a special set of causes were combined. In an article I wrote on the 
crisis, I tried to extricate the connections between the behavior of banks, the behavior 
of banking clients, and of politics, explaining the crisis as an outcome of different pro-
cesses operating at the level of populations and different types of organizations (Mayntz 
2017). I did not use the concept of mechanism in that paper, but recently an article by 
Thomas Oatley (2019) made a methodological point of using or not using the concept 
in the analysis of the financial system. Oatley maintains “that in order to enhance our 
understanding of global financial interdependence, we need to draw heavily from the 
complexity sciences as motivated by evolutionary logics, and rely less than we do now 
on theoretical metaphors drawn from Newtonian mechanics” (ibid., 959). For Oatley, 
the financial system is a highly complex macro system, an “unpredictable system” in 
Boulding’s typology, composed of national and transnational banks, investment agen-
cies, regulatory agencies, and various populations of clients, all of them interacting with 
each other. Oatley is correct in rejecting Newtonian mechanics – and hence mecha-
nisms – as far as he talks about the macro event of the financial crisis of 2008, defined 



MPIfG Discussion Paper 20/7 | Mayntz: Causal Mechanism and Explanation in Social Science 4

with all of its particulars. But the concept of mechanism could be applied to some of 
the processes that led to the crisis; examples would be processes of contagion referring 
to the behavior of client populations, the diffusion of sales of a specific type of paper 
by banks, or the response of regulating authorities to liquidity shortages of banks. This 
suggests a division of explanatory modules: the concept of mechanism may apply to 
idealized types of specific social processes, but not necessarily to the development of an 
outcome like the financial crisis of 2008. In defining mechanisms, the cognitive process 
of abstraction plays a crucial role.

This will become clear if we look at several new publications on social mechanisms. 
Tulia Falleti and Julia Lynch (2009) published a list of “causal mechanisms” in a more 
general article. The so-called mechanisms they collect in a large table with proper cita-
tions are the following: belief formation, rational choice, brokerage, coordination, fram-
ing, power reproduction, positive feedback, layering, conversion, policy drift, increas-
ing returns, and functional consequence. The authors remark that the mechanisms they 
quote lie at different social levels – the level of populations (e.g., belief formation), of 
networks (e.g., brokerage), and of functionally differentiated systems (e.g., policy drift); 
what emerges is a micro (individuals), meso (organizations, institutions), and macro 
(societies) differentiation. The causal processes appear to differ between levels. At the 
level of population, a mechanism resembles a collective reaction of similar units to a 
uniform stimulus; examples would be diffusion, contagion, or mobilization, processes 
whose ideal X -> M -> Y pattern you can spell out at a high level of generalization. But 
in the production of macro phenomena or features of social systems, different process 
models work, as two examples may show.

Rudolf Stichweh (2019), a well-known follower of Luhmann, identifies a list of “genera-
tive mechanisms” that underlie the process of globalization, a process that leads to the 
present World Society – a social entity and his main topic. Stichweh refrains from for-
mulating a macro mechanism of globalization but identifies the generative mechanisms 
producing it; these are migration, communication, observation, and knowledge. These 
processes are involved in producing “globalization,” but they differ from the collective 
reaction of a population to a stimulus, and emphasize interaction. In another article the 
explanandum is not a specific social entity but a generalized property that social systems 
may possess: inequality. As in the case of Stichweh, there is no specified single mecha-
nism producing socio-economic inequality, but Lamont and Pierson (2019) identify a 
list of social mechanisms involved in its generation. The mechanisms are evaluation, le-
gitimization, quantification, commodification, and policy drift. In their article, the au-
thors show how each of these mechanisms functions in producing inequality. You can 
spell out a chain of steps if you focus on each of the tributary mechanisms, but again they 
differ from a collective response of a population to a given stimulus. 
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3 Mechanisms and historical events

Irrespective of their special logic, the processes called mechanisms are also involved in 
complex historical processes. In a paper by Wolfgang Streeck on the metamorphoses 
of European social policy, the trajectory of European social policy “has mutated from 
a projected social-democratic welfare state to a program for competitive adjustment 
to global markets” (2019, 117). The word “mechanism” never occurs in the article; the 
historical process Streeck describes is the result of a number of national, European, and 
global processes, both political and economic, all of them following a different logic. 
At the level of specification chosen by Streeck, his approach is similar to my analysis 
of the genesis of the financial crisis, emphasizing the varying combinations of national, 
European, and transnational processes over time. There is no doubt that in analyzing 
the process resulting in what we call the financial crisis of 2008, or the changes in Eu-
ropean social policy, some of the mechanisms identified for example by Stichweh, by 
Lamont and Pierson, and by Falleti and Lynch play a role, even though their joint op-
eration, evolving over time, does not fit the definition of mechanism. The identification 
of mechanisms fits processes involving large populations and interacting networks of 
organizations better than the generation of unique macro events, caused by the complex 
interaction of a set of factors that together serve to produce them. 

A perfect example is the process of German unification that happened between 1989 
and 1991. If you look at the many recently published anniversary analyses, you find a 
conjunction of highly diverse processes, operating at the same time and leading togeth-
er to the end result: German unification, as formally ratified by the German parliament. 
There are the events in the Soviet Union and Russia, the role of Gorbachev, the stand-off 
attitude of important Western allies, the wave of exits from the GDR via Hungary, the 
mounting dissatisfaction of the resident GDR population, and the slow work of op-
posed groups within the GDR aiming at reforms of the socialist system. These domes-
tic, European, and transnational factors do not form one mechanism; there are causal 
links between individual factors, but there is no sequence of causally connected events 
that would “explain” German unification. German unification at that particular point 
in time was contingent: it need not have happened, but it did, due to a specific constel-
lation of different factors operating over time. Roland Czada (2011), who studied the 
process of German unification, points out that the transformation of earlier socialist 
into capitalist western democracies is characterized by the contemporaneousness of dif-
ferent political, economic, and social (cultural) changes. Causal explanations of a given 
outcome or event, produced by the combination of several factors that operate at the 
same time, but according to different logics, confront us with the well-known dilemma 
of contemporaneousness, the Gleichzeitigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen. Processes follow-
ing a historical path combining several roads differ from causal explanations by a chain, 
a sequence of linked events as we find in processes we may call mechanisms. 
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The difference in perspective between these two modes of explanation was expressed, 
unknowingly, in the very first sentence of my book on the transformation of the East 
German research system in the process of German unification: “Im Rückblick erscheint 
eine Kette je für sich unerwarteter Ereignisse leicht als zwangsläufiger Ablauf ” (1994, 
15). German unification can be perceived as a forceful change in a political system, and 
hence as the “outcome” of a mechanism called revolution. If you define revolution as a 
forceful change in a political system, German unification is just one case in a category, 
a category including many cases which, looked upon closely, followed from widely dif-
ferent processes. Revolution as a “mechanism,” alongside other mechanisms like policy 
drift, conversion, or cooperation, refers to a highly general, conceptually construed pro-
cess. Applied to the case of German unification, the social mechanism of revolution is a 
mode of viewing reality, not a kind of process. 

Many social processes cannot be well understood if whittled down to a mechanism 
model. Falleti and Lynch (2009) recognize this problem when they argue for the inclu-
sion of “context” factors in the formulation of mechanisms. Their example is “democ-
ratization,” generally defined as the choice of political leadership by popular election. 
As the authors point out, democratization can have different meanings, depending on 
different procedural rules in defining the electorate and the process of choice. To spell 
out the varieties of popular election systems depending on their procedural character 
you need to add elements normally contained in the ceteris paribus clause of a general 
concept of democratization. Falleti and Lynch thus end up with three different types 
of democratization. This is simply a step on the way from a more general concept to a 
variety of different mechanisms of democratization. In formulating mechanisms, the 
level of generality can change. If coordination is a mechanism, “state” and “market,” as 
subtypes of coordination, can also be called mechanisms, “state” being construed as 
centralized hierarchy, and “market” as a system of demand interacting with supply. 

Processes called mechanisms are conceptual constructions, a “category of observation 
and selection,” as Grant (2007, 88) defines it. If we call a social process a mechanism, 
we refer to an abstract notion of a basic causal relationship involved in its production. 
Social mechanisms are a specific way of looking at reality – they are an “epistemologi-
cal instrument without primary empirical correspondence,” as observed by Katerina 
Strani (2010, 123). Whether they are used as parts of a process leading to a unique 
outcome like “World Society” as defined by Stichweh, or as part of a combination of fac-
tors explaining a historical event like the finance crisis of 2008 or German unification, 

“mechanisms” re-interpret generative processes in a reality that is conceived as a tightly 
coupled system. Reference to a given mechanism, identified by a name like “positive 
feedback” or “revolution,” simply refers to a familiar abstract model. The operation with 
model explanations may save us the effort of constructing a detailed causal path, which 
is conceivably the reason why “mechanisms,” words used without further definition, 
abound in substantive analyses. But that comes at a cost to understanding. To construe 
a given historical event as a case in a more general, abstract conceptual category means 
to neglect the details of its explanation. By designating a mechanism by a substantive, 
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such as revolution, diffusion or cooperation, the causal links between initial conditions 
and the outcome remain hidden. To speak of mechanisms in this way is a theoretical 
short-cut; it refers to a complicated process without detailing it. 
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