


ABSTRACT

H1STOPICAL EXPLANATION

ARND VALUE - NEUTRALITY
by James J. Leach

recent emergence of philosophy of history as a criti=-
>, attention focuses on the notion of objective his-
1ation. Three problems are central: the meaning of
xplanation,' the relationship between scientific and
blanation, and the kind of objectivity appropriate to
ically, the issues turn on the covering law theory of
We defend this theory, propounded by K. Pooper and C.
5t the diverse challenges of Weber, Collingwood, Lavine,
Donagan and Scriven. Briefly characterized, the theory
1tific and historical explanations on the model of loge
lon: deductive or inductive. Rationally acceptable
nust incorporate, as essential premises, empirically
true (or highly confirmed) general laws.

L the issues, we critically explore three interrelated
:d by Max Weber and pivotal to the controversy: that
juiry must be objectively value-free (Value=Neutrality
objective cultural explanation, nevertheless, requires
.erpretative understanding beyond mere subsumption
iderstanding thesis); and finally that such understand-
>es a peculiarly cultural method of concept formation

1esis)e Each faction to the covering law controversy
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accepts at least one of these theses. In rejecting all three, we
attempt to resolve the issue. The covering law theory, though de=
fensible against the latter two propositions, is shown to embody
unnecessarily and unjustifiably the thesis of value-neutrality.
Here it can be successfully revised.

Subjective judgment, as espoused by 'empathy' theorists, thus
proves important but mislocated. Its significance lies not in the
explanatory force of arguments but in the rational acceptability
of the relevant hypotheses. Taking our cue from the substantial
insight of Verstehen theorists (Lavine, Dray and Scriven) on the
historian's need to make value judgments, we argue, against Hempel,
for the essential role of such judgments in any philosophic analy-
sis of rationally acceptable explanation. We take this insight to
be an additional pragmatic condition to the covering law theory,
rather than a fatal weakness. Hence the denial of value-neutrality
does not support the thesis of subjective understandinge.

The case against value-neutrality, accordingly, seems best
argued on the basis of recent work in statistical analysis of
rational decision making in the face of uncertainty. In particue=
lar, from the fact that the scientist accepts or rejects corrigible
hypotheses, and thus decides when the evidence warrants his accep-
tance, it follows that he cannot escape making value judgments.
This argument we unpack and defend against covering law theoristse
But in such a way as to avoid both a behavioralist reduction of be=-
lief to action anda pragmatic reduction of truth to utility. Suf=

ficient evidence is shown to be a function of such pragmatic factors
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as the cost associated with the importance of making a mistake
when acting on beliefs. The goal of science and history thus
appears not merely as truth for its own sake, but as truth modi-
fied by other criteria, viz. epistemic and pragmatic utilities.

The import of this argument forces a reconsideration of the
meaning of scientific and historical objectivity and of the re=-
lationships between theoretical, technological and policy making
aspects of rational inquiry. The humanistic orientation of his-
tory, stressed by varied 'empathy' theorists, can be preserved.

Yet not at the price of abandoning history as a branch of the
science of society. This, then, constitutes the main thrust of

our thesis that the covering law theory survives the varied logi-
cal criticisms of 'empathy' theorists, but only on condition that
pragmatic and purposive elements be included essentially in a logi=-
cal reconstruction of explanations, and hence that the value-neutra-

lity thesis be surrendered.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The Recent Controversy

In recent years philosophy of history has again become a live and
controversial subject among empirically oriented philosophers in Eng-
land and this country. But it has become so only as a critical rather
than a speculative d)'.scipli.ne.l After long neglect, in fact generally
since Descartes' expulsion of history from the domain of knowledge
proper in Part I of the Discourse, during which time the subject be-
came a veritable obsession with speculative continental philosophers,
attention has again been directed to questions of explanation, pre-
diction, interpretation and objectivity in historical inquiries. No
doubt the two major exceptions among empirical philosophers to this
by-pass of history are Karl Popper (in his series of essays dating
from 1936 and now published as m Poverty 0_1: Historicism and his
later Open Society and Its Enemies) and Carl Hempel (in his now classic
essay "The Function of General Laws in History").

However, these works were not at all sufficient to arouse
recent philosophers from their complacent slumbers. This seems
due in part to their lucid and potent argument producing general
acceptance among empiricists, and in part to a lack of clarity and
persuasiveness in the counter-argument of the idealists causing

their position to go by default. Only when recent empiricists of

2 W. H. Walsh, Philosophy of History (N.Y.: Harper and
Brothers, 1951). Chapter I.






the analytical variety, attempting to revive some of the idealist

doctrines by reconstructing them in linguistic and pragmatic guise,
took issue with and more lucidly challenged the position of these
essays did the subject emerge once again as the stage of a major
philosophic controversy.

This general lack of empirically-oriented philosophic interest
in history, strange though it be in itself, becomes even more per-
plexing in light of the frequent charges by historians that philo-
sophers have imposed their own methodological problems and rigorous
scientific ideals of inquiry on the historian's practice, and hence
have forced this practice onto some Procrustian bed. It seems, in-
stead, that historians themselves, not philosophers, have fostered
these problems. And they have done so largely because of the ex-
tensive variability in their interpretations of historical events,
actions and processes, a variability often embarassingly difficult
to reconcile with claims of historical objectivity. In the phrase
of one theoretically-inclined historian, Cushing Strout, "A spece=
ter haunts American historians--the concept of causality. After
nearly a hundred years of passionate and dispassionate inquiry
into 'the causes of the Civil War' the debate is still inconclu=
sive."2 Moreover, the specter arose in the context of develop-
ments which, by erecting a barrier between the historian's prac-
tice and his theory, prevented him from even attempting a sys=-

tematic appraisal of his explanatory concepts and hypotheses. So

2 ¢, Strout, "Causation and the American Civil War," in
History and Theory, Vol I (1961), p. 175.






ce has the situation become that many historians take

scrupulously avoiding generalizations and theoretical
tions. Yet in practice, of course, these same historians
to transcend mere chronicling of facts by offering ex-

s and interpretations of what they take to be significant

y suggesting causes, motives and reasons for historical

d actions.

developments largely responsible for this gap between

ice and theory of historians has been instructively ate-
by David Potter among others, to the dilemma produced
rlier cult of scientific history and the relativist re=~
it. During the "scientific" era of history, under the
of Ranke's anti-propaganda campaign, historians strove
hard, neutral descriptions of fact and disclaimed any

nterpret or explain or find meaning in the facts. Though

med to know the truth of these events, it was a truth

e only by the purity of descriptive inquiry. Any attempt

n or interpret would be to underwrite purity with bloody

judice and personal value committments.

when it became evident that this strategy failed to lessen

bility of historian's conclusions, that the data apparent-

in varied tongues to even more varied investigators, hise

inally discarded this creed and partly regained their in-

1 sanity by recognizing the necessity of going beyond the

Potter, "Explicit Data and Implicit Assumptions in Histori-
," in L. Gottschalk (ed.), Generalization in the Writin of
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), pp. 178-83.







terpret and explain it, to organize and unify the facts

0 understand them. And when this strategy produced only
'usion and variability, they embraced, as a last resort,

. relativism. Since one must interpret and exglain, and

5 produces unwanted variability, they sacrificed in theory
ivity of their inquiries. The assumpticn common to both
hat objectivity is an invariant and value-neutral matter,
ought to yield the same conclusions for all competent in-
fostered a neglect of the theoretical aspects of historio-
" the nature of explanation, interpretation and objectivity.
> view, they could not attain objective truth without con=-
heory, and on the other they could not attain objective

1 if they did invoke theor‘y."1 In neither case was theory
Jle investment. Better to be "pragmatic", to rely upon

:s" or is "successful"™ in practice, became the strategy
yrking historians. However, the problems connected with
ns as explanation, interpretation, cause, motive and

'p interfering with such practical serenity until even-

» problem of clarifying these notions is imposed upon the
'r of history.

n the philosopher's hands the problem takes a different

s not always recognized by the historian as his problem.
:ears to him that the philosophers are forcing his practice
rocrustean bed, that they are legislating criteria for

: historical practice, criteria of proper explanations,

12-, p. 179.



of causal imputations and of the objectivity of conclusions. At

any rate, this situation serves to introduce some of the problems
underlying the major controversies for contemporary philosophers

of history: what is the nature of historical explanation? Does

it differ fundamentally from scientific explanation? What relation
is there between a philosophic model or theory of explanation and
actual historical practice? Can historical explanations be ob-
jective? Does objectivity presuppose a value-neutral appraisal of
the acceptability of conclusions? What, if any, is the role of

purpose and efficiency in the process of explanatory inquiry?



Three Theses of Weber

In what follows, I shall consider certain aspects of this con-
troversy by a careful investigation of three interrelated theses
advocated at one time or another by Max Weber, perhaps one of the
most sophisticated and influential social scientists of our cen=-
tury. I shall argue that all three theses are unacceptable, but
that they are so in extremely suggestive and important ways. In
particular, they form the basis of most recent controversies about
Hempel's "covering law" theory of historical explanation, at least
in the sense that all sides to the dispute have accepted one or
more of these theses while most reject at least one other. More-
over, though these beliefs are unacceptable, I find Weber's method-
ological writings in general to touch in an unsystematic but in-
structive way on most of the conclusions to be advocated herein.
In fact, there is little doubt that the major positions held in
this controversy are all influenced by Weber's writings. This
includes the naturalistic views of Nagel, Popper and Hempel, the
non-naturalism of Lavine, Natanson and Schutz, and the analytic
position of Gardiner, Dray, Donagan and Scriven.

Before turning to Weber's theses, let me characterize briefly
what has become known as the "covering law" (CL) theory of ex=
planation, since it is at the center of the recent controversy,
and since Weber's theses can best be viewed in contrast to this
"covering law" theory. But since chapter two is devoted to a

detailed examination of this theory, the present account will be






0 the following sketch:

#hat is scientifically explained, in addition to laws,

r a type of event or action nor a uniqgue concrete phenom-
, an aspect, property or description of an event or action.
To explain scientifically and completely some event or

5, ideally, to provide an argument, deductive or inductive,
¢ a description of the phenomenon to be explained as the
on, and a statement of the appropriate general laws and

1t conditions as premises.

To be adequate or rationally acceptable, a scientific ex=
1 must contain as essential premises or explanans, general
h are both testable and either true or highly confirmed
2levant available evidence.

Scientific explanation and prediction, two of the central
" scientific inquiry, are structurally identical. They

11y pragmatically, so that all adequate explanations have
.al predictive force.

, the three fundamental theses of Weber's methodology, which
) use as a framework for considering the above controversy,
»1lows:

..) Thesis of Value-Neutrality (VN): The objectivity of

‘ical explanations requires as a necessary precondition that

liner, qua scientist or historian, make no value judgments.

'« Hempel and P. Oppenheim, "The Logic of Scientific Ex-
," in Feigl and Brodbeck (eds.), Readings in the Philoso-
ience (N.Y.: Aprleton-Century-Crofts, 1953), pp. 319-350.







ar he must remain evaluatively neutral when appraising

bility or correctness of his explanations. Hence objective-
riant in the sense of yielding the same conclusion for

nt inquirers. This thesis follows from the sharp logi-
-ion of questicns of fact and questions of value, and
\bsequent distinction between descriptive statements and
ronosals. In Weber's terms, "a systematically correct
proof in the social sciences, if it is to achieve its

1st be acknowledged as correct even by a Chinese";6 it
"unconditionally valid type of knowledge".7 This means
st be acceptable to all, independently of variable per-
ests, attitudes or values. "For scientific truth is

8

that is valid for all who seek the truth."

) Thesis of Subjective Understanding (SU): Although

ble empirical explanations must be objective in this
manner, adequate historical explanations of purposive
ns cannot be attained by mere subsumption of the action
'ing general laws. Instead, the explanatory force of
the connecting link between the action and its causes,
reasons, is provided by some sort of subjective or in-
e understanding. Our aim in the cultural sciences is

tanding of the characteristic uniqueness of the reality

Weber, The Methodology of the Social Sciences (Glencoe,
Free Press, 19L9), p. 58.

d., p. 63.

d., p. Bl



we move...and the cultural significance of individual

; We are, consequently, "concerned with psychological and

cual phenomena the empathic understanding of which is

;y a problem of a specifically different type from those

> schemes of the exact natural sciences in general can or
solve."lo In other words, since the subject matter of

as a cultural science, consists of purposive human actions,
only be adequately explained or understood from the sub-
boint of view of the agent. Hence, the mere subsumption
ictions under covering laws, from the external point of
the observer, 1s insufficient to explain completely the
1's subject matter. SU, accordingly, entails the denial
, theory.

ii.) Thesis of Ideal-Types (IT): To eliminate "the

stic prejudice that the goal of the social sciences must

11 and to achieve the

>duction of reality to 'laws!,"
re understanding required by historical explanations, the
1 must utilize "a kind of concept-construction which is
and, to a certain extent, indispensable to the cultural
."12 Weber refers to the product of this peculiarly cul=-

shod of concept formation as an ideal-type or utopia.

generic limiting concepts, "purely analytical constructs

bid., p. 72.
bid., p. 7h.
bid., p. 101,

bid., p. 89.






10

created by ourselves,"13 used as a standard to analyse historically
unique configurations and to compare or measure the culturally
significant components of human action. The statements containing
these constructs are to be clearly distinguished from judgments of
value ideals as well as from empirical or descriptive hypotheses

or laws. Weber, however, is extremely vague about the nature of
ideal=-types, and hence about the exact way in which they consti-
tute an alternative to the CL theory of explanation as subsumption
under laws. But for our purposes we need only consider this thesis
as advocating some alternative to the CL theory, an alternative
using ideal-types and satisfying the requirements of the SU and

VN theses.,

In the succeeding chapters, it will be shown that the none
naturalists (Natanson and Schutz) accept same version of all three
theses, the naturalists (Nagel, Pooper and Hempel) deny SU and IT
but defend VN, while the analysts (Dray, Scriven and Donagan) deny
VN and IT but defend SU in a revised version. Accordingly, in
denying all three theses, I shall attempt to mediate this contro=
versy, to synthesize the important denials of both the naturalists
and the analysts. But while my synthesis will include a defense
of the CL theory of explanation, I will also extend the theory in
such a way as to incorporate within it the significant contribu-
tions of many opponents of this theory, and hence in a way that
none of these three groups would find especially felicitous. Such

is my embarrassment.

13 1Ibid., p. 96.
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The important controversy recently aroused about historical
explanations centers, as we have noted, on the CL model of explana-
tion defended by Hempel, Popper, Nagel, Braithwaite and others of
a naturalist persuasion, and challenged by such varied non-natura=
lists as Schutz, Dray, Donagan and Scriven. With the defenders
emphasizing the formal and logical aspects of explanation and the
challengers stressing the epistemological and pragmatic aspects,
the controversy has not always proved fruitful, since often they
seem to be arguing past each other. The main issue at hand is
whether or not historical explanations are best construed accord-
ing to the CL model of scientific explanations.

One of the most frequent objections of the challengers, ground-
ed on the VN and SU theses, has been that a different kind of model
is required for historical explanations because of the extreme ob-
Jectivity prevailing in the CL scientific model. Some suggest a
wider use of the term 'explanation,' a more generic version common
to all types of explanation; others advocate a peculiarly different
and characteristically historical kind of explanatory model. But
in both cases the epistemological and pragmatic dimensionlh of ex~-
planation is emphasized so that, unlike objective scientific cases,
the role of the person accepting explanations cannot be ignored.
Hence, both groups distinguish sharply between explanation qua po=-
tential scientifically testable prediction and explanation qua in-

telligibility or understanding; and between the objectivity of

1L ;. Yolton, Thinking and Perceiving (LaSalle, Ill.: Open
Court, 1962), pp. 117-1%0.
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testable and confirmable scientific explanations achieved inde=
pendently of variable personal judgments and the subjectivity of
historical explanations grounded in these valuational beliefs and
personal judgments of acceptability.

Some, however, have argued for "a scaling of explanations in

15

terms of their objectivity" on the basis of the latter aspect,

of the relative independence from any one individual, instead of
for a clear-cut dichotomy between an objective science and a sub=-
jective history. No doubt, this view reouires emphasizing not the
logical structure of explanation but the epistemic criteria of
rationally acceptable explanations. Yet Yolton, representing most
recent opponents of the CL model, takes this question to concern
the "explanatory force" of theories or hypotheses, and hence erron-
eously, I think, views this force not as a logical matter but as
one concerning conceptual schemes, general attitudes and empathetic
understanding.16 But in this case it is not clear whether he is
opting for intelligibility or understanding as providing a different
kind of explanatory force in historical explanations, or as a pre-
condition of all explanations.

Yolton's objection rests on the belief that testability is
appropriate for scientific explanations but not for historical ones.
For in history, general attitudes and conceptual schemes, i.e., an
element of Verstehen as subjective understanding not explanation,

is more relevant even though there are no clear-cut tests or

15
16

Ibid., p. 122.

Ibid., pp. 124-128,
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criteria for determining the correctness of the understanding.
The question then is whether or not a system of statements must
meet the criteria of testability and deducibility in order to be
explanatory. Yolton holds that it must meet these requirements
orly to be a scientific but not an historical explanation. The
latter requires only the criteria of intelligibility or under-
standing which "varies in kind with the difference of needs, of
objective," of context, purpose, values and interests. In fact
these are the preconditions, he maintains, of all explanation,
while deducibility and testability are the ideal controls only of
the sciences. But again the former can be arranged in a scaled
order of degrees of objectivity and independence of particular
needs, values and interest, and degrees of empirical testability.

Now it seems to me that the challengers of the CL model are
correct in advocating a widening of the notion of explanation so
as to include these epistemological and pragmatic aspects. They
have, nevertheless, failed to upset the CL theorists' claim that
a logical relation, deductive or inductive, between laws or general-
izations and the events to be explained provides the explanatory
force in both scientific and historical explanations. Instead, the
inclusion of pragmatic or purposive elements weighs heavily against
the VN thesis, but not in favor of SU as they think.

The notion of Verstehen as embodying criteria of intelligibility,
to be effective against the CL theory, must be directed not to the
logical explanatory force of an argument, but to the objectivity and

acceptability of the explanans. The important questions such
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challengers raise, however unclearly, are first whether or not
historical explanations, not easily amenable to empirical confirma-
tion, can be appraised as acceptable on inductive criteria or in-
dices other than testability or confirmation. And secondly if so,
whether such criteria support the denial of the VN thesis. I think
an affirmative answer is due each question. But the challengers

of the CL model either have not seen this or have unsuccessfully
defended it, and either for two basic reasons.

First, they have assumed that if there were other criteria
than testability, they must be incompatible with, and hence replace,
the criterion of deducibility which requires the event to be ex-
plained to be deduced from the explanatory premises. This led them
to lodge their attacx against the logical aspects of the CL model,
and hence to support SU as a thesis about the explanatory force of
arguments, instead of against VN as a thesis about the acceptability
of explanatory hypotheses. Some, in fact, have confused the two
theses by conflating them, by suggesting that normative generaliza-
tions provide the explanatory force or connecfion between antecedent
conditions and explanandum. Secondly, they have emphasized, along
with CL theorists, the deductive model almost to the total neglect
of the probabilistic model. As a result, the usual arguments of
those who do oppose VN have been misdirected and inadequate, and
the arguments of those who defend the VN thesis have been swayed
by the unfortunate notion of objectivity associated with the deduc-
tive model.

Consequently, I want to argue, against Weber's three theses,
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that explanations in all the various empirical disciplines have the
same explanatory force, which is adequately explicated by the CL
theory as an ideal type or idealization. But, additionally, the
objectivity of explanations in all disciplines, insofar as they take
the form of inductive arguments, seems to require additional in-
ductive criteria of acceptability beyond confirmation and testability.
Moreover, one such criterion entials the denial of VN by requiring
the making of value judgments about the costs associated with the
possible mistakes of accepting or rejecting explanatory generaliza-
tions. Finally, these considerations suggest that the various dis-
ciplines can perhaps be distinguished according to how much weight
must be placed upon this latter criterion, even though it is nec-
essary in some degree in all disciplines, since some can more easily
establish policies that are invariant regarding various goals and

hence are relatively more value-free than others.,
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Plan gg the Present Work

My general plan then will be, first of all, to examine in some
detail the CL theory of explanation as formulated by Hempel and
Popper. This, the task of chapter two, will include a discussion
of both the deductive and probabilistic nomological models of ex-
planation, the conditicns of adequacy for sound explanations, the
status of the models as complete idealizations, and various senses
of incompleteness or approximations to these two ideal models.
Then, since the SU thesis entails the denial of the legitimate ex-
tension of the CL models to historical explanations, I will examine
various formulations or reconstructions of this thesis. In chapter
three both the idealist formulation of SU and the standard reply
of such CL theorists as Abel, Hempel and Nagel to this intuitive
version of Verstehen will be considered.

This early exchange leads to more recent reconstructions of
the SU thesis, to alternative defenses of peculiarly ideographic
historical explanations in contrast to the nomothetic explanations
found in the sciences. In particular, the non-naturalist position
of Natanson and Schutz will be considered as a rebuttal to the
standard CL or naturalist answer to all empathy theorists. Schutz!
reconstruction of Verstehen and the SU thesis raises the question
of the status of the CL theory of explanation, of how it relates
to explanations actually offered by historians. Hempel's answer
to this question is that such philosophical theories are explica-
tions or, extending Weber's notion of ideal-types, idealized models

to be appraised in part on grounds of their usefulness in attaining
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certain purposes or goals. This answer will receive special em-
phasis since it fits one of my main contentions: that the major
attempts to rehabilitate the SU thesis by some form of empathy
turn on the inclusion of such related pragmatic, personal and
purposive factors as decisions, interests and attitudes. However,
we will argue that the necessary inclusion of these pragmatic
elements fails to support the SU thesis. Instead, as noted above,
they support a denial of the VN thesis, a point not sufficiently
appreciated by the non-naturalists.

But analytically-oriented philosophers (especially Dray,
Scriven and Gardiner), on the other hand, do clearly recognize
the bearing of these pragmatic factors on the VN thesis. We will,
consequently, turn in chapter four to a detailed critical examina-
tion of Dray's "rational model® of explantions, viewed as an
analytic reconstruction of the SU thesis. For Dray uses his model
for the two-fold purpose of defending the SU thesis and of denying
the VN thesis., He does so by substituting normative principles of
action for Hempel's descriptive empirical covering laws as the
source of explanatory force. As already indicated, however, we shall
contend that Dray's criticism of the CL theory fares no better than
the earlier critiques of the idealists and the non-naturalists.
They all fall short of their mark. To this extent will we attempt
to defend the CL theory of explanation: to the extent of support-
ing it against the SU and IT theses.

In the last two chapters, we will examine the extension of the

CL theory to cover historical explanations of purposive human actions.
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Chapter five is devoted to Hempel's broadly dispositional analysis
of human actions, while chapter six raises some problems for the
probabilistic model of the theory. In chapter five we will consider
Hempel's alternative CL theory of reason-explanations by contrasting
it with Gilbert Ryle's version of dispositional predicates, since
the latter serves as the basis for more moderate criticism of the
CL theory. The discussion at this Jjuncture centers on the criticisms
of Donagan, R. B. Brandt and Scriven to the requirement of includ-
ing general laws as a necessary condition for adequate historical
explanations. Here again Hempel's CL theory will be defended against
attempts to disunify the empirical sciences, to contrast sharply
the ideographic and nomothetic sciences.

Finally, in chapter six, we shall examine some aspects of
Hempel's probabilistic model of explanation, since the general
laws required to explain historical actions will usually be statis-
tical in nature, and since the inclusion of such laws bears heavily
on the VN thesis. In particular, we shall argue that while Dray's
argument against the VN thesis is unconvincing, his conclusion, the
denial of VN, can be adequately supported on other grounds. These
grounds relate closely to Hempel's probabilistic model and to the
criteria of acceptability for statistical hypotheses. To this extent
will we defend some of the varied opponents of the CL theory. The
argument will try to show that the insistence of empathy theorists
on purportedly non-experimental factors, which force the historian
to consider pragmatic and evaluative aspects of inquiry, is cogent.

And in a way which meets the standard or official CL answer by placing
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the issue clearly in the context of the logic of justification.

It is noteworthy in this context to notice the constancy of
almost all CL theorists in their advocacy of value-neutrality and
in their unwillingness to provide the pragmatic dimension of ex-
planation with any important systematic function. While not deny=-
ing the existence of this dimension nor even its significance,
they relegate it to a pre-systematic, non-theoretical or psycho-
logical status concerning the discovery rather than the justifi-
cation or confirmation of explanatory generalizations. They then
regard the objectivity of scientific and historical explanatory
accounts as independent of pragmatic or purposive considerations,
and hence as supporting the VN thesis. Objective justification of
explanatory generalizations involves, for them, only the require-
ments of deducibility, testability and evidential or confirmatory
strength. But this position also requires depicting the scientist
as essentially a guidance-counselor of decision makers, not himself
as a decisionmaker. It requires distinguishing sharply between the
theoretical goal of achieving truth and nothing but the truth on
the one hand, and the practical goal of deciding to accept or re=-
Jject hypotheses or theories on the other. Accordingly, our defense
of the opponents of the CL theory turns on a criticism of this latter
distinction, the notion of objectivity it supports, and on the
tenability of widening the notion of explanation to include the
pragmatic dimension.,

Lest this twofold defense appear paradoxical, however, it

must be noted that the apparent paradox results from an assumption
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shared in common by both sides of the controversy, as well as by
most historians: that the CL theory of explanation (and hence a
denial of SU) entails VN. If this entailment did hold, my twofold
defense of the CL theory and of the denial of VN would indeed be
inconsistent. Such, it will be argued, is not the case.

But recognition of the fact that the entailment does not hold,
that the denial of VN is compatible with and perhaps even required
by the CL theory, has been obscured by the undue emphasis placed
on the deductive mcdel of explanation and the use of universal or
deterministic laws as necessary ingredients in the explanans. Both
sides are, I fear, partly responsible for the neglect of the proba-
bilistic model and the subsequent lack of investigation of statis-
tical generalizations, so important for social and historical ex-
planations. Only when the latter model receives proper attention
can it be seen how VN can be successfully denied and, at the same
time, why this denial does not entail the affirmation of SU or the
denial of the CL theory. The usual attempts to deny VN fail because,
as Weber clearly saw, they locate the value element in the context
of discovering or imaginatively constructing plausible explanatory
hypotheses. Most CL theorists readily concede this point without
damaging their VN thesis. For the latter thesis concerns not the
discovery but the justification, corroboration or confirmation of
explanatory hypotheses.

Further, most defenders of SU, from Weber and the early ideal-
ists to Schutz and Dray, fail to locate the value element in the

context of justification for much the same reason that they object
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to the CL theory in the first place: because they believe this com-
mits one to a crude form of behaviorism or pragmatism or both. Our
task, accordingly, will be to show that this belief also lacks founda=-
tion. In other words, we will defend the CL theory of explanation by
extending it to include a denial of VN, but in such a way as to avoid
any committment to a completely behavioral account of the acceptance of
beliefs or hypotheses, or to a compnletely pragmatic version of evidence
or the rational acceptability of empirical hypotheses. All that is nec-
essary to oppose VN successfully, I think, is to show that the acceptance
and acceptability of explanatory hypotheses entails some behavioral
aspect and some pragmatic criterion of appraisal. It is not necessary
to show that they are equivalent. That is, a denial of VN neither re-
quires beliefs to be reducible to actions nor truth and confirmation to
be replaceable by utility. The cogency of either of these latter theses
we leave an open question, though the latter surely seems less so than
the former.

Much of the point at issue amounts to the charge made by experiw
mentalistsil7 that philosophers as varied as Weber, Dilthey, Schutz,
Dray and Hempcl fail to supply a broad enough model of scientific or

historical inquiry. In particular, they tend to evade the issue which

17 g, a. Singer, Experience and Reflection (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1959); C.W. Churchman, Theory of
Experimental Inference (N.Y.: Macmillan, 1948), Prediction and Op-
timal Decislon (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1961), "Sta-
tistics, Pragmatics, Induction,"™ Philosophy of Science, Vol. XV
(July 1948); P. Frank, Philosophy of Science (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice-Hall, 1957); R, Braithwaite, Scientific Explanation (N.Y.:
Harper Bros., 1953); R. Rudner, "The Scientist Qua Scientist Makes
Value Judgments," Philosophy of Science, Vol. XX (1953).
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experimentalists take as central: the theory of experimental ac-
tion. For when such a theory is considered at all, its efficacy
seems at best construed at the level of Weber's "subjective selec-
tivity,"18 instead of at the level of experimentally controllable
notions such as teleology, production, function and purpose. These
latter notions turn on Weber's neo-Kantianism, particularly in his
use of ideal types or limiting processes to relate observational
data to theoretical and evaluative ordering structures.

Further, these varied philosophers fail to suprly a sufiicient-
ly broad model of rational inquiry largely bescause they tend to
isolate questions of fact from questions of evaluation, questions
of confirmation or evidential strength of beliefs from questions
of purposes or application. Hence, by emphasizing the formal to
the neglect of the purposive aspects of explanation, they fail to
even consider the necessary conditions for a complete theory of ex-~
planatory inference of methodology, a theory for selecting the most
reasonable explanations. Such a theory, it would seem, requires
not only the semantical criterion of confirmation or agreement
with facts and the syntactical criteria of consistency and simpli-
city or economy, but also the pragmatic criterion of utility and

efficient purposive behavior.l9

18 .
Weber, op. cit., p. 82.

19

Frank, op. cit., Chapter 15.






CHAPTER II

THE COVERING LAW THEORY OF EXPLANATICN

K. Popper's Early Formulation

Before considering some of the issues surrounding the controversy
about the applicability of the covering law theory of explanation to
historical inquiry, let me pull together some of the various strands
of this theory. It will be helpful, I think, to have a fairly full
statement of the CL theory before us in order to see whether or not
it can be fruitfully extended to cover historical, as well as scienti-
fic, explanations, i.e. whether or not it can be defended against the
various interpretations of the SU thesis. Most of the formulations
of the CL theory occur in the context of natural science explanations,
particularly of the causal variety. Consequently, much of the dis-
cussion will be limited to those aspects of the theory which bear
most directly on the case of historical explanations of purposive
human actions. This means that certain important aspects of the
theory will receive more detailed treatment than others. In particue-
lar, we must forego any but the briefest account of the relationship
between explanation and prediction, i.e. of Hempel's structural sym-
metry thesis. Additionally, we can but mention the difficult onto-
logical problems about what it is that can be explained by the CL
theory, except insofar as the question relates to the central notion
of a complete explanation which will be discussed in some detail,

The plan of this chapter, accordingly, is to outline briefly
Popper's early formulations of the CL theory and then to look more

closely at Hempel's recent systematic treatment. The theory will
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be shown to include two formal models of scientific explanation, and
various criteria or requirements for determining what is to count
as both "an explanation" and "an acceptable or sound explanation.™
Different senses of ideal completeness along with various degrees
of approximation or incompleteness will also be considered. Finally,
in this connection we will raise the question as to the nature of
this particular enterprise, i.e. of offering a theory or explication
of the notion of explanation.

Let me begin with Karl Popper's formulation of the CL theory,
since he claims to be its author, having put it forth as a general

theory of explanation as early as 1935 in Logik der Forschung, more

recently translated as The Logic of Scientific Discovery; and again

in the two works cited above with special reference to history.

The central thesis of the theory, however, has historical roots in
the comparable views of Weber, Campbell, Mill, Galileo and even
Aristotle. In brief, Popper follows Weber in characterizing the
explanation of natural phenomena as the subsumption of the many
under the unity of the one, in the sense of subsuming what is to

be explained under general laws. Hence explanation, unlike descrip-
tion, takes the form of an inference or argument containing general
laws as essential premises. To offer an explanation of some phenom-
enon is to offer an argument, not merely descriptive information.
For it is the logical or inferential connection between the general
laws and the phenomenon to be explained which provides the explana-
tory relevance of the former to the latter and assures the explana-

tory force of the covering laws. Accordingly, Popper writes: "To
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give a causal explanation of a certain event means to derive de-

ductively a statement (it will be called a prognosis) which de-
scribes that event, using as premises of the deduction some uni-
versal laws together with certain singular or specific sentences
which we may call initial conditions."l

He then illustrates this pattern by reconstructing a causal

explanation of the breaking of a given piece of thread found
capable of carrying one pound only, but with a two pound weight
put on it. The appropriate explanation will contain both kinds
of constituent statements just mentioned, viz. two laws and two
initial conditions. The two universal laws are:

(Ll) "For every thread of a given structure S (determined
by its material, thickness, etc.) there is a charac-
teristic weight W, such that the thread will break
if any weight exceeding W is susvended from it," and

(LZ) "For every thread of the structure S, the character-
istic weight W, equals 1 1b."

The two initial corditions then are:

(Cl) "This is a thread of structure S.", and

(C2) "The weight to be put on this thread is equal to two
pounds."2

From these four statements, both kinds of which are necessary in-

gredients of a complete causal explanation, we can thus deduce the

K. Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (N.Y.: Basic
Books, 1959), p. 59.

Ibid., p. 60, new footnote *1.
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prognosis, conclusion or description of the event to be explained:
(E) "this thread will break." The situations described by the
initial conditions (Cl) and (02) are then spoken of as the cause
of the event in question, and the event described in the prognosis
(E) as the effect.

But while differing from description in this inferential way,
explanation is also similar to description in at least one impor-
tant sense for both Porper and Weber. All scientific explanations
and descriptions of facts are highly selective; they are always
theory — dependent and never occur in isolation. The reason for
the impossibility of avoiding selectivity is, of course, the "in-
finite wealth and variety of the possible aspects of the facts of
our world,“3 and the finite limitations of descriptions. Thus our
descriptions and explanations will always remain incomplete, a
mere selection according to our interests of the facts available
for description. The point is a result of what Popper calls his
"searchlight theory of science," since description depends on our
point of view, theories and interests; much as what a searchlight
makes visible depends upon its position, our way of directing it
and its intensity. There can be then no such thing as an actually
complete description, no less a complete explanation, of any in-
dividual event or fact in the world. Both require abstracting

from and selectivity of the infinite subject matter.

K. Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies (N.Y.:
Harper and Row, 1952), vol. 11, p. 26l.
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In his later work Popper also derives three important con-
sequences from this deductive model of causal explanation. Events,
first of all, are causes or effects only relative to some universal
laws covering them, not absolutely. There is little doubt of
Popper's allegiance to a Humean view of causality which involves
the denial of necessary connections between events, and instead
emphasizes the connection in terms of empirical regularities. Yet
his theory "differs from Hume (1) in that it explicitly formulates

the universal hypothesis that events of kind A are always and every-

where followed by events of kind B; (2) that it asserts the truth
of the statement that A is the cause of B, provided that the uni-
versal hypothesis is true."h In other words, in addition to Hume's
events A and B, Popper establishes a third element, a universal
law, with resvect to which we can speak of a causal link, or even
a "necessary connection." However, Popper readily admits, in a
passage influencing some recent critics, that "these universal laws
are very often so trivial (as in our own example) that as a rule
we take them for granted, instead of making use of them."S
Secondly, he formulates loosely what has recently been labeled
the "structural symmetry or identity thesis" concerning explanation,
prediction, and confirmation or testing. "There is no great dif-
ference between explanation, prediction and testing. The difference

is not one of logical structure, but one of ermphasis; it depends

on our interests what we consider to be our problem and what we

Itid., p. 363.

Ibid., p. 262.
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do not so consider."6 Further, this pragmatic emphasis serves to
distinguish three kinds of sciences, parallel to the three kinds
of scientific interests, purposes or problems we may have. The
"theoretical or generalizing sciences™ (g.g. physics, biology,
sociology) use the pattern to test and establish universal laws
or hyootheses considered as problematic. The "aoplied generalizing
sciences" (e.g. engineering) take the premises as given and use
them as means for predicting the prognosis and hence deriving some
new information. And the "historical sciences," by contrast, take
the prognosis as the given explanandum and attempt to uncover the
premises, initial conditions and laws, from which to deduce and
hence explain the given particular event, instead of testing or
predictinge. Accordingly, Popper accounts for the oft-repeated
view that historians are interested in explaining particular events,
not in formulating or establishing universal laws. The laws are
formulated by the generalizing sciences (g.g. sociology) and
'assumed! by the historian. However, he is careful to block the
conclusion which many have inferred from this point, viz. that his-
torical explanations need not utilize general laws.

Finally, Popper's deductive model and the derived division of
the sciences serves to eludicate his view concerning the role of
theories, interpretations or points of view in history. Unlike

the generalizing sciences, in history we have no "unifying theories;

K. Poprer, The Poverty of Historicism (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1957), p. 133.
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or, rather, the host of trivial universal laws we use are taken for
granted; they are practically without interest, and totally unable
to bring order into the subject matt,er."7 Some of these laws are
indeed trivial, as Popper's case of explaining the defeat of Poland's
first division in 1776 by appealing to the following law clearly
indicates: "If of two armies which are about equally well armed
and led, one has a tremendous superiority in men, then the other
never wins." Yet Porper also endorses the historian's practice of
appealing to selective principles, points of view or interpreta-
tions which are merely "quasi theories," often preconceived notions
as the great-man thesis or the causal priority of economic con-
ditions, geographic conditions or moral ideas. Though such "his-
torical theories" contrast sharply with scientific theories in
so far as they are untestable (unfalsifiable) by facts independent
of the preconceived theory itself, and hence as non-scientific
though still cognitively and empirically significant, they are
nevertheless given an important role and status as "inevitable"
in historical inquiry. They aerve as foci, "centers of interest"
or working hypotheses for collecting additional facts and records,
as well as being of topical interest by elucidating the problems
of the day.

We will want later to inquire whether such "theories" con-
stitute constituents of proper or merely pseudo explanations when

combined with appropriate antecedent conditions. We might note

7 Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, p. 26k,
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here, however, that not all such interpretations are of equal
merit for Povper. In fact, he accepts some kind of continuum
ranging from high-level interpretations to singular hypotheses
serving as initial conditions, with "all kinds of intermediate
stages."8 This would seem to mean either that there are other
criteria for avpraising general interpretations than evidential
strength or testability, or that the criterion of testability must
itself be weakened to one of degrees. In the latter case, inter-
pretations would be taken as merely less testable or falsifiable
than scientific theories or singular statements, instead of as
untestable in principle.

Let me reserve comment on the problems surrounding the
notion of testability and empirical significance until a comparative
analysis with Hempel's notion of incomplete explanation can be
made. So far, then, we have seen that explanation in Popper's
view requires a selective process, consists in the deductive sub-
sumption of particular events under general laws or hypotheses,
differs from prediction and testing only pragmatically but not
structurally, and can often be accomplished in historical inquiry
by substituting general interpretations or "theories" for scientific
laws on the basis of selection and ordering.

Before moving to Hempel's more detailed theory of explanation,
two comments pertaining to Popper's later writings seem noteworthy

for our purposes. In a new essay, "Facts, Standards and Truth,"

8 1bid, p. 266.






31

published in 1961 as an addendum to The Open Society and Its Enemies,

Popper makes explicit two important and related points which were
at best implicit in his earlier work. The first concerns indirect-
ly Weber's IT thesis. For while Popper quite explicitly denies the
thesis in Weber's sense, i.e. in any way which would conflict with
the CL theory, he nevertheless uses the notion of an ideal-type,
limiting standard or regulative principle in characterizing the
notion of the truth of explanatory hypotheses. As the essentia
element of a general attack on relativism or skepticism-- the view
that the choice between competing explanatory theories is arbitrary--
Popper clearly distinguishes between "knowing what truth means, or
under what conditions a statement is called true" and "“possessing
a means of deciding-- a criterion for deciding-- whether a given
statement is true or false."9 Following Kant and C.S. Peirce, he
construes the idea of truth as a regulative ideal which can be
approximated but not known to be achieved.lo Hence, though there
is no general criterion of truth, there are criteria of progress
toward truth. We can know when our theories are approximating to
the ideal standard or meaning of truth, and when not.
Now for our purposes his theory of truth is not so important

as is his use of ideal regulating principles. For in the last sec-

tion of this chapter, I will suggest that the basic tenets of the

CL theory are best considered in just this manner. This is, I take

9 Ibid., p. 371.

10 Ibid., p. 376.
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the CL theory to be a philosophic reconstruction or explication

of some important and useful meanings of the term 'scientific ex-
planation'. And the status of such a theory or explication I take
to be that of a set of regulating principles, an ideal-type or
standard for avpraising and clarifying our ordinary explanations

as approximations. In this way Weber's IT thesis, though incorrect-
ly opposed to the CL theory, serves to illumine one important as-
pect of the issue at hand.

Still, it is not entirely clear whether Popper would counte~-
nance such an extension of his theory of truth to apply to his
theory of explanation. Though in general this extension might not
be objectionable to him, the specific analysis of the CL theory
which I will propose undoubtedly would. And this brings us to our
second comment, which pertains to Weber's VN thesis.

Unlike many supporters of the notion of value-neutrality in
the acceptance of explanatory hypotheses, expecially those who
appeal to a clean distinction between facts and decisions to defend
the thesis, Popper has recently acknowledged the essential decisional
aspects of accepting hypotheses as well as of proposing normative
or value judgments. In other words, the VN thesis is often defend-
ed on the Weberian grounds that the truth of value judgments depends
on human decisions to adopt certain standards, while the truth of
factual assertions or explanatory hypotheses does not. But Popper,
in following out the consequences of his fallibilism thesis whereby
no hypothesis is immune or exempt from error and criticism, finally

rejects this position and concedes that we will have to decide when
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the evidence for such hypotheses warrants our accepting them. Hence,
"in this sense, decisions enter into the critical method," i.e. in
the sense of justifying "the tentative acceptance"<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>