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Abstract: Christians have many reasons to care about the harms that occur 
in the lives of others, but does buying a product generate any moral re-
sponsibility for injustices suffered by those who produced it? Economics 

-
ity for problems far abroad, but as a science, economics should be able 
to decide whether there is any causal connection between consumers and 
the harms caused by markets to distant others. The neoclassical paradigm 
does not equip an economist to do this, but applying the insights of criti-
cal realist sociology to economics makes it possible, providing heterodox 
economists a view of markets better tailored to their needs. A social struc-
ture is a system of relations between pre-existing social positions. Social 
structures have causal impact on the persons within them by generating 
restrictions, opportunities, and incentives that shape their decisions. This 
essay begins with the example of the market for textiles and understands 
it as a social structure, a long chain of relations among positions from 
consumer and department store clerk all the way up the chain of produc-
tion to the relation between factory manager and seamstress half a world 
away. Each link in this chain is causally related to all the others and this 

outside of economics, concerning the degree of moral responsibility that 
consumers may have for the harms which markets cause to distant others. 
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1 Introduction

The stitches in the collar of the shirt I am wearing were sewn by a 
woman somewhere in Bangladesh. Her participation in the mar-
ket has no doubt increased her economic well-being, but she might 

also be subject to unjust practices at her workplace, or she might even 
-

side Dhaka that killed 112 (New York Times, 2012). And unbeknownst to 
either her or me, there may be a woman in Mexico whose economic secu-

-
rupt due to lower-priced clothing produced by Bangladeshi seamstresses.

Christians, of course, have many warrants for the obligation to assist 
others in their need that are completely independent of whether the be-
liever played any role in causing the problem. Hebrew law required that 

-
ows, orphans, and resident aliens would have access to food. Jesus taught 
his disciples that love of neighbor was to be their central moral com-
mitment. And Christian teaching on individual property ownership—
whether in the early church, the middle ages, or the Reformation—made 
clear that those with a surplus are under a moral obligation to share with 
those unable to meet their own needs.

Yet beyond these warrants, this paper sets out to establish the causal 
basis for the claim that, simply because we are market participants, we 
have a moral responsibility for the harms that markets cause to distant 

in the Christian tradition are typically unconvincing to those who do not 
share Christian faith; arguments rooted in causal relationships are more 
persuasive in a secular world. Second, articulating the relation of social 
causality and moral responsibility will provide an important additional 
reason why Christians should be concerned about their participation in 
markets and involved in structuring those markets more justly. Third, be-

of their structural shortcomings both ignorance and economic interest 
tend to focus society’s moral energy on the relief of suffering without 
addressing its causes.

There are important questions here about our moral responsibility 
in the harms caused in the lives of the women mentioned above, ques-
tions that the discipline of economics cannot address. However, under-
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lying any question of whether I am morally complicit here must be the 
question of whether I am causally complicit in those harms, and causality 
is indeed the proper concern of science. If I buy a shirt that was sewn by 

their deaths simply by buying the shirt, and if so, how should we describe 
that role?

Such a question is rarely addressed in mainstream economics, and the 
view of markets articulated there does not provide much help in thinking 
about this issue. The market for shirts is understood in an abstract and in-
dividualistic way, with the market presenting an opportunity set to each 
participant—whether consumer, department store clerk, clothing brand 
CEO, factory owner, or seamstress—in response to which each partici-

an imperceptible effect on the market as a whole, within the neoclassical 

causal role in harms suffered by a seamstress half a world away.
This essay will go beyond the existing literature on critical realism 

and economics. Examining international trade in textiles as an example, 
it will employ the insights of critical realist sociologists into the nature 
of social structures to understand the market as a social structure, as a 
long chain of ontologically real relations between pre-existing economic 
positions, a chain of relations linking consumers to the distant produc-
ers of the products they buy. While this approach exhibits similarities to 

Swedberg, 2005), it pushes beyond those borders by identifying empir-
icism as the most fundamental problem of both mainstream economics 
and most economic sociology.

Critical realism is one of the most promising methodological alter-
natives to be proposed in recent decades. It is founded on the work of 
British philosopher Roy Bhaskar (1975, 1998). The leading advocate for 
critical realism within economics has been Tony Lawson, who has said 
that his “overall aim . . . is to bring reality (or more of it) back into eco-
nomics” (1997, p. xii). Although critical realists agree that the market is a 
social structure, there has been little attention by those writing on critical 
realist economics to what critical realist sociologists have to say about 
the character of social structures, including among those who speak 

many critical realist economists operate with assumptions that look in-
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adequate to critical realist sociologists. This essay will provide a concrete 
example of a critical realist conception of markets as social structures, 
relying on the work of sociologists Margaret Archer, Pierpaolo Donati, 
Douglas Porpora, and Christian Smith.

-
-

of economics, concerning institutional evolution, international trade, and 
the economics of supply chains and fair trade consumer movements. Sec-
ond, it provides a more adequate understanding of the market as a social 
phenomenon. It grounds traditional mainstream supply and demand ex-
planations in real relations in the economy; it describes what goes on in-
side the black box of the market. Third, it connects economics today with 
its more practically-based historical roots. Whether in the 1770s (Adam 
Smith’s day) or the 1870s (Leon Walras’ day), economists used to feel 
the need to make at least some effort to relate economic theory to how 

-
ogy for economics, grounded in a philosophy of science that explains 
what scientists do better than empiricism can, and thereby better sustains 
heterodox critiques of the mainstream. By treating prices as only one of 
a number of causal forces generated within the social structure of the 
market, it allows room for the neoclassical view (after all, some decisions 

from the background to the foreground, understanding them as operat-

account of the long chain of relations that constitute global markets to-
day, it provides a better foundation for ethical deliberation (outside of 
economics) about those markets.

only cause harms. The same market in textiles that deprived the Mexican 
seamstress of her job provided jobs for women in Bangladesh. The same 
market in electronics that has pressed American manufacturing work-
ers into lower paying service jobs has raised the standard of living of a 

markets cause, but the analysis proposed to do this can articulate the 
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2 What Is Critical Realism?

As a view of how science operates, critical realism arose out of the work 
of British philosopher of science Roy Bhaskar to overcome 250 years of 
inadequacies of empiricist interpretations of what scientists do. He was 

-
in economics makes this clear. The economists of the nineteenth century 
German historical school (Rocher, 1854), and their British allies (Leslie, 
1876), were famous for their holistic methodology and their critique of 
the abstractions and unrealistic assumptions of the mainstream. A num-
ber of American Institutionalist economists (Ayres, 1966) relied on the 
American pragmatism of Charles Sanders Peirce (1997) and John Dew-
ey (1998) as their philosophical basis. And Austrian economics (Mises, 
1933) presented a philosophical alternative to neoclassical empiricism. 
But neither the historical school nor Institutionalism nor Austrian eco-
nomics was able to provide a satisfying account of how an improved 
understanding of causality in the natural sciences can underpin social 
science as well. Bhaskar has accomplished this goal, making his position 
more likely to be acceptable within economics, a discipline that has tried 
to emulate the natural sciences for the past two centuries.

Ever since David Hume in the mid-eighteenth century, most philos-
ophers of science have argued that we can only be certain of the data we 

views of Auguste Comte a century after Hume,

We have no knowledge of anything but phenomena. . . . We know 
not the essence, nor the real mode of production, of any fact, 
but only its relations to other facts in the way of succession or 
similitude. . . . Their essential nature, and their ultimate causes, 

1866, p. 6)

-
es work. Empiricists need not deny the reality of objects in the world, 
whether planets or persons, but limiting human experience to what is 
sense-perceptible prevents the consistent empiricist from claiming any 
access to what everyday human experience demonstrates to the person 
on the street: the sense that we can know “why” things happen. The boul-
der that fell off the mountainside crushed the car below because it was so 
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heavy. The mugger was able to kill his victim because of the causal power 
of the gun he held.

Because of this epistemological limitation in empiricism, the under-

of the tradition: the cause of a phenomenon is “the antecedent, or the 
concurrence of antecedents, on which it is invariably and unconditional-
ly consequent” (Mill, 1874, p. 245). All we can say about causes is that if 
A always and unconditionally precedes B, then A is the cause of B. We 
cannot delve into why or how causality works.

According to Bhaskar, this eclipse of real things in the world mis-
understands what scientists actually do, and it leads to the empiricist as-

In the dominant view—both philosophical and popular—when I let go 

Bhaskar objects to the empiricist construal of causality as consisting in 
an invariant sequence of events because, outside of the laboratory, in-
variant sequences of events almost never occur in the real world. That 
is, he argues, the scientist in the lab does not think he’s describing only 
an invariant sequence of events, but thinks he is more robustly making 
a claim about how things “out there” in the real world actually operate. 
How else could one justify the assumption that invariant patterns dis-
covered in the highly controlled “closed” system of the lab would also be 
maintained in the “open” system of the real world?

In addition, the book does not
gravity.” The law of gravity is simply the scientist’s description of (one 
part of) the invisible but ontologically real causal relation between the 
earth and the book, and it is the relation itself that causes the book to 

sun and other celestial contributors). The relation generates the force we 
call gravity. Even though we are speaking of what cannot be observed, 
there is no mysticism here. As sociologist Christian Smith puts it, “scien-

properties of causal relations and mechanisms than with the regularity of 
-

ics is what the best of science actually does and is more important than 
measuring the strength of association between variables” (Smith, 2010, 
p. 96). The implication for economics is that prices do not rise or fall due 
to the law of supply and demand. Rather, this “law” is a human attempt 
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to describe the effects of real causal relations between producers and 
consumers.

A second major insight of critical realism is the importance of “emer-
gence,” which occurs when two or more “lower level” elements combine 
to form a “higher level” element that has different characteristics (Smith, 
2010, p. 26). The best example here is water. Although it is made of hy-
drogen and oxygen, water’s characteristics are quite different from ei-

The relevance for economics is that social structures emerge from the 
actions of individuals. Here, critical realist social science points to phe-

Hayek thus makes a similar point in arguing that “the order of society 
. . . is a result of those regularities of conduct which the individuals have 

notion of “spontaneous order” is provided by Robert Sugden in his cri-
tique of mainstream economics for turning to governmental solutions too 
frequently to address market failures. “It seems that economics under-
estimates the ability of individuals to coordinate their behavior to solve 
common problems: it is unduly pessimistic about the possibility of spon-
taneous order” (1986, p. 4). Critical realists, of course, challenge two fun-

understand the resulting structure as ontologically real and not simply a 
system of rules of conduct, something this essay will address below. Sec-
ond, they fault the individualistic and reductionist assumptions that so 
much of evolutionary economics borrows from the neoclassical paradigm.

Emergence is a phenomenon that demonstrates the futility of reduc-
tionism, the assumption quite pervasive in empiricist thought that all re-
alities can be explained, at least in principle, by the functioning of their 
constituent parts. In the empiricist view, human psychology is explain-
able by biology, which is reducible to chemistry, which if we simply knew 
enough would be explained by the laws of physics. Hayek’s version of 
this, for example, is clear in his claim that “the whole of economic theory 
. . . may be interpreted as nothing else but an endeavor to reconstruct 
from regularities of individual actions the character of the resulting or-
der” (1967, p. 72).

-
er level “emergent” reality has characteristics that simply cannot be ex-
plained by examining (i.e., cannot be “reduced” to) the characteristics 
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of the lower level realities that combined to create it. Protons and neu-
trons have characteristics simply not present in the up quarks and down 
quarks that combine to produce them. The human mind emerges from 
and cannot exist without the electrochemical synapses in the brain, but 
it has characteristics different from them and can act back upon them. 
And, most importantly for the economics, social structures emerge from 
the actions of individuals and require the participation of individuals for 
their continued existence, but structures have an independent existence 
and independent causal effects in the lives of those individuals, at times 
contrary to the intentions of those who might have consciously created 

that the market is a social structure that emerges from individual activity 
-

ting by government) and has independent causal impact back on those 
individuals.

3 What Is a Social Structure?

The central insight of critical realism is that science is about describing 
real things in the world and the real relations among them, not simply 
our sense perception of all this. Thus, in social life, critical realism judges 
any individualistic interpretation of economic life—what is often called 
methodological individualism—to be deeply inadequate, because it fo-
cuses on the decisions of individuals and largely ignores the independent 
causal impact of the relations into which individuals enter. Still, the im-
plications of this conviction for how to describe the structural relations 
within which market activity occurs have so far been largely unexamined 
by critical realist economists.

Tony Lawson argues that “the essence of science lies in the move, at 
any one level, from some manifest phenomenon to the structures which 
generate it” (1997, p. 52). An understanding of real structures is clear-
ly important to him. And because the market is itself a social structure, 
economists who are committed to a critical realist approach to econom-
ics should begin, one would think, by asking critical realist sociologists 
for advice about the character of social structures. Lawson and many 

critical realist sociologists.
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The British sociologist Margaret Archer provides a critique of the 

“the people have spoken.” While there is much truth to this claim, it is 
also true that the outcome of the election—which party has how many 

and the way in which voting districts are constructed. The people speak 

structure.
A similarly individualistic error is committed in the microeconomic 

theory at the center of the neoclassical paradigm when economists model 

-

in the neoclassical paradigm and the general equilibrium analysis which 
is its foundational model. There is no claim here that the neoclassical 
analysis is simply wrongheaded, either in whole or in part. It is frequently 
quite insightful, both in economic and non-economic matters.

Many economists, including many readers of this journal, work hard 
to stretch this basic framework to more adequately explain what goes on 
in economic life, for example, by adding altruistic elements to the utili-
ty function or relaxing its assumption that the elements in this function 
are exogenously determined. Such efforts, and behavioral economics in 

argued, for all its insight, economics has its limits and it is a mistake to as-
sume “that anything can be modeled if economists are inclined to model 

Archer articulates the critical realist view in sociology that only per-
sons are conscious agents but that social structures have causal impact 
by means of the opportunities, restrictions, and incentives which they 
present to individuals who operate within them (Archer, 2014; Moran-
di, 2011). But what is a social structure? Even within the sociology of 
economics, this question is often avoided. Leading economic sociologist 

explicitly, but talks of the embeddedness of markets within structures 
as a way of improving on the neo-classical explanation of such things as 
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American sociologist Douglas Porpora has described the four basic 
options within sociology for understanding the character of social struc-
tures. Some schools of sociology have seen structures as simply “patterns 
of aggregate behavior,” while others describe them as “law-like regular-
ities that govern the behavior of social facts.” Others see them as large-
ly “collective rules” structuring human behavior. The critical realist ap-
proach, taken by Porpora, understands social structures as “systems of 
human relations among social positions” (1989).1

non-economic example: a university.
A university is a social structure that contains many different kinds 

of relations, but the most basic is that between professor and student in 
the classroom. Here, one person enters into the social position of profes-
sor and others into the social position of student. The relation between 
the two positions is ontologically real and it generates restrictions and 
opportunities, which are experienced by the persons involved as incen-
tives, and these have causal impact on the persons who enter those posi-
tions. The ontological reality of these relations represents an important 
distinction between the analysis presented here and that offered by Gra-

make up the market as a social structure.2 Critical realism articulates a 
stronger causal link.

-
-

counters a number of restrictions built into the position of university 
instructor. There are departmental requirements for what topics he must 
cover in an introductory course, university requirements that he must 
give grades to his students at the end of the term, and legal requirements 
that may threaten dismissal if he makes sexual advances toward his stu-
dents. Just as importantly, however, there are student expectations of 
professors that are a restriction as well. He needs to prepare for each 

to the students’ questions. The students, on the other hand, also face re-
strictions. They must read what the professor assigns, take tests on the 
days scheduled, and sit respectfully in class taking in what the professor 
says.

Such restrictions do not operate in a deterministic way. Neither fac-
ulty member nor student is forced to do anything. The assistant professor 
could come unprepared to class or the student could refuse to do the 
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reading, but these restrictions mean that each would pay a price. The 
pre-existing relation between the position of professor and the position 
of student exercises its causality through the choices of persons who take 
on those positions.

Similarly, the relation of professor and student generates opportuni-
ties for those who take on those positions. Our new assistant professor 
gets to structure the class, invent creative ways to explain economics to 
the uninitiated, and devise his own grading criteria (though within the 
general restrictions of the department and student expectations). Stu-
dents face the opportunity to learn from a well-informed economist and 
to contribute to their earning of a college degree. Here too, this relation 
among positions has causal effect in a non-deterministic way, by holding 
out possibilities that can be taken up (or not) by the persons involved.

Objectively, social structures generate restrictions and opportunities. 

as incentives (or disincentives).
Either professor or student could resist the causal impact of restric-

tions, opportunities, and incentives, but this will indeed have other, typi-
cally negative, effects in their lives. This, of course, is how social structures 
are maintained. Because resistance entails a price, most people most of 

-

by their compliance. (Resistance to restrictions and even transformation 
of social structures does occur, of course, but these matters will be left 
unexamined due to constraints of space.)

-
tures have independent causal impact upon the decisions of agents by 
means of the opportunities, restrictions, and incentives which are emer-
gent characteristics of the relations among social positions that consti-
tute those structures. This causal impact is not deterministic. Any person 
can ignore opportunities, resist restrictions, or act counter to the incen-
tives he or she faces. But in each case that person will be worse off for 
doing so and this basic fact of life is the source of the causal power—and 
stability—of social structures.

4 The Market as a Social Structure

Mainstream economists will be quite amenable to this talk of individ-
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uals making decisions in the face of opportunities, restrictions, and in-
centives. Economists, of course, think of prices as having exactly these 

-
rent prices they face an opportunity to purchase all the inputs neces-

power restricted by the rise in the price of some product they currently 
purchase, they typically respond by consuming less of this product, often 
substituting another now-relatively-cheaper product that provides com-
parable utility. Both critical realists and neoclassical economists under-
stand agents as making decisions to accomplish their goals within the 
opportunities, restrictions, and incentives they face in markets.

In addition, many economists in the history of the discipline have 
pointed to the importance of non-economic factors underlying mar-
kets. Joseph Schumpeter famously cautioned that the logic of markets 
tends to undermine the moral commitments that make markets possible 
(Schumpeter, 1942). Heterodox economists have insisted on the social 
and cultural factors that are entailed in the creation and operation of 
markets (Garcia-Parpet, 2007).

But most economists will have to stretch to wrestle with the under-
lying insight—the “realism” in critical realism—that these opportunities, 
restrictions, and incentives are not simply present in a sort of disembod-
ied opportunity set, as neoclassical economics describes them. Nor are 
they simply presented by one individual or group of individuals to an-
other, as methodological individualism would have it. Rather, they are 
generated by relations that are ontologically real, in the sense that the 
relation between the position of professor and the position of student is 
real.

Many economists think of prices as simply generated by the abstract 
interaction of supply and demand. But the history of economics as a 
discipline demonstrates well that this abstract interaction is dependent 
upon real people negotiating prices in the market. Adam Smith talked 
about “the higgling and bargaining of the market” (1776, p. 31). Leon 
Walras pictured an auctioneer calling out prices to potential buyers and 

of social structures that roots the theory of supply and demand in the 
real relationships into which people enter.
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-
fee crop, the eventual rise in price of a cup of Colombian dark roast at 
a coffee shop in the United States begins with the very real negotiation 
between the person who holds the position of sales manager at a partic-
ular coffee plantation and someone else who holds the position of pur-
chasing agent for an international coffee company (and, of course, there 
are multiple plantations and several coffee companies). This is why we 
must be clear that the price does not rise “because of the law of supply 
and demand.” That “law” is helpful, but it is only economists’ attempt to 

of itself. The price rises because of decisions that occur all along the chain 
of relations among positions from plantation/coffee company to coffee 
shop/customer.

That is, it is a system of social relations among pre-existing social posi-
tions, and individual persons move into and out of various positions in 
multiple markets during the ordinary activity of the day. A typical person 
might go to work in the morning (entering into the position of subordi-
nate to one’s boss) and stop to buy gasoline on the way home (paying at 
the pump and taking on electronically the position of customer in rela-
tion to the clerk inside). She may also that evening take on the position 

alter the current laws structuring the market for fossil fuels.
One great advantage of the critical realist view of markets is that it 

allows heterodox economists to accomplish one of their goals: to more 
seamlessly attend to the institutional characteristics of markets that the 
neoclassical model eclipses. Rather than seeing institutional features as 
simply background conditions for the price system, both prices and other 

largely prices—that neoclassical economists tend to focus on are gener-
ated by the same real relations among social positions that generate the 

be worse off if it ignores prices, of course, but it also won’t survive if it ig-
nores the restrictions imposed by various civil laws (concerning the treat-

reporting, etc.) or the restrictions entailed in the minimal expectations of 
workers in this market (concerning the frequency of bathroom breaks or 
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work restrictions of Christian and Jewish religious culture without re-
ally noticing them as restrictions. The appearance of large numbers of 
American Muslims in the workforce, and their insistence on a place and 
time for prayer during the workday, has made such economically rel-
evant religious restrictions more noticeable. Although the neoclassical 
model privileges prices, they are but one of a multitude of opportunities, 
restrictions, and incentives generated by the relation of social positions 
that constitute the market.

box” approach to markets, the reluctance of neoclassical economics to 
-

side this black box is invisible, and as a result some options faced by 

governing markets can prevent abuses in the production of the products 
they buy. These are exactly the kind of concerns whose absence from the 
basic neoclassical economic paradigm heterodox economists have long 
lamented.

The critical realist analysis of markets as social structures also allows 
-

kets. There is, of course, a growing economic literature on fair trade mar-

-
ness ethics on the relation of supply chains and corporate social respon-

too the critical realist view of markets as social structures can strengthen 
the analysis.

Let us return to the example of a typical consumer who goes to a 
Macy’s department store to buy a shirt that has been manufactured in 
Bangladesh. Here the person enters into the pre-existing position of con-
sumer which is in social relation to the position of clerk, in a long chain 
of social relations among pre-existing positions that extends from the 

many links in the chain to suppliers of inputs at each stage.)
The consumer interacts with the clerk in the department store and 
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each faces opportunities, restrictions, and incentives built into the con-
sumer/clerk relation, elements that exist independently of the two par-
ticular persons interacting with each other. To take but one example, the 
consumer at Macy’s is not free to bargain over a price, even though in 
some places in markets such haggling is quite acceptable. The clerk also 

face of an irresponsibly irate customer, perhaps something she might 
never do in other parts of her life.

In turn, the clerk has a relation with her supervisor, who has a relation 
with the store manager, who has a relation with the corporate purchasing 
manager who decides which shirts Macy’s will offer for sale. This person 
has a relation with the sales manager of a clothing brand, who in turn has 

-

oversees the work of the women who sew the shirt our consumer buys.
Each one of these relations between pre-existing social positions is 

ontologically real and is one link in a long chain of causally structured 
relations that relay price signals up and down the market for shirts. Neo-
classical economics shows little interest in how such a market works, as 
if the only thing that mattered is that there is a price for and availability 
of shirts. But if we look inside the black box of the market we can clear-
ly tell that each of these links that make up that long chain of relations 
includes a number of economically important opportunities, restrictions, 
and incentives, and each link is causally dependent upon and causally 
integral to what we call the market for shirts. How individual agents re-
act to the opportunities, restrictions, and incentives in each of these re-
lational links is critically important for whether and how the market for 
shirts operates, and market prices are only part of the economic picture. 
This insight provides the rationale for attention to institutional form and 

insisted upon.
Many people outside of economics, particularly those committed to 

the fundamental cause for a variety of disasters in developing nations, 
-

and this is a real advantage. Yet economists often judge the arguments 
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codes or managerial irresponsibility, not the fault of the market itself. 

A more adequate, structural analysis acknowledges the role that 
markets themselves also play in such disasters through the opportunities, 

-
tory of Bangladesh, the Wall Street Journal (2012) reported the testimony 

made clear the role of market forces in the disaster: “It’s hard to continue 
to improve factory compliance and safety when there is ever increasing 
downward pressure on the prices that global retailers are willing to pay.” 
Such a factory owner is in a pre-existing social position of supplier of tex-
tiles and is thus in relation to others in the position of buyer for large re-
tailers, and he faces the restrictions generated in that relation, including 
the threat to buy from other sources. Although mainstream economics 

here within the relation of supplier and buyer, and that power can cause 
harms to workers by threatening the economic well-being of those who 
own productive assets.

The last step in the analysis occurs outside of economics. The real 
causal link between my purchase of a shirt in a department store and 
the harms suffered by the seamstresses who made it provides a critically 

my purchase of the shirt generates a moral obligation on my part to allay 
the suffering of those women and/or to press for a more just factory for 
them to work in.

-
cerning what can be done if, after a moral judgment, one decides that 

concerns what occurs “before” a person engages in market behavior. 
Here, for example, both political conservatives and liberals can agree 
that one way to improve the circumstances of producers in the develop-
ing world is for consumers to join together and purchase products ap-
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second concerns what occurs “after” market interactions. Here liberals 
more than conservatives endorse efforts by governments (and both may 

-

more than Republicans support governmental funds to be used in “trade 
adjustment assistance,” providing retraining and/or relocation funds to 

Third, facilitated by the critical realist view of markets as a social 
structure, there are changes that can occur within the black box of the 

pressure on clothing manufacturers, better government enforcement of 
labor laws in Bangladesh, or the creation of more responsible “economy 

also be altered for the better.

5 Conclusion

The critical realist approach to economics described in this essay promis-
-
-

mand explanations in real relations in the market, connecting economics 
today with its more practically based historical roots, a methodology that 
understands the impact of both prices and institutional forces as arising 
from the same source, and a better causal account of market harms that 
can thereby provide a better foundation for moral judgments outside of 
economics.

Every market is a social structure, a long chain of relations among 
pre-existing social positions. Market relations—whether between the 
consumer and the clerk at Macy’s, or the seamstress and her supervisor 
in Bangladesh—are structured, with a variety of opportunities, restric-
tions, and incentives to be faced by any person who takes on one of those 
pre-existing social positions.

The seamstress and the customer at Macy’s are causally connected 
by the long chain of relations we call the market for shirts. Each link in 
that chain is causally dependent upon and causally critical to the cooper-
ation at a distance which the market makes possible. This means that the 
consumer and the seamstress are causally present in each other’s lives.

Economists are not well equipped to make a judgment about the 
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moral responsibility a consumer may incur by purchasing a shirt at Ma-
cy’s. However, economists ought to be able to describe the chain of caus-
al relations linking that consumer to the seamstresses in Bangladesh who 
made the shirt he buys. Critical realism provides an explanation of those 
causal connections, and holds out the possibility of a re-conceived view 
of the market as a social structure that allows Christians to articulate the 
causal foundations for moral judgments about our responsibilities in a 

Endnotes

for Porpora, these relations are ontologically real “things” in the 
world, while Lawson has explicitly denied that social structures are 
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