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On Constitution and Causation in International Relations 

Alexander Wendt

Keep in mind the general definition of constructivism (from Jeffrey T. Checkel, "The Constructivist Turn in International Relations Theory”) in understanding Wendt’s article: “Not a theory, per se, but an approach to social inquiry based on two assumptions: 1) The environment in which agents/states take action is social as well as material and 2) This setting can provide agents/states with understandings of their interests (it can “constitute” them).”

NOTES FROM WENDT

Introduction
· Positivist (get to truth about international politics using methods from natural sciences ) vs. post-positivist (not “privileged” to access truth, let alone through those methods)
· Explaining = positivist, Understanding = post-positivism
· Problematic because labeling this distinction (between Explanation and Understanding) as science vs. non-science polarizes the discussion.  Hollis and Smith assume that natural science focuses only on explaining (aka outsider) and not on understanding (aka insider)
· Wendt suggests that “The intellectual activities associated with both Explanation and Understanding both, are, and should be, practiced in both domains.”  
· “To the extent that “Explanation and Understanding” is equated with “science and non-science, therefore, it is misleading and encourages unnecessarily zero-sum arguments about epistemology.  
· It’s about what types of questions each encourages/necessitates.  
· Explainers - causal questions
· Understanders - constitutive questions
· To summarize - “The distinction between Explanation and Understanding is not one between explanation and description, but between explanations that answer different kinds of question, causal and constitutive.” 
· Epistemology can generally be the same (quoting Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)
· Remember what epistemology means - study of knowledge and justified belief.  
· Epistemology is about issues having to do with the creation and dissemination of knowledge in particular areas of inquiry.
· This vs. ontology - theory of objects and their ties (matter of being and relations)
Causal and Constitutive Theories

· Causal theories - answer “why” questions
· Answers assume three things
· X and Y are independent of each other
· X precedes Y  in time
· that but for X, Y would not have occurred.
· Third factor distinguishing “causation from mere correlation 
· Depends on dependent/independent variable language
· Constitutive theories - answer “how-possible” or “what” questions
· “account for properties of things by reference to the structures in virtue of which they exist.”
· Language of dependent/independent variables does not exist
· Wendt does not believe that just because natural sciences and IR look at different things (natural world vs. ideas) they cannot use the same forms of theorizing - “since it is wrong to think that merely conditions imply causal theorizing and ideas imply constitutive theorizing.” 107
Constitutive Theory as Explanation (what/how-plausible?)

· Constructivism based on constitutive rules.
· He believes that Constitutive theories “provide explanations.” 108
· “Constitutive theory might be seen as explanatory, but more needs to be said about the nature of this kind of explanation, and especially about its non-causal character.” 109
· Black hole example - answer explains (“accounts for certain capacities by positing a structure in virtue of which those capacities exist.)  
· Place of unification in all this - classifies observations and unifies as part of a coherent whole. 110
· “Explanations-what” (William Dray) - “explain by subsuming observations under a concept (as opposed to a law) - and as such they are also sometimes..called ‘explanations by concept’.” 110
· EU example.  Explanations of those concepts are not causal because “each tries to make sense of the properties of the EU and in so doing provide insight into its dispositions,” dispositions being “propensities to behave in certain ways under certain conditions.” 
· Common use of “explanation by concept” in economics, IR, other social sciences - concerned with investigating properties of models (Dray).  They use models which capture “properties and dispositions of the systems they represent, even if they do not relate effects to independently existing causes.”  
· “How-possible” questions - “explain not only by telling us how or why a thing came about, or what it is, but by telling us how its elements are composed and organized so that it has the properties that it does.” 112 (sometimes called morphological explanations by John Haugeland)
· Two kinds of structures - internal and social
· Internal - structure of thing itself
· Do not explain causal properties, but more than descriptions because “analyst is using one set of facts to account for another.”  
· Engaged in “reductionism” or “essentialism” because we’re trying to get at an internal essence that a thing’s outward properties can be reduced (dominant in natural sciences, NOTE!)
· Problematic in social sciences (when used here, called methodological individualism) - doesn’t give heed to social factors (how relationships shape being)
· But also must consider how social kinds being made possible by social structure (set of relationships with other actors that define a social kind as such). 
· Example - slave and master.  Each has certain properties and dispositions.  Social structure “does not merely describe rights of the master; it explains them, since without it those rights by definition could not exist.” 113
· Considered “internal relation” - “properties of a relation’s elements are internal to the relation itself, and so do not exist apart from it.”  - constitutive explanation. 
· Example of how state’s properties “an be explained, constitutively, by social relations is the property of state sovereignty.”  
· Luxembourg - other states recognize its sovereignty as a right, do not try to conquer.  Has this right because of its internal structure 
· Says that “sovereignty is not only an internal or essential property of states, but also an institution between states that constitutes them with social capacities - rights - that they do not otherwise enjoy.” 114
· “Institution of sovereignty explains state survival even thought it does not exist independent of or prior to the rights of life, liberty, and property which make survival possible.” 
· Possible to change - because if rights are explained rather than just “described by certain shared understandings, then we come to recognize our collective authorship and responsibility for the maintenance of those rights in their present form.” 115
Conclusion

· Two arguments advanced
· (against Hollis/Smith) - “Difference between explanation and understanding should be seen as a difference between two kinds of question, causal and constitutive, which are routinely asked in both natural and social science.’ 116
· (against King, Keohane, and Verba) - “Answer to constitutive questions are explanations rather than simply descriptions.” 
· But these explanations are not causal, so have to think differently about what it means “to explain.”  

