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Abstract
Utilising critical realist philosophy of social science, this article contends that discourse 
may be studied as a causal mechanism in the generation of events — and one relationally 
connected to mechanisms of differing kinds. To do this, it is argued that we should adopt 
critical discourse analysis rather than the guidance of poststructuralist discourse theory. 
After establishing the key assumptions of poststructuralist discourse theory, some of 
the substantive analytical tendencies that secrete are discussed and illustrated through a 
look at the treatment of humanitarian discourse in the International Relations literature 
on the nature of Western warfare. The article then places discourse within a critical 
realist view of the social world. I argue that unlike in poststructuralist discourse theory, 
with critical realism, discourse can be differentiated from the realm of extra-discursive 
practice, placed in dialectical relation to this wider realm of social relations, and analysed 
as a possible causal mechanism in the generation of social phenomena, alongside these 
other mechanisms, as a way to better determine discourse’s actual effect on events. 
critical discourse analysis is introduced as offering an amenable methodological tool-kit 
for studying discourse as conceptualised in this way.
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Introduction

This article seeks a way that discourse can be studied as a causal mechanism in the gen-
eration of the macro-social events studied by International Relations (IR) scholars. I do 
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this because of dissatisfaction not only with how discourse is often studied in IR, but also 
because of the avoidance of discourse analysis in the study of empirical puzzles which 
clearly involve some significant impact being attributed to a particular discourse or dis-
courses. Of course, to the extent that every social event or act involves some level of 
communication, anything can be analysed for the discourses that surround and give 
 meaning to it. To do so for most IR scholars means to adopt a ‘discourse perspective’ — 
specified by the most popular discourse-analytic sub-field in IR, poststructuralist dis-
course theory (PDT) (Torfing, 2005: 3). Within PDT it is contended that to study 
discourse one must avoid any pretence to claims of having found some relatively vital 
causal relationship within a phenomenon, or any meaningful role for extra-discursive 
‘reality’. It is this aspect of PDT that I wish to challenge, with the hope of opening up the 
study of discourse to scholars not willing to adopt a discourse perspective on the social 
world. To do so I propose a foundation, and some tools, for which discourse might be 
studied as but one causal thing among myriad possible others.

It may be questioned whether opening the study of discourse to scholars unwilling to 
adopt a PDT perspective on the social world is necessary, or whether it is even feasible. 
Maybe causal social science is adequate without integrating discourse within explanatory 
narratives? Or maybe attempting to do so means integrating that which cannot be inte-
grated, a world of causal ‘things’ and a world of the non-causal but instead constitutive?

As far as the question of need is concerned, this article presents, as an illustrative 
example, the IR literature on the nature of late-modern Western war. Here PDT’s domi-
nance seems to either short-circuit the adequate study of discourse, or causes those who 
adopt a poststructuralist or postmodernist perspective to grant certain discourses a ques-
tionable degree of influence. I particularly concentrate on a discourse of humanitarian-
ism said by many to strikingly affect the ‘Western way of war’ since the end of the Cold 
War. It is clear that this discourse is an important element in theorizations of the present 
and future manifestations of war for the West. There are, however, vastly different posi-
tions on the direction of its effect without any forthright attempt to garner evidence that 
would go some way towards reconciliation. In short, some further analysis of the dis-
course is needed. But the nature of existing theoretical frameworks — where significant 
play is given to extra-discursive causal elements such as technology, system structure or 
post-industrial social conditions — means that in order to resolve disagreements by 
building upon existing knowledge, a PDT perspective is inadequate.

To show how this is so, I begin this article with a discussion of the foundational tenets 
of PDT. I contend that these give rise to methodological choices which could not offer up 
the kind of evidence needed to address empirical puzzles involving competing views on 
the impact of a discourse or discourses, and which also involve the operation of extra-
discursive causal ‘things’. PDT is in short too ambiguous on the status of the extra-discur-
sive. While PDT does not deny the reality of a world outside of discourse, there is an 
important block thrown up against integrating it meaningfully into analysis. With an inter-
vention assisted by the philosophical position of critical realism (CR) — which it should 
be here noted is fundamentally useful for the way it emphasizes ontological reflection 
over epistemology — it is contended that poststructuralism’s philosophical ontology 
is anti-realist and therefore allows researchers to do no more than offer internally rich 
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studies unconcerned with external validity. While there is no sure-fire philosophical argu-
ment against seeing our relationship to the social world in a way that such studies are not 
the pinnacle of social analysis (Jackson, 2011; Montiero and Ruby, 2009), I am making 
the analytical bet (see Kratochwil, 2007) that a CR-influenced view of discourse can lead 
to productive new substantive insights by opening up discourse analysis to scholars who 
want to view it as a causal part of their broader explanation.

After then presenting the Western war literature to illustrate how the dominance of 
PDT may be contributing to detrimental absences in our understanding of certain phe-
nomena, I turn to CR to develop a view of discourse as a certain kind of causal mechanism 
among myriad others. Here it is clear that the nature of discourse as a possibly causal thing 
does presuppose a turn away from studying causality through ‘variable testing’. Discourse, 
defined as a ‘cohesive ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categorizations’ (Epstein, 2008: 
2) that affords a ‘way of speaking which gives meaning to experiences from a particular 
perspective’ (Phillips and Jørgensen, 2002: 66–67), is rightly posited by PDT as too tightly 
interwoven with every aspect of social life to allow for its proposition as a variable which 
independently pushes some separate ‘dependent variable’ (Hansen, 2006: 26).

Fortunately, a general dissatisfaction with the status of causal social science as vari-
able testing is growing in IR.1 Some CR-influenced theorists offer a fundamental re-
imagining of causality that can account for discourse as a causal aspect of the social 
world (Kurki, 2008; Lebow, 2009; Wight, 2004a). The key to this is a view of causality 
as involving the dispositional properties or tendencies of entities that, when activated 
within a system, generate events — and are then deemed causal mechanisms. And as 
Colin Wight argues, as ‘one of the processes in a concrete system that makes it what it is 
… semiotic systems have mechanisms, but they may also themselves be considered 
some of the mechanisms that make the social what it is’ (2004a: 284). Here one shows 
causality as well as one can, and does so in ways shaped by the nature of the causal 
mechanism in question.

Finally, the article concludes with an introduction to critical discourse analysis (CDA), 
the most promising discourse-analytic perspective for the study of discourse as a causal 
mechanism — and a method as yet under-utilized in IR (though see Jackson, 2005). CDA 
contains a wide-ranging field of scholars with one important over arching commitment: the 
study of discourse as something which stands in dialectical relation to other extra-discursive 
forms of social practice. To provide an introduction to how a CDA perspective might help 
IR scholars, I tap into the work of one of CDA’s most prominent theorists, Norman 
Fairclough, because he has already begun to sync his work with CR philosophical insights 
(Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999; Fairclough, 2000, 2003, 2005). The article thus con-
cludes by emphasising how CDA tools, if grounded in a CR view of the social world, 
would contrast to a PDT framework by allowing scholars to creatively trace the dialectical 
relationship between discourse and prominent extra-discursive mechanisms over time in 
order to develop contingent generalisations about what effect discourse is having on a phe-
nomenon of interest. It is hoped that through this outline, bolstered as it is by an under-
standing of the deep methodological reasons one might choose to turn to CDA, IR scholars 
will more readily attempt the discourse-analytic work necessary when their empirical inter-
ests intersect with some contended place for important discursive influence.
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Poststructuralist discourse theory

As Louise Phillips and Marianne W. Jørgensen describe the impetus for the discourse-
analytic movement in the social sciences, ‘underlying the word “discourse” is the general 
idea that language is structured according to different patterns that people’s utterances 
follow when they take part in different domains of social life’ (2002: 1). Through dis-
course analysis these patterns can be studied for their impact on events and the general 
development of the social world. PDT does this by adapting for social analysis certain 
tenets of the wider philosophical position of poststructuralism.

PDT’s fundamental premise is that while there is of course a ‘real world’ of objects 
independent of our knowledge, it is only through meaning-making that these objects 
become real to us (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001). Ernesto Laclau and Chantel Mouffe (2001: 
105) call this articulatory nature of the social world discourse, and they contend that all 
social phenomena are encompassed by it (Phillips and Jørgensen, 2002: 33). Thus dis-
course is ‘coterminous with the social’ (Torfing, 2005: 8), and the social is structured in 
the same way as that which is assumed to be the most elemental system of social interac-
tion, and progenitor of the meaning-making capacity of discourse — language (Phillips 
and Jørgensen, 2002: 35; Zito, 1984: 8–9).

A particular understanding of language allows PDT theorists to emphasize how there 
is no real ‘transcendental centre [i.e. referent] that structures the entire structure’ (Torfing, 
2005: 8). They draw on the structuralist linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s (1986) influen-
tial thesis that the relation between linguistic signs and their supposed referents in the 
world is arbitrary. The meaning of signs in language, Saussure contended, is only deter-
mined by their relation to other signs — and this relation-making is a social process 
between signifier (words) and signified (concepts), rather than something determined by 
nature (Sayer, 2000: 36). At the social level, signs gain their meaning within wider dis-
course structures, or ‘discursive totalities’ (Laclau and Mouffe, 2001: 107). Thus as a 
particularly important node in social construction, discourse creates meaning and its 
traces create reality (Epstein, 2008: 7).

It is important to emphasize the ontological nature of these claims, as this has signifi-
cant influence on the methodological choices of poststructuralist discourse research in IR. 
Discourse ‘is not equivalent to “ideas”; discourse incorporates material as well as idea-
tional factors’ (Hansen, 2006: 17). In fact, analysts claim to be ‘moving beyond the meta-
physical oppositions of idealism and materialism’ (Campbell, 1998: 25; Daly, 2008). It is 
not ‘as if’ the world is discursive, or even that we should only study discourse because it 
is the most reliable source of knowledge. All the factors researchers take into account — 
biological, psychological, institutional or whatever — are discursive objects first and 
foremost. This means that integrating into our analyses any foundational or objective real-
ity ‘in its naked existence’ (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987: 85) — that is, apart from the social 
interpretation of it — ‘is not only unnecessary methodologically but it amounts to collaps-
ing back the very distinction (between the social and the natural world) that had opened 
up the space for constructivist approaches in the first place’ (Epstein, 2008: 7).

Social analysis here is about mapping discursive structures to show how they produce 
objects, and especially subjects — and critique takes the form of deconstructing discursive 
totalities away from their ‘hegemonic’ status to open up what is perceived as a ‘closure’ 
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(Torfing, 2005: 20). Subjects, or more accurately their identities, are developed against an 
‘other’. In deconstruction, the ahistorical or fixed constructions of objects or identities are 
exposed as contingent and relationally structured, and counter-discourses are proposed as 
possible ways a situation could have been (Campbell, 1998: 20–24). Analysts may also seek 
to find some ‘blank spot’ or contradiction for which a particular discourse shows its weak-
ness, or conduct a ‘genealogy’ which ‘traces the formation of a concept’ (Hansen, 2006: 212).

Also following from the poststructuralist ontology is a rejection of causality. As Lene 
Hansen writes:

for discursive causality to be considered an actual casual effect, one needs to separate two 
variables and to observe each independently of the other. This, however, is precluded by 
poststructuralism’s insistence on the ontological significance of discursive practice: identities 
are produced, and reproduced, through … discourse, and there is thus no identity existing prior 
to and independently of … [action]. (Hansen, 2006: 26)

Analytically, this also means that there is ‘no extra- or non-discursive realm of explana-
tions from which one might construct competing explanations’ (Hansen, 2006: 25). 
Analysts are not concerned with the contentions of causal social science in any meaning-
ful sense, but with asking questions that the mainstream would not — questions primar-
ily about how discursive representations of the social constitute the identities of actors 
(Torfing, 2005: 22).

While poststructuralists neither deny the material world nor claim that it has no place 
within their analyses,2 many critics do contend that an extra-discursive dimension to 
social processes and practices is detrimentally absented within PDT analysis. Though 
Hansen (2006) argues that practice simply is discourse, others define practice as the 
extra-discursive ‘competent performances’ that ‘engage with the relationship between 
agency and the social and natural environments’ (Adler and Pouliot, 2011: 2). We may 
begin to ask how plausibly this part, as seen by others, is incorporated.

Sympathetic critics such as Mark Laffey (2000) and Iver B. Neumann (2002) worry 
that poststructuralists have not integrated a sufficiently wide array of factors to constitute 
convincing or even socially responsible analyses. Based on a critique of David Campbell’s 
(1992) work on the US foreign policy Laffey argues that poststructuralist accounts can-
not help but ‘participate in, rather than overturn, “established modes of thought and 
action …” [and as] explanations … are undermined by the account of the social they 
presuppose’ (2000: 430). Given that Campbell claims that poststructuralist analysis 
should help one ‘consider the manifest political consequences of adopting one mode of 
representation over another’ (Campbell, 1992: 4), Laffey finds the representation he 
establishes absents internationalized capitalist forces in favour of a global social order 
driven by new representations of ‘flux and uncertainty’, and thus actually reinforces the 
capitalist system by eliding its possible influence (2000: 434–440).

We can extend this critique by positing that even if these capitalist forces are at some 
point representationalized in discourse, Campbell must only cover a limited number of 
discursive practices because many do not have presence in the utterances pertinent to his 
cases. For instance, we can easily find, as is Campbell’s (1998) central concern in 
National Deconstruction, lack of a multicultural ethos in the Western plans for Bosnian 
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partition in the mid-1990s. Those policy documents have as their subject actually war-
ring parties. So as much as they may constitute these parties through their representation, 
there is also a practically efficacious aspect to conflict that biases these documents 
towards speaking of the parties as such — as different groups. But rarely in such policy 
documents will one find meaningful reference to certain underlying economic or politi-
cal forces. If an official is trying to look as though she is doing all she can for a humani-
tarian goal, she of course does not speak about such seemingly petty things as market 
stability or the Vietnam syndrome.

While Laffey is writing from a historical materialist perspective, Neumann (2002) gen-
erally seeks to maintain a poststructuralist stance on the social world while improving 
analysts’ ability to account for practice in all its facets. To do so he turns to the ethno-
graphic concern with culture, presenting it as a mediating stratum between discourse and 
practice (Neumann, 2002: 630). In his empirical example, culture becomes synonymous 
with the ‘stories’ we tell about how practice ought to play out (Neumann, 2002: 648–649). 
So in Neumann’s telling, a discourse or discourses exist, and actors work against or with 
these to create conceptual proposals or stories about future practice. Once practice 
becomes initiated, the cycle turns back and stories are told about it which then influence 
discourse. He writes that to study this we ‘must and should choose other points of depar-
ture and include other kinds of material than the study of texts’ (Neumann, 2002: 651).

While this ‘practice turn’ is portrayed by Neumann (2002) as a ‘compliment’ to post-
structuralist work, it actually reflects the need to break with poststructuralist ontology 
when seeking to explain the effects of discourse. For other design-stage ‘fixes’ to post-
structuralist analysis — both Hansen (2006: 218) and Jennifer Milliken (1999) offer 
cogent attempts to systematize and make more rigorous poststructuralist discourse-ana-
lytic methods — emphasize how fundamental a break Neumann is suggesting, as they 
actually contradict his concerns.

Hansen emphasizes the differing analytical goals possible within PDT. Her own 
empirical analysis diverges significantly from Campbell’s findings on Bosnia (Hansen, 
2006: 218), suggesting that competing explanations can be juxtaposed in search of more 
precise knowledge and a fix for the sense that conclusions are ‘given in theory’ (Laffey, 
2000: 430). But as Hansen (2006: 218) admits, within a poststructuralist frame it is 
impossible to ‘determine who is right’. There can only be an internal concern with ‘the 
relationship between analytical and methodological decisions and the analysis pro-
duced’, because there is no way to ‘measure’ the causal impact of one discourse over 
another, and no way to step outside of discourse (Hansen, 2006: 218). There is thus no 
explanatory reason to include Neumann’s ‘other kinds of materials’.

Milliken (1999: 227–228) argues that it is a mistake for PDT analysis to remain 
abnormal, as part of the ‘anti-scientism’ and ‘dissident’ nature of discourse theory, to the 
degree theorists actively avoid considering best methods and practices. To arrive at these 
best practices she determines the maxims that all poststructuralist analyses are commit-
ted to. Her first maxim — that discourses are systems of signification — is presented in 
the Saussurian sense of being detached from any relation to a referent (Milliken, 1999: 
229). With this in mind, scholars are logically prevented from analytically stepping out-
side of discourse in order to explain phenomena (Wight, 2006: 135), as Neumann seems 
to demand. The second and third maxims — that discourses are productive of objects 
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being defined by the discourse, and are constantly open to re-articulation — are por-
trayed in ways that militate against seeing discourse as something which interacts with 
other social objects. The commitment to seeing discourses as in need of constant re-
articulation, as in constant flux, is principally true but empirically an interesting matter 
of degree (Chouliaraki, 2002), something Milliken does not emphasize, thus Neumann’s 
concern over ‘which … narratives will make a difference, of how this may or may not 
happen, and with what effects’ (2002: 651).

The real problem from a CR perspective is that these methodological considerations 
are actually shaped from epistemological reflection on what can be known rather than 
ontological reflection on how the nature of objects would demand certain methodo-
logical moves. Wight (2004b: 205) argues, in a critique of deconstruction that is appli-
cable to PDT, that ‘the real distinction between the Real of critical realism and that of 
deconstruction lies in the a priori manner … deconstruction denies the possibility of 
coming to know the real’. He claims that deconstructionists are ‘drawing ontological 
conclusions from epistemological arguments’ (Wight, 2004b). Roy Bhaskar (2008: 5) 
identifies this ‘epistemic fallacy’ as the root of damaging philosophical and methodo-
logical errors. Wight specifically notes Jacques Derrida’s (1988: 148) claim — one that 
fits well within PDT — that ‘all reality has the structure of a differential trace’ as an 
example of this epistemic fallacy at work; assuming that because we cannot know the 
world except through our interpretive experience, it is also entirely structured as the 
language we use to interpret it. As one advocate admits, poststructuralists ‘simultane-
ously accept the existence of referents and insist that whatever reality is ascribed to 
them, this ascription is the product of a political articulation’ (Wilmont, 2005: 763, 
latter emphasis added).

CR would further note the epistemic fallacy at work in the denial of causation. 
Analysts claim to be interested in showing the impact that certain discourses have — a 
‘focus … on the political consequences and effects of particular representations and how 
they came to be’ (Campbell, 1998: 5). Then why not propose discourse as a causal ele-
ment of the social world, however difficult this may be to show? Analytical difficulty 
undergirds ontological specification. Because discourse is in constant entwinement with 
action, talk of causation is elided and we at best are left with rich analyses incommensu-
rable with each other outside a comparison of analytical choices, or at worst with a dis-
cursive representation that others would with good reason find problematic.

Epistemological trepidation pushes PDT, despite acknowledgement of a real world, 
into anti-realism — defined as acknowledgement of a real and knowledge-independent 
world but rejection of any meaningful independence of it from our minds (Miller, 2010). 
Language might as well be all that is real. If we know at the very least that something 
exists without our knowledge of it, is it wholly inappropriate to begin positing how some 
of these things are when they may be causally efficacious to social events? If it is inap-
propriate or even unnecessary there is no place for explanations involving the discourse 
causes of social phenomena as related to other kinds of things, nor the establishment of 
representations that can be judged more or less right against competing explanations. 
This is not to say that we can hope to test whether something like geography or techno-
logical superiority is more causal than a particular discourse, but that at the very least we 
should be able to determine if a discourse has a directional effect of constraint or 
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enablement on certain actions within a phenomenon given other influences like geogra-
phy, technology, or whatever.

But is this epistemological trepidation really a problem with substantive effects on our 
knowledge of IR phenomena? What are the situations in which PDT is inadequate, and 
what do they tell us about the way discourse might need to be reconceptualized? In the 
following section I offer the illustrative example of a literature which contains a dis-
course-centric empirical puzzle that remains under-analysed precisely because of a lack 
of conceptual resources by which discourse can be causally connected to a wider realm 
of extra-discursive (and also discursive) practices that form the bulk of the explanation. 
With the discussion above it should become clear that a PDT analysis would not help, 
except with certain methods, to address this puzzle: the puzzle’s force is predicated on 
there being two diametrically opposed explanations relative to discourse; and a failure to 
analyse discourse in depth flows directly from an inability to explicitly present discourse 
as causal in relation to other things.

Humanitarian discourse and the Western way of war

Because of the Western coalitionary wars of the post-Cold War era, indeed ‘postnational’ 
in Ulrich Beck’s (2005) view, a research programme has developed that views certain 
wars as the product of often global, or at least broadly Western, social relations (for early 
examples, see Roxborough, 1994; Shaw, 1988: ch. 1). Studies of these ‘Western wars’ 
concentrate on how unlikely major-power war is after the Cold War because of nuclear 
weapons, economic integration and other factors (Moaz and Gat, 2001; Mueller, 1989); 
and the nature of Western warfare is concluded to be something of a technologically 
advanced spectator-sport for Western societies (Gray, 1997; McInnis, 2002; Van Creveld, 
1991). Theorizations also feature concern with the moral discourses that both enable and 
constrain war. War transformation issues even bleed over significantly into international 
ethics (see Banta, 2011; Burke, 2004, 2005; Orend, 2006). Prominent in numerous theo-
rizations, along with a continued emphasis on the influence of globalization and technol-
ogy, is a striking concern with the role of humanitarianism in shaping warfare (for 
landmark studies, see Coker, 2001; Ignatieff, 2000). Beginning with the ‘war on terror’ 
especially, a striking divergence in opinion developed over what exactly humanitarian-
ism was doing to shape Western war — whether it was constraining or enabling the 
West’s warring tendencies.

IR scholars contend that a surge in humanitarian security discourse in the 1990s was 
the result of a unique combination of post-Cold War liberal dominance and the recogni-
tion that instability within states was one of the greatest threats to international peace and 
security (Barnett, 2008; Murphy, 1996; Weiss, 2007). Many scholars also believe that the 
human rights logic embedded within such security endeavours works counter to the logic 
of war (Farrell, 2005; Risse-Kappen et al., 1999; Thomas, 2001). And yet, as Western 
powers sought to conduct war after 9/11, the rhetoric of humanitarianism seemed to play 
a crucial role both in its initial legitimization, and in the combat and peace operations that 
followed in Afghanistan and Iraq (Freedman, 2005; Heinze, 2006). This led to surprise 
and even outrage in some corners (Roth, 2004). These wars were ‘Old War’, as Mary 
Kaldor (2005) put it — replete with marshal motivations of state’s interest aimed towards 
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the total defeat of another enemy-state regime. They should not, according to some, have 
contained a high degree of humanitarian legitimation, thought incompatible with a ‘war 
system’ (Lawler, 2002: 154). How do we theorize the Western way of war given this 
puzzle?

One perspective, holding that humanitarian discourse on balance constrains the West 
from fuller manifestations of war, emphasizes how war is globalized and shaped by con-
cerns for global markets, institutions and sentiments more than some sense of pure mili-
tary victory (Rasmussen, 2006: 11). And globally conscious societies means that Western 
war-makers are forced to address the dictates of burgeoning humanitarianism. So, for 
instance, humanitarian organizations and rhetoric must be ‘annexed’ to make acceptable 
the deaths of civilians that might otherwise be interpreted as the result of callous risk 
avoidance (Shaw, 2005: 91–92). Or, Western states symbolically close off war by declar-
ing the end to ‘major-combat operations’ because of concerns that the ‘post-war recon-
struction’ period will result in higher rates of civilian casualties — and thus adverse 
public attention (Shaw, 2005: 77). But, these theorists conclude, ‘humane warfare can 
only be a palliative measure to reduce the risks of getting it horribly wrong’ (Coker, 
2009: 130).

As Martin Shaw argues, the over-riding risk to be avoided for war practitioners is sol-
dier deaths, and so no matter the effect sought through humanitarian appropriation, it will 
often be revealed that ‘[c]ivilians’ risks were proportional not to the risks to soldiers … 
but to the political risks of negative coverage’ (2005: 135; see also Crawford, 2007; Smith, 
2008). This, he believes, causes Western societies, because we live in an ‘age of human 
rights’ (Shaw, 2002: 357), to demand ever greater civilian protections when soldier deaths 
approach zero (2005: 136) — what Michael Ignatieff calls the ‘basic equality of moral 
risk’ (2000: 161). Driving further constraints on war is thus ‘not so much legal norms as 
the perception that all the individual lives mattered … [such that even] the world’s most 
powerful state could be brought to account’ (Shaw, 2005: 138).

This perspective, it is argued by critics, contains the logical implication that anything 
that allows major war to occur must be of a ‘second order reality’, and will eventually be 
called to account by more fundamental material realities and their concomitant norma-
tive discourses (Malešević, 2008: 107). Humanitarianism aligns with a contended likely 
future world order that has adapted to globalization through institutional mechanisms 
concerned with the global citizen (Beck, 1997; Held, 2003). And it inherently goes 
against the grain of some salient practices or by-products of modern war, such as civilian 
casualties, the destruction of infrastructure and the increased media coverage that makes 
them more noticeable (Kaldor, 2006). In all, we see that humanitarianism is theorized as 
an important constraining piece within a much broader set of social relations.

A counter-perspective, of which many adherents are more in line with a PDT outlook 
on the social, emphasizes humanitarianism as a force multiplier within the new Western 
way of war. Western war is made attractive largely because of humanitarianism. 
Technological war capabilities are, through the help of electronic media, ‘deployed with 
a new ethical imperative for global democratic reform … and humanitarian intervention’ 
(Der Derian, 2000: 772; 2009). There is a symbiotic relationship between humanitarianism 
and other determinants, rather than their more dialectical relation in the above perspec-
tive (see also Dillon and Reid, 2009; Jabri, 2007).



388  European Journal of International Relations 19(2)

These theorists make a connection between the cosmopolitanism motivating the pre-
vious position and policy makers’ more self-interested motives. Cosmopolitan scholars 
‘are providing … a legitimizing discourse in which neo-conservatism can situate itself’ 
by constructing a humanitarian discourse within the security realm that serves to de-
politicize the choice of war (Dexter, 2008: 56; see also Douzinas, 2007: chs 6–7; Žižeck, 
2005). The symbiotic relationship between humanitarianism and Western war is con-
tended to be especially evident in its use to legitimize even the means of war (see 
Hancock, 2010). Humanitarianism is argued to ‘produce’ civilian deaths as ‘accidents’ 
rather than violations of humanitarian norms (Beier, 2003; Owens, 2003).

With near-diametrically opposed conclusions on humanitarianism and war, high-
lighted is doubt about whether scholars have got ten this important issue right. As it 
stands, though, it is difficult to cull evidence of discourse-in-action from existing works 
that would allow for some determination between the two perspectives. Both make 
claims implying that the most crucial test period is humanitarian discourse’s influence 
during the height of conflict, where soldier and civilian casualties, the influence of new 
technologies, and other exigencies would most forcefully activate the various causal 
determinants of the way of Western war. Yet in the first perspective, humanitarianism is 
defended based on logical arguments for its conceptual fit with new realities theorized 
outside of a war context. Kaldor, for instance, acknowledges the humanitarian rhetoric of 
the wars, but refuses to accept its possible influence on grounds of conceptual friction 
with a reality where ‘if the concern is humanitarian, it cannot be authorized unilaterally by 
a government that represents a particular group of citizens, it requires some multilateral 
authority’ (2008: 29). Instead of investigating humanitarianism in war, as a discourse, its 
operative character is derived from prior cosmopolitan theorizations of globalization. The 
functional whole of globalization dictates how war practices and the social forces of their 
generation are perceived.

The ultra-critical view of humanitarianism holds that the proposed universality of 
human rights creates non-acceptance of the Other, which drives extreme differentiations 
and vilifications that lead to the perceived necessity to change others through force and 
expansion (Baker, 2010; Jahn, 2007a: 90–94; 2007b). Human rights can thus stand ‘as a 
moral structure above the law or as a substitute for the legal structure itself’ (Hardt and 
Negri, 2004: 27). Given the concrete effects contended, one would assume that evidence 
would have to go beyond noting some conceptual quirk, or even the correlation between 
the rhetoric of a largely academic, official or activist discourse of humanitarianism and 
the presence of war. But this is never done (Chandler, 2009). To make the leap from a 
correlation to causation without considering possible counter-explanations, especially 
when the contention is so counterintuitive, seems unpersuasive (Walzer, 2004: 252). As 
Shaw (2008: 379) notes of Vivienne Jabri’s (2007) work, the argument that humanitari-
anism is a legitimating discourse of war is gleaned from an abstract reading of elite and 
scholarly discourse rather than any meaningful engagement with the practices of war.

What is clear is that neither a critical-explanatory account of Western war nor a more 
postmodern perspective adequately analyses a discourse which does so much work in 
their theorizations. For the former, it may simply be that given a proclivity to understand 
the world in terms of material structures and processes such as globalization and 
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technological advancement, there is no room for a discourse perspective. How would 
one study discourse alongside the causal structures that form the backbone of the explan-
atory framework if the dominant discourse-analytic perspective presupposes that we 
cannot understand these structures as such? For the latter, it seems that the worst fears of 
poststructuralism’s critics are at work. Because causality and external validity are chime-
ras, scholars seem to simply choose a discourse present in elite utterances and grant it a 
great deal of power. There is an all too simple movement from media or official texts to 
contending ‘an untested constitutive nature and a perlocutionary force upon the social 
issue’ (Molina, 2009: 194). The fundamental premises of CR, tapped in the next section, 
can help develop a view of discourse that fits within an explanatory social science that 
can delineate between competing truth claims based on empirical evidence of the rela-
tions between the discursive and the extra-discursive.

Critical realism: Discourse as a causal mechanism

While there are numerous varieties of philosophical realism (Harré, 1986; Putnam, 
1982), the critical realism begun by the work of Bhaskar (1989, 1998, 2008) is most 
concerned with the social sciences and their conceptually imbued subject matter. If we 
accept realism, we must acknowledge that it is the make-up of objects ‘that determines 
their cognitive possibilities for us’ (Bhaskar, 1998: 25). Thus social science practice can 
either implicitly or explicitly begin with ontology. Explicit ontological reflection, how-
ever fallible (Cruickshank, 2004), offers the possibility of a more cogent foundation by 
forcing one to place their presuppositions out front. CR seeks to ‘underlabour’ in this 
endeavour by determining the necessary though very basic ontology of both the natural 
and social worlds from transcendental question and argument — that is, asking what 
must be true for X to be possible (Collier, 1994: 20). Bhaskar centres his transcendental 
argument on the success of scientific experiments, and — especially for the social sci-
ences — the possibility of social practice.3

With broad CR methodological implications extensively detailed elsewhere (see 
Archer, 1995; Danermark et al., 2002; Sayer, 1992), I will merely outline CR’s implica-
tions for the place of discourse within our scientific and social ontologies. At a basic 
level, CR argues for a world that is ‘structured, differentiated, stratified, and changing’ 
(Danermark et al., 2002: 5). Bhaskar argues that reality is deeply layered,4 so that lying 
beneath appearances are structures which act as mechanisms in the generation of events 
(1998: 9–12). Thus what is real is not exhausted by what is experienced or readily appre-
hensible; magnetic fields or norms are unseen, but we deduce their reality by first posing 
them as theoretical entities and then seeking to observe evidence for them in the world of 
appearances. Ontological reflection on this deeply structured social reality, and dis-
course’s place within it, can help us identify how discourse should be studied.

Ontological depth implies the structured, differentiated and relative materiality of 
social objects in the world. There must first of all be structure to reality for it to have 
depth which we can uncover and make use of. Differentiation and materiality are depend-
ent on a commitment to emergence in social phenomena, the latter meaning that there are 
objects that ‘arise from and depend on some more basic phenomena yet are simultaneously 
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autonomous from that base’ (Bedau and Humphreys, 2008: 1). Emergent objects contain 
powers and are able to have effects not contained within their more basic building blocks. 
And ‘materiality’ here merely denotes some relatively enduring thing that exists beyond 
the conception of individual agents (see Bhaskar, 1989: ch. 7; Jäger, 2001). Thus though 
we may speak of a material world in the sense of rocks, rain and the like, CR identifies 
‘emergent materiality’ as anything that has ‘an ontologically objective and socially con-
sequential existence, whether or not any actors are aware of them’ (Porpora, 1993: 222). 
This would include discourse, at least for individual actors at specific moments in time. 
Meaning-making results in emergent shared conceptual structures and ideas that indi-
viduals must work with as they act (Fairclough et al., 2004).

Also derived from scientific and social practice is the contention that events in the world 
truly are caused, but that they are not caused by concatenations of other events (‘constant 
conjunctions’). Especially in a conceptually imbued open system, similar events over time 
may be preceded by different combinations of events, and so there must instead be tenden-
cies within social entities that combine to generate events (Kurki, 2008). Bhaskar contends 
that social scientific generalization can thus only consist of the ‘historically restricted ten-
dencies’ of things which in certain circumstances or for periods of history ‘may never be 
manifested but which are nevertheless essential to the understanding (and the changing) of 
the different forms of social life’ (1998: 54). In place of a view of causation as constant 
conjunctions, which we will remember is the view that poststructuralists explicitly reject, 
CR proposes the causal mechanism. Defined as ‘that aspect of the inner and environmental 
structure of a thing by virtue of which the thing has a certain power’ (Demetriou, 2009: 
444), a mechanism can be any real entity — whether an institution, an agent’s psychologi-
cal or biological condition, or a discourse — that is ‘the operative or motive part, process, 
or factor in a concrete system that produces a result’ (Wight, 2004a: 288).

For the scientific process of uncovering causal mechanisms, a distinction is made 
between the intransitive and the transitive. The former are the objects of scientific analy-
sis, while the latter are the always-mediated discourses we use to describe them. 
Poststructuralists want to contend that all of society is transitive because the world is 
made real through discourse (Laclau, in Laclau and Bhaskar, 1998: 10). CR contends that 
discourses being analysed are intransitive enough to be studied as causal objects. Even 
as discourse is shaped by the words and actions of many agents over time, at any one 
time it is relatively intransitive to those studying it or even being affected by it. All tran-
sitivity means is that our scientific conjectures are always more or less fallible. What 
ends up happening for PDT is that there are meanings and objects, and they reject any-
thing we can say about the latter. I want to contend that not only should we say something 
about the latter, but that there are also ‘meaningful objects’. As Amit Ron argues, if 
society depends upon ‘relatively enduring shared meanings’:

... meanings become (relatively) fixed and thus (relatively) independent from the discursive 
context of their production. Therefore … in some cases we can treat meaningful objects the 
same way we treat natural objects. (2010: 156–157)

Anti-realists often contend that this objectification of discourse means an essentializa-
tion that fixes it to its referent, and thus requires a strict correspondence theory of truth that 
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is easily shown to be untenable (Potter, 1996). Remember that for PDT all that is important 
is the relationship between signs, where the referent has no role. CR does not wish to do 
away with this relationship, but to add the referent in a tripartite schema that can realisti-
cally represent the processes of stabilization or change in discourse (Sayer, 2000: 36–38). 
Furthermore, the referent contains both the object for which words refer, and also other 
discourses and our ‘practical involvement in the world’ (Sayer, 2000: 38). Instead of an 
overwrought concern with essentialism, Andrew Sayer contends that ‘we can avoid imply-
ing that any object has a single essence … if essences can change or be acquired because it 
is merely that “which makes it one kind of object or social relation rather than any other 
kind”’ (2000: 85, 87). The causal status of a discourse is akin to understanding its momen-
tary essence — that aspect of its structure by which it is able to have an effect at some 
specified moment. The productive ability of discourse is acknowledged, but we avoid what 
can only be an exaggerated metaphor when it is contended that discourse constructs per-
sons or objects. Instead, we must insist on the more accurate formulation that the discursive 
effect ‘of treating certain persons as if they were x, can in varying degrees, depending on 
the situation, succeed in making them x’ (Sayer, 2000: 45).

Given differentiation through emergence and a view of causality as dispositional 
properties, the possibility is opened for the causal analysis of discourse as we analyti-
cally separate it from other entities. Portraying that real separation from other social 
elements is inherently difficult; most students of meaning turn to ‘constitutive theoriz-
ing’, simply investigating the conceptual relations that answer a ‘how possible’ question 
(Wendt, 1998). CR would demand that we acknowledge this difficulty and make 
affordances to it (more on this below). As Milja Kurki (2008: 181) writes, ‘constitutive 
theorizing … is not just about inquiring into conceptual relations (meanings) but about 
inquiring into how they play themselves out in the social world, giving rise to certain 
practices and social relations’.

The biggest obstacle to modelling discourse causally is that once we overcome the 
fear of differentiation, we are still left with the fact that discourse is complexly and inter-
minably in dialectical relation to the extra-discursive world (Fairclough et al., 2004: 27; 
Laclau and Bhaskar, 1998: 12). While, say, a physically essential causal power, such as 
a bomb’s ability to explode, is impossible to alter fundamentally (though it can be made 
latent with the introduction of other social mechanisms contributing to the object’s inter-
pretation and use), discourse is always relatively altered as it acts in social events. Even 
relative stabilization of a discourse is only accomplished through constant articulations 
that contribute to its reproduction. So even as a discourse may seem to be remarkably 
stable, it is impossible to say that such a discourse is asserting more power than in a case 
where a discourse’s features are changing.

What we can do, though, is identify the key aspects inside and outside of discourse 
which are in mechanismic (Gerring, 2007) relation with one another; we can measure 
causation as directionality, as enablement or constraint on agents’ desires and practices. 
In particular, we would want to see what social elements outside the discourse in ques-
tion are able to, especially if in a patterned or generalizable way, influence which particu-
lar conceptual elements of the discourse and vice versa (Nellhaus, 1998). Strong 
relational patterns in such explanatory accounts then may enable analysts to produce 
always fallible but useful contingent generalizations on something like the development 
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of the Western way of war vis-a-vis humanitarian discourse. The next section introduces 
a branch of discourse analysis which has developed tools to do just this.

The need for critical discourse analysis

CDA emerged as a discourse-analytic programme in the 1980s, mainly with the work of 
Fairclough, Ruth Wodak (1989) and Teun van Dijk (1980, 1987). While specific CDA 
approaches vary greatly — from cognitivist orientations (e.g. van Dijk), historical com-
parativist concentrations (e.g. Wodak) and historical materialist leanings (e.g. Fairclough, 
1992) — at least one major CDA theorist, Fairclough, has explicitly attempted to sync his 
specific approach with the insights of CR. Where other theorists often see CDA simply as 
a toolkit that aims at specific critical theory problems of inequality (Howarth, 2005: 318; 
Van Dijk, 1995), Fairclough emphasizes the important meta-theoretical differences mark-
ing off CDA from other approaches, and attempts to think through what this may mean for 
the analysis of discourse. Fairclough’s is also the most elaborated form of CDA (Phillips 
and Jørgensen, 2002). As such, and though the connection he makes between ontological 
and epistemological issues in CDA can be adopted by and serve to strengthen any CDA 
approach, this account of CDA is ardently Faircloughian. But even this adumbrated intro-
duction should serve to demonstrate how bringing CDA to IR might serve to fill the need 
for discourse analyses based on a CR view of discourse.

CDA sets up a dialectical relationship between discourse and society, contending that 
both are conditioned by each other. Discourse is but one ‘moment’ of the social among 
other kinds of social practices (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999: 28). Discourse is still 
defined, following Foucault, as the ‘domain of statements’ at various levels of abstrac-
tion which constitute a way of ‘representing aspects of the world’ (Fairclough, 2003: 
215). But instead of these statements encompassing all aspects of social life, discourse 
internalises but is not reducible to them (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999: 6). Discourse 
is thus solely representational in nature, while relationally connected to other non-repre-
sentational elements. And crucially, our embeddedness in the world is taken by CDA in 
the same direction as CR: if our scientific theories are internal to our object of study, we 
have a vital duty to get things as right as possible by explaining the role that discourse 
plays in events (Van Dijk, 2003: 353).

The primary difference this makes relative to PDT is that for many research questions, 
greater attention will be paid to a temporal tracing of pertinent sites of discourse produc-
tion and the other social practices which precede or follow them. The most oft-heard 
critique of CDA is that the ambition of explaining the dialectical relationship between 
discourse and society is rarely convincingly accomplished (Blommaert and Bulcaen, 
2000: 460; Hammersley, 1997; Luke, 2004). This may be because Fairclough (2003) 
emphasizes the daunting need to integrate a full gamut of necessary data, from in-depth 
linguistic analysis to broad social empirics, in order to grasp discourse’s effects on social 
practice. Thus, CDA is necessarily interdisciplinary, with the supplementary use of non-
linguistic ‘middle-range theories’ chosen based on the subject matter (Molina, 2009). 
And it emphasizes a more detailed linguistic accounting than is usually undertaken in 
PDT (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999: 152). Thus Fairclough’s (1995: 2) seminal 
‘three-dimensional model’ for what a CDA should examine emphasizes the text(s) (also 
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called the ‘communicative event’), the discursive practices within which this text is 
embedded (also called the ‘order of discourse’), and the social practices encompassing 
the order of discourse (also called the ‘social field’). Putting these three elements into 
play in a way that allows us to reach an explanation of their causal inter relations is a 
process constantly evolving as new problems and phenomena come into focus 
(Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999: 59).

To study something like the relationship between humanitarian discourse and the social 
field of Western war we would begin with the ‘order of discourse’ for this social field. 
Fairclough translates the social functions of language into a tripartite analytic schema for 
discourse analysis: genre, or ways of acting out discourse such as interviews or news 
editorials; discourse, or the actual representations of the world in talk or text; and style, or 
the identity proposed by behaviour associated with discursive enunciation (2003: 26). The 
starting point for any CDA analysis is to grasp the ‘order’ of all three above elements 
within a chosen ‘network of social practices’ (Fairclough, 2003: 220). The order of dis-
course acts as the baseline from which analysis of future discursive practices are judged. 
Developing a view of this is, as Fairclough (2003: 6) notes, a quite ‘labour-intensive’ 
qualitative endeavour that may also require some quantitative analysis of keywords and 
collocations across a large corpus of texts. But it is the necessary first step in beginning a 
causal analysis of something like humanitarian discourse and Western war.

In CR terms, the role a discourse plays in an order of discourse — how it draws on 
and re orders genres, styles and other discourses — is its dispositional power as a pos-
sible causal mechanism. To analyse this ordering between discourses, CDA draws on the 
insights of systemic functional linguistics (SFL) (see Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004; 
Martin, 1992). This is because SFL views ‘language as a strategic, meaning-making 
resource’ (Eggins, 2004: 2), and offers tools to understand how different levels of mean-
ing are created in a text and may work to correspond upwards into the social level. These 
tools, too myriad for a discussion here (for guide books on the linguistic analytic tools on 
offer, see Fairclough, 1995, 2003; Van Leeuwen, 2008; Wodak and Krzyzanowski, 2008; 
Wodak and Meyer, 2009), offer a way of studying language in its social context and as a 
product not of formal or innate language structures but functional structures associated 
with social interaction (Fairclough, 2003: 5–6).

To understand how something like humanitarian discourse transmits its power from 
the order of discourse into the field of social practice that is war, CDA demands using 
theories of war to place discourse in its political context. We do this to identify what the 
realist philosopher Dave Elder-Vass (2011: 10) calls a ‘discourse circle’, or the group of 
positioned individuals who act and speak in such a way that a discourse becomes 
‘endorsed and enforced by a wider social group that makes such behaviour more effec-
tive than it would be if simply perceived as the behaviour of certain specific individuals’. 
It is only through such groups and persons, always structurally embedded, that discourse 
can eventually affect events.

Here we come up against the difficulty of analytically determining the discursive 
from the extra-discursive. Differentiation of objects — discourse from discourse and 
discourse from other extra-discursive social relations — is always a conceptual and fal-
lible endeavour. Our question would drive how we go about this, rather than an episte-
mological mandate to view only discourse as an analytical object. Humanitarian 
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discourse, as the causal discourse of interest, might be differentiated from other social 
relations of war identified in the literature, such as the military–industrial complex, the 
economies of under developed states or the domestic politics of casualties. Absent an 
established literature, we turn to creative use of analogy and metaphor, broader social 
theory, and empirical evidence to model the social relations we believe to exist and be 
especially operative (Patomäki, 2002). So while of course something like the practice of 
strategic bombing has a discursive aspect, and may play a prominent role in the order of 
discourse of Western war, this element may need to be conceptualized in its extra-discursive 
aspect as a relatively regularized ‘competent performance’ described through relatively 
objective data: the number of bombs dropped, their operative technological infrastruc-
ture, the amount of damage done or the institutional procedures for authorization. The 
analytical goal here is to specify how a discourse is a ‘moment’ of the field of practices 
under question — ‘either discourse as part of the activity, or discourse in the reflexive 
construction of the practice, or both’ (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999: 61).

Lilie Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999: 61) identify four ‘moments’ of practice as a 
helpful way of analytically dividing the complexity of the social world. Material activity 
(physical acts such as bombing, building, etc.), social relations and processes (class rela-
tions, the military–industrial complex, etc.), and mental phenomena (beliefs, values, etc.) 
all flank the discursive moment of a field of social practice. Such a framework can help 
especially at the reflective stage of trying to picture how discourse might be able to have 
an effect, and thus where to look in our research. In the phraseology of Theo van Leeuwen, 
discourse ‘recontextualises’ social practice by representing it in particular ways — deleting 
elements of social practice, rearranging or adding aspects (2008: 17–21) — and thus 
often ascribing to practices new justifications or understandings that then shape their 
future iteration (2008: 5–6). But only a prior conceptualization of practices based in exist-
ing theory can allow for a fully causal attempt at understanding the important ways that 
discourse might be doing this relative to a particular social field. In a sense, CDA simply 
demands a step further than PDT. After understanding how something like humanitarian-
ism is constructed in war, the analyst also seeks to understand through empirical analysis 
how this particular construction influences the order of discourse and the extra-discursive 
practices of which it is a part — and/or vice versa — rather than noting the construction 
and suggestively placing it within some context of an event.

Fairclough (2003: 31–32) advises the analysis of ‘genre chains’ as a way of tracing 
discourse through to this second step. After an initial important communicative event 
— for war, an elite political speech or document — is analysed for how it tries to reshape 
or reproduce an order of discourse, media or other political reactions and recontextuali-
sations of this event and the order of discourse are traced in real time so that aspects of 
some future social event can be attributed to this process of discursive structuring. IR 
scholars attuned to the macro-events of history might bring to CDA a greater emphasis 
on such procedures by tracing and comparing between discourse-mechanisms at theo-
retically connected points in history (i.e. a proposed common ‘effectivity’ of mecha-
nisms on events of interest — see Steinmetz, 2004). The CDA process would be calibrated 
on episodes of interest (cases), within which we would identify a number of texts besides 
the communicative event which represent societal responses to it and the social field it 
addresses. As the capper to analysis, we might analyse the official justifications at the 
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time of some paradigmatic war-event that directly follows our genre chain. Combined 
with an analysis of the actual war practices for their character in relation to social theo-
ries of war, the analyst gains insights into the causal ability of a discourse and its ‘dis-
course circle’ to alter the order of discourse in one way or another, and connects this to 
theoretically salient features of extra-discursive practice.

This is only one possibility for a CDA-guided research design addressing the empirical 
question presented in this article — and one influenced heavily by a Faircloughian CDA 
approach rather than the numerous others which could also likely be useful — but it is one 
that PDT would not afford. PDT works often establish the effective nature of a discourse 
by creatively reading a wide number of prominent texts for the logic within some a priori 
chosen representation (e.g. Campbell, 1998; Jarvis, 2009). For instance, in Lee Jarvis’s 
(2009) quite interesting look at how a discourse of temporality helped to construct the War 
on Terror, his contribution to the stated research question of ‘exploring the functions and 
significance’ of temporality discourse proceeds through a wide reading of years of texts, 
only to expose and catalogue the discourse’s various manifestations. Thus Jarvis’s own 
claims that the Bush administration strategically deployed various temporal tropes as a 
way of legitimating the war begs the question of just how effective they were, if at all. It 
is an open question, for instance, whether attempting to construct the war as radically 
discontinuous with the past — one of Jarvis’s three major forms of temporality discourse 
— actually enabled the war effort, given that many critics at the time thought invading and 
protectorising two countries was an all too modern solution to a postmodern problem. 
Jarvis (2009: 20) refuses to take steps to tackle such issues because proposing to study 
how discourse affected some ‘extra-discursive reality’, implied by a concrete statement 
on the relative nature of actual events, is disallowed by PDT.

Likewise, without a dialectical view, theoretical tools not derived from or adapted to 
the meta-theory of PDT are simply out. As Jonathan Potter (2003: 785) admits, a post-
structuralist view of discourse disallows the kind of analytical pluralism presupposed by 
a view of discourse as but one possible causal mechanism among many other kinds:

the choice of discourse analysis is not like selecting one dessert from an array of different and 
equally tasty ones. . . . Rather discourse analytic methods have been developed (and still 
develop) to encompass and address this active use of language. Mixing them with methods that 
presuppose a very different view of discourse is a recipe for incoherence.

Fortunately, a turn to CR and CDA moves the debate over the mixing of methods from 
the meta-theoretical level to the methodological task of adapting methods to the differing 
character of social objects (Wight, 2006: 259).

In contrast to studies of war or other IR phenomena within the PDT tradition, the CDA 
emphasis on the dialectic between extra-discursive and discursive practices opens the pos-
sibility for systematically addressing discourse’s causal effect on the actual extra-discursive 
practices of events like war. A CDA approach might allow chunks of time during war to 
be chosen by their bookending with a prominent communicative event and a prominent 
war event. In-between these bookends one would study genre-chains of related texts for 
evidence of the ability of the discourse, when deployed by an elite discourse-circle, to 
actually alter the order of discourse and feed this into the extra-discursive practices which 
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play themselves out — the last assessment accomplished by adopting theoretical stand-
ards related to the phenomenon of interest. Repeated a sufficient number of times, such a 
procedure might allow the analyst to see patterns to the discursive–extra-discursive dia-
lectic that lead to important generalizations able to speak to a scholarly audience inter-
ested not only in the nature of the discourse, but in what it might mean for the concrete 
practice of important IR phenomena.

Conclusion

In this article I have discussed the dominant form of discourse analysis in IR — that 
based on PDT. I have shown that it is inevitably constrained by anti-realist tendencies 
that would not allow it to offer real assistance in solving empirical puzzles such as the 
one used as an example here. Theorists either inclined or not to a discourse theory per-
spective on the social have failed to adequately analyse humanitarian discourse because 
of an abrogation of studying it in its inherent dialectical and causal relation to wider sets 
of practices within war. With help from CR, it was established how we might view dis-
course as a causal mechanism that could be put into relation with such extra-discursive 
practices. To actually analyse discourse as viewed this way, the article introduced the 
discourse analytic programme of CDA. This introduction was couched in terms of CDA’s 
meta-theoretical differences from PDT, most emphasized in its Faircloughian version, 
and their effect on research practices.

PDT demonstrates discourse’s ‘productivity’ by showing how a ‘regime of truth’ may 
be said to make something possible (Milliken, 1999: 236–237); in particular by a rather 
suggestive movement from assessed ‘subject-positions’ to actions (Epstein, 2008). In 
relation to CDA this is simply not a means of conducting ‘systematic, empirical studies 
of language use’ (Phillips and Jørgensen, 2002: 62–63). PDT-inspired empirical studies 
are nearly always illuminating works that convincingly show some logic within a dis-
course. It is merely that the ontology of PDT allows for conclusions relating to social 
events or actions to be derived only from an accounting of how identity must have been 
constituted in discourse at some moment, rather than emphasis on the tracing of discur-
sive enunciations in real time. For those not wedded to a PDT outlook on the social 
world, and those who wish to connect discourse more forthrightly to its role in the gen-
eration of events, using CDA will allow for the study of discourse as a causal mechanism 
relationally connected to the others they find pertinent to phenomena of interest.

This is not to say that CDA is a ready-made template for illuminating discourse’s role 
as a causal mechanism. Indeed, critics of CDA rightly point to a disconnect between the 
methodological foundation of CDA as something that demands an explanation of the 
discourse–society dialectic, and the actual success of this in practice. But the foundation 
is there for this to be accomplished, and IR scholars who build from this foundation by 
thinking ontologically about the different elements at play in their subject matter, think-
ing about how these might demand certain analytic strategies, might help develop stud-
ies employing CDA that would more successfully show how discourse is influencing 
extra-discursive practice or vice versa. CDA’s strength is its foundational conception  
of the role of discourse when compared to PDT, but the challenge is to realize the pay-
off of this strength in studies that help add to knowledge of pressing world political 
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problems by understanding the discourse aspects of their generation in relation to 
knowledge of existing features.

Notes

1. The most accepted of these is a neopositivist turn to process tracing and the modelling of causal 
mechanisms (e.g. George and Bennett, 2005). Unfortunately, this is somewhat poorly equipped 
to handle discourse. Scholars either ignore the discursive or view mechanisms in a reductionist 
way that militates against observing discourse-mechanisms; they are necessarily in dialectical 
relation to the world, and thus cannot be captured with a view of mechanisms as the ever-finer 
links between events (e.g. George and Bennett, 2005: 137–45; Hedstrom and Swedberg, 1998; 
Little, 1991).

2. Laclau (Laclau and Bhaskar, 1998: 9) contends that ‘the main philosophical approach it [post-
structuralism] is opposed to is idealism’.

3. Bhaskar contends that this was merely the soundest starting premise he could conceive, but he 
claims that the ontology its practice presupposes is also ‘entirely continuous with what we can 
establish by transcendental arguments from very simple, mundane activities in the other sci-
ences, in the arts, in everyday life’ (Laclau and Bhaskar, 1998: 12).

4. This was not a complete shot in the dark; others around the time of Bhaskar’s first writings were 
arguing the same thing (see Bunge, 1979; Harré and Madden, 1975).
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