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Essay questions

I do not expect you to read all of the readings on this list, nor any of them
in full (except the relevant primary text). (Don’t worry that I’ll be quizzing
you on the whole reading list during your tutorial, I won’t!) In fact, students
who read all of the readings tend to produce (overly long!) essays that are mere
superficial, broad summaries of the whole literature, instead of a sustained ar-
gument that focuses on addressing the narrow essay question according to the
specific angle that you have chosen for this essay. Thus, have a look at the essay
questions; pick your favourite (i.e. don’t answer them all, just one!); read the
relevant primary text; decide whether you want to stick with this essay question
(or start over); pick out relevant further readings from the list. I have added
mini-summaries to help you choose relevant readings.

See here for writing and layout guides, and an essay writing checklist.

Philosophy of Science

1. What is the best analysis of scientific explanation? What are its weak-
nesses, if any?

2. When analysing the notions of scientific explanation, do either laws, causes,
or counterfactuals have conceptual priority?

3. Is there such a thing as non-causal explanation?

4. Is explanation merely a pragmatic notion?

Philosophy of Social Science

See additional readings on the faculty reading list.

1. Is there one best model of scientific explanation that covers explanation
both in the natural and the social sciences?

2. What is the aim of the social sciences?
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Primary texts

Carl Hempel (1966), Philosophy of Natural Science, Ch.5
* Accessible discussion of the Deductive-Nomological model (i.e. taking
laws as conceptually prior when analysing the notion of scientific expla-
nation).

Carl Hempel & Paul Oppenheim (1948), Studies in the Logic of Ex-
planation, Philosophy of Science 15:135-75.
* The locus classicus of the Deductive-Nomological model. But I advise
you to read the previous article instead.

David Lewis (1986), Causal Explanation, in his Philosophical Papers,
Vol. II, Oxford University Press. Reprinted in Ruben, D-H. (ed.), Expla-
nation (Oxford, 1994).
* Explanation = providing information about the causal history of the
explanandum. Taking causes as conceptually prior when analysing the
notion of scientific explanation.

David Lewis (1973), Causation, Journal of Philosophy, 70: 55667
* Counterfactual analysis of causation. Taking counterfactuals as concep-
tually prior when analysing the notion of scientific explanation/causation.

Bas van Fraassen (1980), The Scientific Image, Clarendon Press, Chap-
ter. 5. Partially reprinted in Ruben, D-H. (ed.) , Explanation (Oxford,
1994).
* Pragmatism.

Secondary texts

Wesley C. Salmon (1989) Four Decades of Scientific Explanation. In:
Kitcher P, Salmon W, editors. Scientific Explanation: Minnesota Studies
in the Philosophy of Science XIII. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press. p. 3-219.
* Criticisms of the DN-model.

Philip Kitcher & Wesley C. Salmon (1987), van Fraassen on Expla-
nation, Journal of Philosophy 84 (1987) pp. 315-330. Reprinted in Ruben,
D-H. (ed.) , Explanation (Oxford, 1994).
* Criticisms of Van Fraassen’s pragmatism.

Review articles

James Woodward, Scientific Explanation. Stanford Encyclopaedia of
Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-explanation/
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James Ladyman (2002), Understanding Philosophy of Science, Chapter
7.1, Routledge

Non-causal explanations

Marc Lange (2013), What Makes a Scientific Explanation Distinctively
Mathematical? , British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, 64(3): 485-
511
* Mathematical Explanations

Jonathan Schaffer (2009), On What Grounds What, in Metametaphysics,
eds. Chalmers, Manley, and Wasserman, 347-83: Oxford
* Grounding, i.e. Metaphysical Explanations. Rosen (Metaphysical De-
pendence: Grounding and Reduction) focuses more on the explanatory
aspect of grounding, but is slightly less accessible than Schaffer’s general
introduction to the topic of grounding.

David Lewis (1986), Causal Explanation, Section III, in his Philosophical
Papers, Vol. II, Oxford University Press. Reprinted in Ruben, D-H. (ed.),
Explanation (Oxford, 1994).
* Against non-causal explanations.

Alternative models

Wesley Salmon (1971), Statistical Explanation, in Statistical Explana-
tion and Statistical Relevance, W. Salmon, (ed.), 2987, Pittsburgh: Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh Press
* Statistical Relevance model.

Wesley Salmon (1984), Scientific Explanation and the Causal Structure
of the World, Princeton: Princeton University Press.
* Causal Mechanical Model

Michael Friedman, Explanation and Scientific Understanding, Journal
of Philosophy 71 (1974) 5-19
* Unificationist Model

Constructor Theory, a recent project by David Deutsch and Chiara
Marletto that attempts to provide a whole new mode of explanation for
all of science, inspired by information-theoretic ideas. It starts from prin-
ciples about what is possible and impossible. See references on www.

constructortheory.org.
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