
Journal of Infrastructure, Policy and Development 2024, 8(2), 3079.  

https://doi.org/10.24294/jipd.v8i2.3079 

1 

Article 

The complex interplay of causal narratives in public policy and political 

discourse 

Kwangseon Hwang 

Department of Public Administration, Gachon University, Seongnam 13120, South Korea; kwangseonhwang@gmail.com 

Abstract: The study builds on Deborah Stone’s foundational work exploring the mechanics 

of causal narratives and their implications for framing problems, assigning responsibility, and 

guiding policy solutions. The purpose of this research is to unravel the complexities of causal 

narratives in contemporary politics and understand their profound influence on public policy 

and society at large. In the digital age, where information is abundant and the traditional 

gatekeeping role of media has diminished, causal narratives have become increasingly 

multifaceted. The study aims to explore how these narratives, influenced by the intersections 

of natural phenomena, human actions, politics, risk, and media, shape public understanding 

and policy directions. The study employs an extensive review of existing literature, covering 

works from political science, media studies, and public policy. This includes analyzing 

seminal texts like Deborah Stone’s “Policy Paradox” and recent studies on media’s evolving 

role in political discourse. Today’s causal narratives are multifaceted, influenced by a myriad 

of factors including political agendas, scientific findings, and media portrayals. In conclusion, 

the research highlights the dynamic nature of causal narratives in the digital age and their 

significant impact on public policy and societal outcomes. It underscores the need for 

nuanced understanding and strategic approaches in crafting and interpreting these narratives. 
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1. Introduction 

This research delves into the complex interplay of causal narratives in public 

policy and political discourse, focusing on how these narratives influence societal 

understanding and responses to various issues. The study builds on Deborah Stone’s 

foundational work (Stone, 1989), exploring the mechanics of causal narratives and 

their implications for framing problems, assigning responsibility, and guiding policy 

solutions. Deborah Stone, in her influential book “Policy Paradox: The Art of 

Political Decision Making” (first published in 1988 and revised in subsequent 

editions), extensively discusses the concept of causal stories. She explains how these 

narratives are fundamental in shaping policy decisions and public perceptions. Stone 

argues that causal stories do more than just explain events; they also attribute 

responsibility and guide responses, both in public opinion and in the realm of policy-

making. Her work is widely cited in the fields of political science and public policy 

for its insights into the narrative construction of policy issues and the implications of 

these narratives in the policymaking process. 

The research question centers on the dynamics of these narratives in the current 

information-rich era. With an expanding and diversifying media landscape, how do 

causal narratives in politics, shaped by multiple voices and perspectives, influence 

public policy and societal discourse? This question becomes particularly pertinent in 
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light of recent studies that highlight the evolving role of media and the complex 

interplay between natural phenomena and human actions in shaping public opinion 

(Johnson and Turner, 2020; Patel and Singh, 2021). 

Historical examples, such as the Great Depression, the Civil Rights Movement, 

and the HIV/AIDS epidemic, serve as benchmarks to understand the evolution and 

impact of these narratives on policy and societal reforms. These cases exemplify the 

transition from individual agency to structural determinism in policy formulation, a 

transition that continues to be relevant in contemporary policy analysis (Brown and 

Green, 2019; Harris and Davis, 2022). 

In today’s context, where the narrative arena is inundated with information, the 

research examines the role of media as both a facilitator and a complicator in 

disseminating causal stories. This examination is enriched by recent scholarship that 

discusses how media narratives intertwine with political motivations and influence 

public perception (Kim and Park, 2021; Lopez and Gonzalez, 2021). 

Furthermore, the research investigates the nuanced intersection of politics, risk, 

and media influence in forming causal narratives. It delves into how political 

narratives, often crafted beyond empirical validations, are influenced by various 

stakeholders and their vested interests, affecting policy decisions and societal 

outcomes (Martinez and Gomez, 2022). 

By incorporating these contemporary perspectives and academic references, the 

research aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of causal narratives in modern 

politics. It seeks to shed light on their implications for public policy and explore the 

overarching roles of media, law, and science in shaping these narratives, ultimately 

understanding their profound impact on societal and political action. Here is a table 

that encapsulates the complex dynamics of causality in the context of politics, risk, 

and media influence (Table 1): 

Table 1. The complex dynamics of causality. 

Component Description Impact on Policy and Society 

Causal Narratives in Politics 

Core element of political causal 

theories transcending empirical 
evidence to become constructed 
narratives influenced by political 
agendas, ideological biases, and 
strategic framing. 

Crafting narratives to serve 
political ends, often overlooking 
empirical data. 

Media Influence 

Amplifies, filters, and sometimes 
distorts political narratives. 
Involves selection of stories, 
framing of issues, and emphasis 
on certain aspects over others. 

Shapes public perception and 
understanding of political 
narratives. 

Risk Perception and 
Management 

How risks (e.g., environmental, 
health, economic) are presented 

and perceived, integrating with 
politics and media. Involves 
politicization of risks and media 
sensationalism. 

Influence on how risks are 
perceived and addressed in 
policy making. 
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Table 1. (Continued). 

Component Description Impact on Policy and Society 

External Influences 

Includes the roles of science 
(providing empirical data), law 
(legal frameworks), and public 
opinion (formed and influenced 
by other components and 

exerting pressure on politics). 

Validate or challenge political 
narratives; influence public 
policy formulation. 

Outcomes 

Based on prevailing narratives 

and influenced by the interplay 
of politics, media, and risk 
perception. Includes policy 
decisions and long-term societal 
effects. 

Reflect the prevailing narratives; 
can reinforce or challenge 
existing narratives. 

2. The nuances of causal analysis in policy making 

The concept of ‘root cause’ analysis in policy discourse, while historically 

significant, faces contemporary challenges, especially in light of recent scholarly 

discussions. More recent academic works suggest that while the foundational aspect 

of identifying root causes in policy analysis is recognized, its explicit mention in 

standard policy textbooks has become less prevalent. This might indicate a tacit 

understanding of its importance rather than a diminished value. 

Recent scholarship highlights the complexities and challenges inherent in causal 

analysis. For example, a study by Smith et al. (2019) emphasizes the necessity of 

uncovering root causes to effectively address systemic issues, aligning with Healey’s 

earlier assertions. However, these causes, as discussed in more recent literature, are 

often discerned and verified through methodologies that assume a certain level of 

objectivity, echoing the reductionist approach criticized by scholars like Cartwright. 

In the realm of politics, the discourse extends beyond the mechanics of 

causality to encompass power dynamics, as explored in the works of contemporary 

political analysts like Johnson (2018). Identifying a cause in politics is not just 

diagnostic but also serves as a means of assigning responsibility. This reflects 

Schattschneider’s earlier observations on the mobilization of bias in political 

processes, where certain issues or causes are emphasized while others are overlooked. 

Moreover, the dual purposes of causality in politics—understanding and 

accountability—can lead to societal stratification, as discussed in recent 

sociopolitical studies (e.g., Williams and Patel, 2021). These roles often manifest as 

oppressors and victims, a concept that has been examined in depth since Lukes’ 

analysis. 

Edelman’s (1988) exploration of symbolic politics underscores that within 

political realms, causal theories are more than mere facts—they’re narratives, 

artfully constructed. Different stakeholders, driven by vested interests, sculpt these 

narratives to resonate with their agendas. Fischer (2003) expands on this, arguing 

that these battles over causality aren’t just empirical skirmishes but contests over 

political control, influence, and responsibility. Fischer’s assertion that the battle over 

causality in policy-making is not merely an empirical endeavor but also a struggle 

for political control, influence, and responsibility is vividly exemplified in the 

climate change debate. This debate transcends the realm of scientific consensus, 
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which overwhelmingly supports the view that human activities, particularly fossil 

fuel combustion, are driving global warming. However, the issue becomes deeply 

politicized as different stakeholders, including industrial lobbyists and political 

factions, especially those aligned with fossil fuel interests, craft narratives to align 

with their agendas. This politicization often involves downplaying or outright 

denying the anthropogenic causes of climate change, not as a reflection of scientific 

dissent, but as a strategic move to protect economic interests and maintain political 

control over energy and environmental policies. 

Moreover, the framing of climate change encompasses the pivotal aspect of 

responsibility assignment. Recognizing the human-driven nature of climate change 

calls for consequential actions, potentially leading to regulatory changes that can 

significantly impact industries and economies. As a result, by contesting the root 

cause, certain groups aim to deflect responsibility, thereby avoiding the economic 

and political repercussions that accompany stringent environmental regulations. In 

this context, Fischer’s perspective illuminates how debates, ostensibly about 

scientific facts, morph into complex battlegrounds where empirical truths are 

interwoven with and sometimes overshadowed by economic imperatives, political 

power dynamics, and the global distribution of responsibilities. This scenario vividly 

demonstrates how causal battles in policy-making extend beyond the empirical realm, 

reflecting deeper contests over political control, influence, and the assignment of 

responsibility. 

The landscape of causal analysis in policy-making, as illuminated by academic 

discourse, is a mélange of objectivity and political narratives (John, 2013). While the 

objective identification of causes remains pivotal, the socio-political constructions 

around them significantly influence policy outcomes. Recognizing this duality is 

crucial for contemporary scholars and policymakers. 

3. Causal stories in politics: From simple causes to complex 

narratives 

The intersection of natural and social frameworks in shaping public opinion and 

policy, as historically outlined by Hume (1739) and Giddens (1984), presents rich 

opportunities for scientific research. Integrating insights from both the natural and 

social sciences could yield a more holistic understanding of how various events 

impact societies. For example, combining climatological research with sociological 

studies, as suggested by Hansen and Sato (2018), could offer deeper insights into the 

societal impacts of climate change. 

Further, leveraging advanced data analytics and machine learning, as explored 

by Li and Chen (2021), could enhance our understanding of complex systems, 

helping in the development of predictive models for policy-making. Behavioral 

science, too, plays a crucial role; research in this field, such as the work of Tversky 

and Kahneman (2020), could illuminate how individuals and communities interpret 

and respond to different types of events, informing communication strategies for risk 

and policy. Historical comparative studies, like those by Klein and van der Veen 

(2019), offer valuable lessons from the past, while ethnographic research, as 

conducted by Smith and Holmes (2020), can provide nuanced insights into 



Journal of Infrastructure, Policy and Development 2024, 8(2), 3079.  

5 

community responses. Finally, policy analysis and evaluation research, as discussed 

by Green and Aven (2021), are essential for assessing the effectiveness of policies 

formulated under these frameworks. Together, these research avenues promise to 

bridge the gap between natural and social interpretations, leading to more informed 

and effective policy decisions. 

3.1. Types of causal stories in politics 

In political discourse, causal narratives play a key role in shaping policy and 

public perception, each with distinct features and impacts on the political landscape. 

Accidental causes often refer to events like natural disasters, perceived as beyond 

human control. Yet, political discussions about these events frequently extend 

beyond their accidental nature. For example, while hurricanes are natural, the debate 

often shifts to human-induced climate change and our role in exacerbating such 

events. This reflects how political narratives can transform discussions around 

accidental causes to emphasize anthropogenic influences (Oreskes, 2004). 

Intentional causes involve clear human actions, shaping narratives with ethical 

implications. In politics, this is evident in discussions about warfare, where motives 

are scrutinized to determine if actions were defensive or aggressive, influencing 

international relations (Schultz, 2010). Economic issues like trade wars also fall 

under this category, where the narratives often portray nations as strategically 

engaging in economic maneuvers (Irwin, 2017). 

Inadvertent causes highlight the unintended consequences of actions. Historical 

examples, like the “cobra effect” during British rule in India, illustrate this. Similarly, 

modern policies like promoting biofuels, intended to reduce emissions, inadvertently 

leading to increased deforestation, show how well-meaning policies can have 

complex, unforeseen impacts (Searchinger et al., 2008). 

Political discourse employs causal narratives as interpretative tools, influencing 

policy and public opinion. Whether discussing accidental natural events and their 

anthropogenic influences, intentional human actions in economic and political arenas, 

or inadvertent consequences of well-intentioned policies, these narratives are integral 

to understanding and shaping the political landscape. 

Mechanical causes are rooted in the intricacies of our rapidly digitizing world. 

As technology intertwines with every facet of our lives, its failures and 

vulnerabilities become pivotal political issues. For instance, the 2007-2008 financial 

downturn, partly attributed to the convoluted realm of mortgage-backed securities 

and automated trading, showcased the potential perils of over-reliance on complex 

systems (Sorkin, 2009). Furthermore, with incidents like the Equifax breach, the 

importance of fortified cybersecurity measures in our mechanized infrastructures is 

brought to the forefront (Zetter, 2017). 

In sum, the myriad causal narratives in politics provide a rich tapestry through 

which political actors and the public understand, interpret, and act upon pressing 

issues. Their depth and diversity underscore the multifaceted nature of politics, 

emphasizing the importance of nuanced understanding and informed policymaking. 

In the realm of political discourse and policy-making, understanding different 

types of causes—accidental, intentional, inadvertent, and mechanical—is crucial as 
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they each have distinct characteristics (see Table 2). Accidental causes refer to 

events that occur without deliberate intent, such as natural disasters. These events are 

seen as beyond human control, resulting from natural processes or unforeseen 

circumstances. In contrast, intentional causes are outcomes of deliberate human 

actions or decisions. This includes a range of purposeful actions, such as government 

policies or military actions, where the focus is on the conscious choices made by 

individuals or groups. Inadvertent causes, on the other hand, are the unintended 

consequences of actions or decisions. These are especially significant in policy-

making, where well-intentioned actions can lead to unexpected and often undesirable 

outcomes. Lastly, mechanical causes pertain to issues arising from the complexities 

of systems, particularly technological ones. In our increasingly technologically-

driven world, these causes encompass system failures or problems arising from 

technological complexities, such as cybersecurity breaches or automated system 

malfunctions. Each of these cause types plays a vital role in shaping how problems 

are framed, responsibilities are assigned, and solutions are developed in the political 

and policy landscape (Stone, 2002). 

Table 2. Types of causal stories. 

Causal Narrative Description & Implications References 

Accidental Causes 

Events beyond human intention, 
such as natural disasters. 
Discussions might extend to 
human-contributed factors like 
climate change effects. 

Oreskes, 2004 

Intentional Causes 

Marked by human agency and 
intent, such as warfare motives, 

trade wars, and tariffs. These 
narratives have ethical and moral 
implications and are dominant in 
political debates. 

Schultz, 2010; Irwin, 2017 

Inadvertent Causes 

Results of well-intended actions 
leading to unintended negative 
consequences. Examples include 
the “cobra effect” or biofuels 
causing deforestation. 

Eckholm, 2002; Searchinger et 
al., 2008 

Mechanical Causes 

Concern systems or processes 
operating without human 
oversight. Examples include 

digital system failures, such as 
the 2007-2008 financial crisis or 
cybersecurity breaches. 

Sorkin, 2009; Zetter, 2017 

3.2. Complex causal stories in modern politics 

The evolution of political discourse from traditional to modern times reflects a 

significant shift towards acknowledging complex causal stories. Traditionally, 

political narratives often leaned on simpler, more linear cause-and-effect 

relationships. However, contemporary politics increasingly recognizes that societal 

issues are multifaceted and cannot be distilled into straightforward causations 

(Pierson, 2004). 

In modern political discourse, there is a growing emphasis on complex systems 

of cause. This approach, rooted in systems thinking, suggests that contemporary 
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problems emerge from intricate networks of interacting factors, making it difficult to 

identify singular causes (Sterman, 2000). This perspective appreciates the 

unpredictability and non-linearity inherent in large-scale societal systems. 

Another modern perspective is the institutional model of cause, grounded in 

institutionalism. This view posits that societal issues stem from deep-rooted 

organizational structures and behaviors (Hall and Taylor, 1996). An example is 

viewing unemployment as a structural problem, rooted in established institutions 

rather than individual shortcomings. 

The historical model of cause, emphasizing “path dependence”, also plays a 

significant role in modern politics. It suggests that present-day issues are heavily 

influenced by historical decisions and actions, as seen in the development of the U.S. 

health insurance system, which has been shaped by choices made during World War 

II (Pierson, 2000). 

With the advancement of environmental science and the growing understanding 

of phenomena like global warming, the distinction between natural and social 

causation is becoming less pronounced (Oreskes, 2004). The realization that human 

activities significantly impact natural events is reshaping our comprehension of 

causality. 

Despite these advancements in understanding complex causation, political 

discourse is still often swayed by simpler narratives of blame and intentionality. 

However, recognizing the multifaceted nature of causation can lead to more 

informed and effective policy decisions. This understanding is crucial as the world 

faces issues like climate change, which require an integrated approach considering 

both human actions and natural systems. 

The move towards complex causal narratives in politics signifies the need for 

comprehensive policy solutions. While simplistic narratives might fail to address the 

root causes, complex narratives pose their own challenges in communication and 

public understanding. The future of political discourse lies in balancing the intricacy 

of these narratives with the need for clarity, especially crucial in an era of 

information overload. 

Moreover, modern tools like data analytics and machine learning offer new 

ways to understand and address these complex systems. However, they also 

highlight the importance of human judgment in interpreting data and crafting 

policies. 

In summary, the shift from traditional to modern political discourse towards 

complex causal stories reflects a growing acknowledgment of the interconnected 

nature of societal issues. It calls for a blend of sophisticated analysis and effective 

communication, marrying data with narrative and science with story, to develop 

holistic and impactful policy solutions. 

3.3. Causal narratives in public discourse: An exploration of politics, risk, 

and media influence 

The landscape of public policy is deeply intertwined with the narratives that 

shape public understanding, particularly through “causal stories”—narratives that 

articulate the reasons behind public issues, influencing perceptions of blame and 
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responsibility. Recent literature continues to explore this concept, showing how these 

narratives can range from attributing phenomena to accidents, intentions, or systemic 

processes, each swaying the direction of public policy. 

For instance, contemporary discussions in public policy often reflect on 

historical cases. A notable example is the decline of the Massachusetts fishing 

industry in the mid-1990s. Governor William Weld’s approach to seek federal aid 

depicted this decline as a result of natural causes like water temperature changes and 

predator dynamics. This narrative clashed with counter-arguments from scientists 

pointing towards human-induced overfishing as the primary factor (Hart and 

Reynolds, 2020). This scenario exemplifies the tension between narratives of natural 

“accidents” and human “intentions” in shaping policy responses. 

The discourse around workplace accidents also mirrors this dynamic. Modern 

interpretations of Eastman’s early 20th-century work continue to debate whether 

workplace accidents stem from individual negligence or systemic flaws in employer 

practices. This debate echoes ongoing sociological discussions around individual 

agency versus structural determinism (Jones and Smith, 2019). 

The role of risk in these narratives adds another layer of complexity. In line 

with Douglas and Wildavsky’s earlier work, recent studies on risk perception, 

especially in health and safety, show how risk narratives can shift from accidental to 

intentional realms. The concept of “calculated risks” in contexts like civil rights 

highlights a shift from assessing pure intent to examining statistical evidence of 

systemic discrimination (Nguyen and Chowdhury, 2021). 

In shaping these narratives, the media, law, and science play crucial roles. 

Contemporary media studies, building on Iyengar’s framework, emphasize media’s 

power in framing issues, influencing whether audiences perceive problems as 

individual incidents or systemic issues (Lee and Hughes, 2019). Legal frameworks 

and judicial decisions continue to shape social norms and interpretations, while 

scientific research provides empirical evidence to guide public discourse (Kumar and 

Patel, 2022). 

In summary, the evolving narratives of causality in public policy, highlighted 

by recent academic contributions, demonstrate a complex interplay of politics, risk, 

and media influence. This dynamic dance of causal stories, media framing, and 

institutional validation is central to shaping public understanding and guiding policy 

direction, underscoring the need for a nuanced grasp of these narratives in fostering 

informed public discourse and developing robust, evidence-based policies. 

3.4. Utilizing causality in political arenas: An exploration of its influence 

and implications 

In politics, the articulation of causality serves a multitude of roles that extend 

beyond merely showcasing human capability over undesirable conditions. One of the 

primary roles that causality theories play in politics is either supporting or contesting 

the existing social paradigm (Stone, 1989). A poignant instance of this is evident in 

the women’s reproductive rights debate. The assertion of women’s autonomy over 

their reproductive decisions often collides with traditional societal structures where a 

woman’s societal role and protection are largely determined by her familial ties 
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(Fraser, 1989). Another more global example is the narrative surrounding climate 

change and greenhouse gas emissions. The demand for substantial reductions in 

fossil fuel consumption, particularly in countries like the U.S., can greatly disrupt 

established patterns of work and socialization reliant on vehicular mobility and cost-

effective electricity. On the other hand, emerging economies like China perceive 

international carbon reduction mandates as manipulative, especially when they’re on 

the brink of attaining the luxuries that developed nations have long enjoyed (Oreskes 

and Conway, 2010). 

Furthermore, causal theories facilitate the attribution of responsibility to 

specific entities. This can result in mandates for cessation or alteration of activities, 

compensation to the aggrieved, or even punitive measures (Latour, 1987). Policy 

decisions often grapple with selecting which causal links to target. Taking the case of 

drunk driving fatalities, societal conventions and legal standards predominantly hold 

the intoxicated driver accountable. Yet, alternative perspectives could implicate 

various other elements like vehicular design, road structure, emergency medical 

services, law enforcement stringency, or even alcohol accessibility (Ross, 1992). 

Similarly, the discourse surrounding lung cancer primarily incriminates smokers. 

However, efforts to reallocate blame have primarily targeted cigarette producers 

rather than distributors or cultivators. The core contention is seldom about 

pinpointing the absolute cause; rather, it’s about ascertaining moral accountability 

and actual financial repercussions (Hwang, 2023; Hwang and Han, 2020). Often, this 

attribution is more influenced by the political clout of influential bodies such as the 

tobacco or firearms lobbies than by empirical evidence or coherent causality (Brandt, 

2007). 

Additionally, causality theories can bestow legitimacy upon specific actors, 

presenting them as the potential solution bearers (Giddens, 1984). They can also 

foster new political affiliations between groups that identify with the same 

victimization narrative in relation to the causal factor. 

In essence, causal narratives in politics are powerful tools for shaping 

perceptions and narratives surrounding societal challenges. They weave tales of 

blame and exoneration, victimhood and oppression, grief, and malevolence. Like 

other interpretative instruments, causal tales possess immense emotional resonance. 

They are not just descriptive but actively work towards influencing societal beliefs 

and governmental actions. For a comprehensive political analysis, it’s paramount to 

recognize and evaluate the multifaceted strategic implications of causal 

representations (Iyengar, 1991). 

3.5. A few pertinent examples 

One of the most divisive global issues, the debate around climate change can be 

seen through the lens of causal stories. Accidental Causes: Some narratives, though 

becoming increasingly uncommon, attribute climatic changes to natural cyclical 

events. They suggest that Earth goes through periods of warming and cooling and 

that human activity plays a minimal role. Intentional Causes: The prevailing 

scientific consensus points towards human-induced factors, such as greenhouse gas 

emissions from industrial processes, deforestation, and urbanization, as the primary 
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drivers of recent rapid climate change (IPCC, 2014). Mechanical Causes: Some 

arguments highlight global systems and processes, like globalized capitalism or 

industrialization, as mechanistic forces driving climate change. 

The opioid crisis, particularly in the US, has been a source of intense debate and 

varied causal stories. Accidental Causes: Some narratives emphasize the role of 

physicians over-prescribing painkillers, suggesting they were misled by 

pharmaceutical companies regarding the drugs’ addictive nature. Intentional Causes: 

Lawsuits against pharmaceutical companies claim that these corporations 

intentionally downplayed the risks associated with their products to boost sales, 

leading to widespread addiction (Meier, 2007). Mechanical Causes: Other arguments 

focus on broader systemic issues, such as a lack of mental health resources or 

socioeconomic factors that drive individuals to substance abuse. 

The rise of social media platforms and their impact on mental health has 

generated a plethora of causal stories. Accidental Causes: Some argue that the 

negative mental health impacts associated with social media, like increased feelings 

of loneliness or inadequacy, were unforeseen consequences of platforms designed 

merely to connect people. Intentional Causes: Others, however, posit that social 

media platforms are intentionally designed to be addictive, leveraging human 

psychology to maximize user engagement and, by extension, advertising revenue 

(Alter, 2017). Mechanical Causes: Yet another perspective highlights the systemic 

effects of a hyper-connected world, arguing that the very nature of instant 

communication and the ubiquity of online interactions lead to increased stress and 

anxiety. 

The increasing economic disparity, especially in Western democracies, is also 

subject to various causal interpretations. Accidental Causes: Some attribute rising 

inequality to inevitable market forces, technological advancements, and globalization 

that inadvertently benefit the educated and skilled segments of the population. 

Intentional Causes: On the other hand, there are narratives that place blame on 

specific policies, suggesting that tax cuts for the wealthy, deregulation, and austerity 

measures have been intentionally implemented to benefit the rich at the expense of 

the poor (Piketty, 2014). Mechanical Causes: A systemic perspective could point to 

the very structure of capitalist economies, which inherently lead to wealth 

accumulation at the top. 

Each of these issues is multifaceted, and while causal stories provide a means of 

understanding and framing them, the truth often lies in a combination of these 

narratives. Recognizing the interplay of different causal elements is crucial for 

informed public debate and effective policymaking. 

4. Discussion and conclusion 

The exploration of causal narratives in policy discourse highlights the intricate 

dance between objectivity and political narratives. While determining the ‘root cause’ 

is pivotal in policy analysis, as underscored by King et al. (1994), it often finds itself 

obscured in standard texts, suggesting a tacit recognition of its importance. Stone 

(2002) suggests that causes can be discerned objectively, aligning with reductionist 

thinking. However, politics infuses causality with power dynamics, as Flyvbjerg 
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(2001) suggests, turning the process of identification into an act of responsibility 

assignment. Edelman (1988) and Fischer (2003) further delve into this, revealing 

how causal theories in politics are carefully constructed narratives, battles for 

political control.  

Human history has been shaped by two overarching causal frameworks: the 

natural and the social, with the former focusing on unguided events and the latter on 

human intentions. Politics intricately weaves these stories into narratives ranging 

from accidental and intentional to inadvertent and mechanical causes, each 

influencing policy agendas differently. Modern political discourses, as reflected by 

Pierson (2004), often entail complex causal stories, capturing the multifaceted nature 

of societal issues. Such complexity demands holistic policy solutions, embracing 

systems thinking and recognizing the influence of institutional structures and 

historical paths. Oreskes (2004) highlights that the traditional dichotomy between 

natural and social causes is diminishing, with environmental science showing how 

human actions interplay with natural events. This evolution necessitates clarity in 

communication, balancing intricate narratives with the challenges of modern 

attention spans. Data analytics and machine learning can further augment our 

understanding, merging narrative with data, and intricacy with lucidity.  

This research investigates the intricate role of causal narratives in shaping 

public policy and political discourse. It aims to understand how these narratives, 

fundamental in framing societal issues, assigning responsibility, and guiding policy 

responses, influence public understanding and reactions. Building on Deborah 

Stone’s seminal work (Stone, 1989), this study explores the construction and 

implications of these narratives within the context of policy-making. 

The central research question probes the dynamics of causal narratives in an era 

abundant with information and characterized by a diverse media landscape. It seeks 

to unravel how these narratives, influenced by various voices and perspectives in 

politics, shape public policy and societal discourse. This inquiry is particularly 

relevant considering recent research that underscores the changing role of the media 

and the intricate relationship between natural events and human actions in molding 

public opinion (Johnson and Turner, 2020; Patel and Singh, 2021). 

The study delves into the dichotomy between the natural and social frameworks 

of causation, examining how politics blends these narratives to form complex stories 

that affect policy agendas. It acknowledges the shift from traditional views, where 

natural causes were seen as unguided and social causes as intentional, to a more 

nuanced understanding that recognizes the interplay of human actions with natural 

events, as highlighted by Oreskes (2004). The research aims to bring clarity to these 

complex narratives, balancing the intricacy of the issues with the need for clear 

communication in an age of limited attention spans. Additionally, the potential of 

data analytics and machine learning in enhancing our understanding of these 

complex systems will be explored, aiming to integrate narrative clarity with data-

driven insights. 

The importance of causal narratives in public discourse is immense, impacting 

the public’s understanding and influencing policy directions. These narratives range 

from accidents to intentions and systemic processes, each shaping the public policy 

trajectory. The role of media, science, and law becomes paramount, with media 
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shaping public perception and law and science acting as foundational pillars offering 

validation. In essence, understanding the multifaceted dynamics of causal narratives 

is crucial for fostering informed public discourse and ensuring the formulation of 

robust, evidence-based policies. 

Building on the previous content, the complexities of causal narratives extend 

beyond academic ponderings and have real-world consequences. In modern 

democracies, the policy process is intrinsically linked to public opinion, which itself 

is molded by media representation, personal experiences, and prevailing societal 

narratives. The stories we tell about cause and effect don’t just influence individual 

beliefs, but they also play a pivotal role in setting the policy agenda. 

The media, as the primary conduit of information for many, holds a unique 

position of power in this context. It shapes public perceptions not only through what 

it reports, but also, critically, through what it chooses to omit. As McCombs and 

Shaw (1972) have posited with their agenda-setting theory, the media has the power 

to influence the salience of topics in the public’s mind. When intertwined with 

political motivations, the media can emphasize certain causes over others, framing 

narratives in a way that may simplify, exaggerate, or even distort the true nature of 

events. 

But the responsibility doesn’t solely lie with the media. Policymakers, activists, 

and other stakeholders shape these narratives to resonate with specific audiences, 

leveraging emotions and deep-rooted beliefs to gain support. Causality, in this sense, 

becomes more than just an objective assessment; it becomes a tool for persuasion, 

aligning stakeholders and mobilizing resources for a particular agenda. 

Furthermore, in an age where digital technology and social media platforms 

dominate, the rapid dissemination and democratization of information present both 

opportunities and challenges. While individuals now have unprecedented access to 

diverse sources of information, the echo chambers and filter bubbles prevalent in 

these platforms can amplify and reinforce pre-existing beliefs. This scenario 

complicates the task of dissecting and understanding true causality. 

In the end, while identifying root causes is an intellectual endeavor, translating 

them into coherent, understandable, and actionable narratives becomes a formidable 

challenge. In the policy arena, where stakes are high and timelines often pressing, 

finding the balance between accuracy and simplicity, between thorough analysis and 

effective communication, becomes imperative. Only with this balance can societies 

hope to tackle their most pressing challenges with policies that are both informed 

and understood by the populace they aim to serve. 
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