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Preface
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I was fortunate to have had some outstanding teachers at Cornell and
at Harvard Their support and that of my friends have been essential to
my work It 15 a pleasure to acknowledge the friendship of my friends,
and the cheerful debts of endless conversations Andrea Nye provided
support and stimulation during a crucial period I have also benefited
from many conversations on these topics with Cheyney Ryan Other
fnends, ike Josh Cohen, also supplied valuable pomnts Naom Scheman
and others provided useful comments on an earlier draft, but whatever
errors or inaccuiacies remain are the fault of David Hills, who read an
earbier draft at a heroic level of detail, and provided useful comments
and pleasurable talks Jane Isay furnished a wonderful mix of friendship,
advice, and critycism
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2 Introduction

explanation that will help us to sort out this variety My aim here will
not be to construct a general philosophy of explanation based on first
pnnciples Instead I will look at a variety of examples and attempt by
their means to develop some elemerits of a theory The examples are cho
sen with an eye to the central questions a philosophy of explanation
must deal with

When are two explanations inconsistent with each other?

When are two explanations irrelevant to each other?

When can two explanations from different theories be added or
joined to each other?

How does one explanation replace or supplant another?

When does one explanation presuppose another?

When are two explanations from different theories really explaiming
the same thing?

What could make one explanation superior to another?

Explanations m Conflict
Ifa child 1s failing at school, there are an embarrassingly large number of
potential explanations If the child happens to be black, there are even
more A short list of explanations includes low IQ (genetic or env1
ronmental causes), culture of poverty, lack of proper prenatal diet, mst1
tutional racism, bad teachers, “cultural remnants of slavery,” biased
educational standards, lack of appropiiate role models, econemic pres
sures, matriarchal families; minimal brain damage, and lack of future orn
entation

Now what do all these explanations have to do with one another? Are
they competing? Do they reinforce one another? Are they complemen
tary to one another, or perhaps just.irrelevant to one another, existing on
different levels? The person who thuks that the explanation lies in
bramn damage clearly disagrees with the person who thinks that it 1s 2
matter of biased teachers, and both reject an explanation m terms of
matriarchal family structure Yet it 1s far from clear how we know that
these are mutually exclusive

Thus 15 an example of the most basic problem 1n sorting out a mass of
explanations Whach of them are in conflict with which others? As the
example 1llustrates, this can be a very hard ‘question to answer

On occasion 1t 1s easy, if the mnconsistency 1s right on the surface of
the explanations themselves ““There was a conspiracy to kill John F
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Kennedy” 1s inconsistent with “Oswald acted alone »* But usually the
conflict is not obvious from the formal structure of the statements, and
then ouranalysis of 1t depends a great deal on background theory and
assumptions

We hear discussions, for example, of conflicts between genetic and en
vironmental explanations of race differences Someone says that some
thing 1s “eighty percent explained by genetics”, someone else says, “No,
1t is exghty percent environmental * They seem to agree that the form
of explanation 1s that any trait 1s x% due to genes and 100 - x% (*‘the
rest ”) due to environment But are genetic explanations really 1n con
flict with environmental ones? Are they jointly exhaustive? The answer
1s 1o, 1n both cases, although this 1s not understood by many of the
participants in these arguments

At the very least 1t seems that before we plunge into such debates we
should try to sketch what the basic categories of explanation are This 15
not usually done, 1n part because of the sheer difficulty of deciding
when two explanations are really in conflict

Neither 1s 1t clear what to do when faced with apparently conflicting
explanations Must we opt for one or the other? Or 1s.1t somehow pos
sible to maintain both?

In quantum mechanics the principle of complementarity says that for
certain purposes an electron can be viewed as a particle, while for other
purposes 1t can be viewed as a wave The two modes of explanation,
particle theory and wave theory, attribute inconsistent properties to the
electron and therefore cannot be appled simultaneously Yet neither
one 1s true to the exclusion of the other I am inclined to think that this
duality is intolerable future science will have to eliminate 1t 1n favor of
a single, coherent picture Others welcome 1t as a paradigm in physics
itself of the possibility of multiple “conceptual frameworks™ or “‘points
of view ” And anytime two rival forms of explanation seem applicable
to the same thing, 1t can be tempting to see a case of complementarity
For example, mind and body can be viewed as providing complementary
modes of explanation of human action (psychology and physiology)
But 15 there any validity to this view beyond the superficial similarities?
We do-not know what 1§ gong on in the quantum mechanics case, and
even less whether there are any genuine examples of complementarity on
the macroscopic level

So we see that among the members of a collection of explanations
there will be a number of distinet kinds of relations; straightforward and
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complicated Of course, a multipheity of explanations does not neces
sarily mean that there is any internal contradiction at all Consider this
set of explanations of the death of Socrates

Socrates died because

Athens feared hus independence

he drank hemlock

he was tried and convicted of a capital offense

he suffered cardiac/respiratory arrest secondary to mgestion of cont-
me alkalowd

he was too closely linked to the antidemocratic forces

he refused Crito’s offer of escape

Here the explanations are not mutually contradictory Some are differ
ent parts of the story, others treat the event on different levels or from
the standpont of different kinds of mquury All of them can be mamn
tained simultanecusly

These examples suggest that the first task we might set for a philosophy
of explanation 1s that 1t give us some account of these conflicts, comple
mientarities, overlaps, and displacements, that 1t give, as it wers, an elemen
tary algebra of explanations [Its purpose would be to tell s when they can
be added together and when they must be subtracted from one another

Whatever Happened to Neurasthema?
The vartety 1s further compheated by the fact that there are not only
dufferenit explanations but different conceptions of what an explanation
15 Perhaps the most important inteilectual development of the twen
tieth century has been the recogmtion that there 15 a variety of concep
tual frameworks, forms of undesrstanding, or cognitive points of view
Like a Cubist pamnting, the contemporary world picture features a simul
taneous presentation of multiple perspectives

We no longer understand the development of science as a smooth, lin
ear growth of a monclithnc entity, Knowledge Rather, we see it as
marked by discontinurties in conceptualization, by radical shifts in the
very 1dez of what the problem 1s and of what a scientific explanation
mught look like

The source of this understanding can ultimately be traced back to
Kant’s demonstration that the forms of empirical knowledge are subject
to prior categonies of the understanding Qnce we see how concepts
shape our knowledge and perception, we see how other categones and
other-concepts could produce radically different forms of knowledge and
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explanation. For Kant, these categories were given once and for all,
later came the realization that they are changing and developing, deter
mined and conditioned by period, culture, and context T S Ehot
writes

Even Kant; devoting a Iifetime to the purswit of categories, fixed only
those which he beheved, rightly or wrongly, to be permanent, and over
looked or neglected the fact that these are only the more stable of a
vast system of categories in perpetual change 1

Recent hustory and phlosophy of science haye stressed the 1dea that de
velopments in knowledge often take the form, not of discoveries of new
facts, but of shifts in the conception of what the phenomena to be ex
plained are and of what counts as an explanation of them The work of
Bachelard on conceptions of fire and space, of Foucault on hospitals,
madness, and prisons, and more recently the wrttings of such people as
Toulmin and Kuhn have made people more aware of the ways i which
the sctence of a particular penod views the world through cencepts very
much 1ts own

Thus the prescieniific view of the heaverns was that everything revolved
around man, the early scientific revolution inverted that to say that
everything revolved aound the sun But the modern view calls imnto ques
tion the very concept of somethuig “revolving around” something else
Strictly speakang, nothing “revolves around” anything else

Consider some of the ways 1 which psychology has characterized the
objects of 1ts explanations and the styles of explanation appropriate to
those objects We are inchned, for instance, to think of physiological ex
planation 1n psychology as something recent, but in fact 1t has been
very much 1n vogue at other times as well Seventeenth century psychol
ogy postulated physiological explanations of behavior i terms of airs,
humors, and other material substances Sir Robert Burton’s classic
treatise The Anatomy of Melancholy discusses melancholy as a perva
sive-and general condition and sees 1t as a fundamental psychological
diagnostic category He says that people become melanchohic when a
certamn material humor in them changes from sweet to sour, a process
he likens to wine turmng to vinegar They become melancholy “as
vinegar out of the purest wine  bécomes sour and sharp ”* He goes
on to show how this explanation also accounts for other observed

1 Inhis introduction to Charlotte Eliot s Savonarola A Dramatic Poem: (Lon-
don R Cobden Sanderson, 1926) p vin
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phenomena of melancholy “From the sharpness of this humour pro
ceeds much waking, troublesome thoughts and dreams, ete ***

Now what #5 this? An explanation? An analogy? A metaphor? It 1s all
of these really The distinctions are not hard and fast to begmn with, and
some things can be substantive theories at one point and hiterary meta
phors at another (e g ;, “that makes my blood boil””} At least the form
of Burton’s explanation 1s more or less farmhar to us, although we have
some trouble understariding what exactly 15 the object bemg explained,
this eondition called “melancholy ” Nowadays we do not use this as a
general descriptive term, and so the object of explanation for us will be
different Part of what “melancholy” meant would be covered by our
(that 15, the current psychoanalytic) concept of “depression *” But only
part of it The rest corresponds to other current concepts or to no con
cept-at all ‘The recent edition of Burton has a jacket description that
charactenzes “melancholy” as *‘a term used 1n the seventeenth century
to cover everything from schizophremia to a lover’s moping ** “Scluzo
phrerua,” on the other hand, 15 a twentieth century term used to cover
everything from out and out madness to political dissent It has been
severely cnticized as 1deological by Foucault, Szasz, Lamng, and others

Earlier m this century, melancholy would have been diagnosed as
“neurasthema,” a term then very much i fashion among psychologists
In fact 1t was one of their mam diagnostic categories and was applhed
to everything from depression to shyness and anema It 1s no longer
used at all, and it was formally dropped as a diagnostic category by the
American Psychological Association some years ago The epic account
of the conquest of neurasthenia waits.to be written

Radical changes i styles and objects of explanation can be found
all the seiences, not just psychology When Gahleo reported seeing moons
cirching Jupiter; he was refuted by a priort arguments that there could
be no such thing, since the number of planets (1 ¢ , objects in the solar
system) was necessarily seven The explanation of why there had to be
seven took the form of correlating them with. the seven apertures of
the human head'

There are seven windows given to amimals1n the domicile of the head,
through which the air1s admitted to the tabernacle of the body, to en-
lighten, to warm and to nourish 1t What are the parts of the micro
cosmos? Two nostrils, two eyes, iwo ears and a mouth Soin the heav-
ens; a5 1 a maerecosmos, there are two favorable stars, two unpropi-

2 The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) (New York, Vintage Books, 1977) p
174
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ticus; two luminanes, and Mercury undecided and indifferent From
this and many other ssmilarities in nature, such as the seven metals, etc
which 1t were tedious to enumerate, we gather that the number of plan-
ets 1s necessarily seven 3

Thus case 13 different from Burton’s psychology, which we can vaguely
assimalate to our own miodes of explanation First of all, the style of ex
planation, the microcosm~macrocosm analopy, is one that we cannot
assimilate to any model we currently use But there 1s more The “fact”
which 1s being explaned, the existence of seven planets, 1s of course
no fact at all There ate not seven, there are nine, or more, depending
on what you count But the real problem lies 1m the very 1dea that this
15 the kind of thing that can be explamed at all

After all, suppose there are mine planets Why 1s this so? What explana
tion does modern astrophysics give us for the fact? It turns out that
there 15 no nontrivial explanation Modern science rejects the idea of ex
plaining that sort of thing, except by the trivial statement that that 1s
how many there turned out to be Here the difference 18 not about facts
but about what kinds of facts we :can expect to explam

We can digtinguish two different 1ssues The first concerns changes 1n
the general form of the explanation, while the second concerns changes
1n the object of explanation In the first case we see claims that one
form of explanation 1s to be rejected mn favor of another, while 1n the
second there are-shufts and dislocations in the very nature of the phenom
ena being explained or even 1in what 1s held to be capable of explanation
at all We need aterm to refer to these modes of explanation and asso
ciated objects, I propose to call them explanatory frames An explana
tory frame 1s therefore a model or paradigm of a form of explanation
and an object to be explained

Answers and Questions

Perhaps the most interesting cases of changes m explanatory frames are
ones m which there 15 a shift in the nature of the question being asked
Explanations are sometimes answers to explicit questions Why 1s the sky
blue? Why do metals expand when heated?® But often there 1s no

3 From Charles Taylor s Hegel p 4 Taylorsquoting from S Warhafti, ed ,
Francis Bacor A selection of his works (Toronto 1965),p 17

4 Tor one treatment of explanations as answers to questions, see:S Bromberger

Why Questions " m B Brody ed Readingsn the Philosophy of Science (Engle
wood Chffs NI Prentice Hall 1970) and * An Approach to Explanation iR
1 Butler ed Studiesim Analytical Piilosophy 2nd ser (Oxford Blackwell, 1965)
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expheit question at hand, and 1n those cases 1t can be very mstructive to
perform a kmnd of diagnostic inference and ask what question the ex
planation 15 really answenng

The emphasis on questions, and on ferreting out the mplicit question
behind an explanation, 1s crucial to this entire work Attending to the
questions rather than the answers and locking for the mmpheit question
hiding behind the answer are a useful device for analyzing explanations
and understanding historical shifts In general, epochs1n history, the
history of science or any other hustory, are marked as much by the ques
tions they ask as by the answers that they give ¥

The first example I want to examine, from physics, ¢concerns the shift
from medieval to Newtonian theortes of motion ¢ The medieval physi
cists looked at an object m motion and asked, Why dogs it keep moving?
This seemed like a natural question, and there had to be some :answer
to 1t, some kind of force that keeps the object moving They called 1t
“impetus”

Newton rejected such forces But he did not offer in their place an al
ternative explanation for why the object keeps mowving Instead, the “‘ex
planation” he did offer was pecuhar he said that things-do not need
anything to keep moving, and hence that the question was mistaken An
object.1n motion just tends to remain m motion unless acted on by an
outside force In a certain way, this 1s trivial Not as a scientific advance,
for 1t was a major scientific breakthrough, but trivial as an answer to
the question “Why does the object keep moving?” For 1t says, m effect,
“It just keeps moving ” Newton rejected this question and by doing so
rejected the forces that the medievals had postulated Even thotigh those
forces were, in the current phrase; “inferences to the best explanation,”
the explanatory frame that required them was rejected

The shift to the Newtonian explanatory frame s a shift to thinking
that what stands 1n need of explanation 1s not why an object 1s moving
but rather why the motion of an object changes What stands in need of
explanation 1s acceleration, change of motion, not motion itself

Toulmin describes this by saying that when the body s 111 constant

§ Marx writes (m the Grundrisse trang M Nicolaus [New York Random
House 1973]) Frequently the only possible answer 1sa critique of the queshon,
and the only soluhion is to negate the question ’

6 The facts of my account are drawn from the discussion in Toulmin s Fore
sight and Understanding the chapter entitled Ideals of Natural Order (New
York Harper & Row, 1961)
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motion, the “body’s motion 1s treated as self explanatory 7 The state
ment that the motion 1s self explanatory and the statement that 1t 1s
explamed only trivially amount to the same thing, that the explanation
takes the form of saying that something happened because nothing pre
vented 1t from happeming By themselves, such explanations tell us
nothing It does not help us to be told that Saturn has rings because no
thing happened to prevent it from having nings

The role of such vacuous explanations is not to stand on their own as
mdependent, informative statements, but rather to signal us that we
have reached the outhne of the explanatory frame we are usmng [t tells
us what sorts of things we try to explain, and in what ways If an anr
plane crashes, we ask why and expect an answer But suppose flight 123
18 a normal, routme fhight and arrves safely If we ask, Why didn’t
fhght 123 crash?, there 1s no answer except because nothung happened
to make 1t crash What we are saying 1s that we do:not explain safe
fhights the way we explain crashes

The second example of a shuft in explanatory frame 1s one from evolu
tionary biology Arstotle wondered why we have the spécies that we
do That 15, if we look at the species that exist, they are an odd lot
There are, for example, porcupines and giraffes but no unicorns Why
are there no unicorns? The set of actually existing species forms a hap
hazard subset of the set of all possible species It becomes natural, n a
certamn frame of mind, to ask why this or that species was or was not
actualized Why these and not those?

Aristotle wanted a genuine answer to this He rejected as unscientific
the view that species:are generated randomly (“by chance’) and then
erther survive or donot If a particular species exists, there has to be
some nontrivial answer to the question of why 1t exists This leads ham
to the conclusion that “it 1s plain then that nature 18 a cause, a cause
that operates for a purpose **8

We are inchined to think Aristotle naive, or prescientific, and to feel
self congratulatory about the ““the modern theory of evolution,” but
we should first ask what answer modern biology does give to Austotle’s
question Why are there no umcorns? It turns out that there 1s no real
answer given, at least no nontrivial one Mutation and natural selection
does not tell us why there are no unicorns, 1t just says that there happen

7 Iid,p 35
8 Phystes 199 b 32
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never to have been any This 15 different from the case of dinosaurs, mn
which there 15 2 nontrivial answer to the guestion of why they do not
exist the environment could not support them, or something like that
It 15 also different from the question of why there are no flying horses,
for there 15 also a real answer to that flying horses are mechanically 1m
possible But with unicorns theres no such answer

Darwinian biology simply does not answer Arnstotle’s question The
scientific advance that Darwin made can partly be seen as a rejection of
that question and the substitution of a different question, namely gwern
that a species comes to exist (however it does), why does it continue to
exust or cease to exust? That 18 precisely not the question of the origin
of species but rather why species survive This question s given a non
trivial answer And so, once agan, the shuft from one explanatory frame
to another consists of a shift in the question

Questions and Purposes
The examples given above should flustrate the importance of a sense of
the question in understanding historical developments Such a sense 1s
also important for understandmg explanations here and now, for they
extibit a similar kind of relativity The variety of potential questions that
can be asked produces a relativity of possible explanations This can
give rise to misunderstanidings, cases where 1t Jooks hike people are dis
agreeing about the correct explanation of something but where they are
really answening different questions

A couple was once discussing 1n my presence the reasons for the break
down of therr relationshup Various factors were offered as the explana
tion, and fairly soon 1t became obvious that there were a number of dif
ferent questions that were being argued at cross purposes The last straw
for the couple had been a fight they had had after one of them was i
volved 1n an auto accident There was mention of the accident itself as
the ‘cause of the crisis, but people have accidents all the time without
causing breakups m their relationships Therefore, we must distinguish
the question

What brought on the crisis? (the auto accident)
from the question
‘What caused it to precipitate a crisis?

This 15 only the beginning Other questions must be distinguished, the
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answer to each of which could claim to'be “the’ explanation of the
breakup

Why did the fight over the accident lead to the breakup of the
couple?

Who started the fight?

Whose fault 1s the general situation?

What could change 1t now?

What should these psople learn for the future from this?

The answer to every one of these questions can, 1n one context or an
other, be called the explanation of the breakup

As we begin to realize the multiplicity of questions that can be asked,
it 1s natiral to wonder how we could ever choose among them Looking
at this example, we can begin to see certain themes The most basic dif
ferences among the questions are the differences in their practical point
of view they are ortented toward different purposes For example,
the answer to the first question, What brought 1t on?, may be “the - auto
acctdent ™ But 1t may be pomtless to dwell on this fact, there may be
no purpose served by that question, no future in 1t Things like that
happen, we would say, the question 15, Why-did 1t have that effect? Here
the shift m question 1s bemng urged for a practical reason

Sometimes there are whole classes of questions which are practically
useless an the way that dwelling on the auto accident can be useless Cer
tain ways of questioning may focus on the wrong aspects of the situa
tion or be the wrong questions to ask This 1s one way in which value
considerations enter mto the choice of explanation (see chaps 5 and 6
below) One explanation may be better than another because it lends
itself to practical use better than the other

Perhaps the:simplest kind of case 1s the one where the requirement 1s
simply that the explanation be pragmatic We sometimes reject a par
ticular form of ‘explanation because 1t gives us no practical handle on the
situation This 1s the posttion that B F Skinner takes toward Freudian
explanation 1n terms of an “unconscious ’ His claim 1s not that there
1s no such thing as the unconsctous but rather that explanations in terms
of 1t are useless “The abjection to inner states 1s not that they do not
exist, but that they are not relevant in a functional analysis ™ The cn1
teria for what goes into a “functional analysis” are basically practical

9 Science and Human Behavior (New York Macmillan 1953) p 35
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Therefore he dismisses explanation m terms of inner mental states (as
well as explanations 1n terms of physiclogical states of the nervous sys
tem) as “of hmited usefulness in the prediction and control of specific
behavior” (p 29) This, 1 turn, 1§ true because any explanatory fac
tor s “useless m the eonitrol of behavior unless we can mampulate 1™
(p 34)

This is a quite particular view of the relation between explanation and
practical control, in a sénse the most extreme view There are several
faults with 1t First of all, the relation between practical control and
goodness of explanation s not as straightforward as Skinner has 1t The
Copermcan; heliocentric view of the solar system does not give us:ma-
mpulable factors or practical control any more than the Ptolemaic sys
temn does Explanations m geclogy—say, of the formation of continents
— da not give us the ability to predict or control; biit they are pood ex
planations for all that

The second fanlt with Skinner’s extreme pragmatism 1s that 1t 15 not
at afl clear that explanations m terms of the unconscious really do fail
his practicality test Such explanations are of practical help, at least
sometimes Classical psychoanalytic explanations sometimes help peo
ple change their behavior, and so 1t is simply a mustake to disnuss them on
the grounds that they have no practical or therapeutic consequences *°

Questions and Objects

The example of the couple breaking up teaches a basic lesson We need
to pay more attention to what exactly 1s being explained by a given
explanation Too often, theortes ralk as if they are addressing some prob
lem, though they are really addressing different problems or different
aspects, interpretations, or readings of the problem For when a theory
talks about a phenomenon, & mevitably does so n terms of 1ts own
tepresentation of it The phenomenon gets mcorporated mto the theory
mn a particular way, structured by a definite set of assumptions and pre
suppositions about 1ts nature This makes 1t very important that we
recognize those presuppositions and discover how the theory has rep
resented a particular object of explanation

10 Itisavery interesting queston to-ask Aow this 15 50 How exactly does the
psycheanalytic explanation of my behavior énable me-to change 1t? How does
finding out for example that something Iam doing 15 really an expression of
hostibity toward my father help me o change what I am doing?
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Recall, for example, the explanations of racial patterns in education
Notice that some of them are addressing a sociological phenomenon,
others a phenomenon of mdividual psychology Which of these 1s nght?
Is the phenomenon indvidual or 15 1t sociological? How are these as
pects related? These questions have to be faced before we can consider
any particular theory because they are asking what krmd of problem 13
being addressed Any given theory would have to, as a precondition, ad
dress the “right” interpretation of the question, on pan of 1rrelevance
(or worse)

Or consider theories of “aggression ** Soctabiological theories talk of
genetically programmed terrtonal aggression There are mstmct psy
chologies that speak of aggrassive drives and Freudian theories that treat
aggression as a defense agamst imagined castration How many phenom
ena haye we just named? Do we have here three competing explanations,
or explanations of three different phenomena?

The work that needs to be done here 15 pretheoretical We have to
bring to the situation some understanding of what the phenomena are
that we want explamed There are two distinet problems first, to de
cide when two theones are talking about the same thing, and second, to
decide whether a theory 1s really speaking to the problem we intuitive
ly want answered We must find a way of describing these pretheoretical
phenomena and construct, somehow, the common ground on which
their explanations meet This means making the connection between the
pretheoretical understanding of the problem and the ways i which var
10us theories turn that understanding into a definite problematic

Very often, a theory will substitute a technical formulation foran m
tutively concetved problem When this happens, 1t may be difficult to
say to what extent thus theoretical, technical formulation captures the
“real” problem 11 Thys substitution may take place quckly and silently,
unacknowledged by the theoretician and unnoticed by the questioner
If the substitution 15 not farthful to the problem, the questioner may be
m the position of asking for bread and being handed a stone Joan Rob
mson remarked that this 18 characteristic of economics

We maght, for example, be concerned about schools and the problems

11 Goethe wrote, in Maximen und Reflexionen  Mathematicians are like
Frenchmen whatever you say to them they translate into thewr own language and
forthwith 1t 15 something completely dfferent (cited by Morris W Hirsch Ihf
Jerennal Topologzy [New York Springer Verlag 1976) p 169)
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people are having n them We might be led to think about this as the
problem of why some people “do well” in school and other people “do
poorly  We might then be led to think about 1t as a problem of “intet
ligence > A it later we would find ourselves 1 the middle of a discus
sion of 1Q, talking about what factors mfluence 1t and what its distribu
tion 1n the population 15 From there it 15 a short step to talking about
1Q rank correlations when controlled for SES, and to ask how “pre
dictive® or how “hentable” they are

The relation :of any of these techmiecal formulations to the original
problems 1s far from clear It 15 time to start reexamumng the techmeal
concepis of the social sciences to see what their presuppositions are
There 1s an ultimate sense in which the definition of the problem must
ben pretechnical, hurman, terms The spread of science, especially so
cial science, has effected a revolution m which the influence of human
concerns no longer shows 1tself 1n the shape of the theory In a way 1t1s
a kind of Copernican revolution a decentermng of human concerns rela
tive to the scientific scheme of things But there 15 a sense 1 which the
Copernican revolution was mistaken people @e the center of the um
verse, at least in the sense that ulimately human concerns shape physt
cal theory Physical theory ultimately revolves around us, even if the
planets do not

The sense of this has been largely lost 1n recent theonzing mn the so
cial sciences It 15 very hard to recognize the objects of our concern m
the technical terms of modern social science It 15 time for a humanst
counterrevolution, reasserting the primacy of our pretheoretical, ethical,
concerns What 1s needed 15 a critzcal philosophy of explanation Its
point would be to give us an understanding of what the abjects of ex
planations are, what we want them to be, what forms of explanation are
appropitate to thase objects, and how vanous explanations fit together,
excluding or requinng one angther, supplanting one another historical
1y, presupposmng one another

Reduchonism

One of the deepest relations that one explanation can have toward an
otheris that of reducibility The reductionist claims that one class of
phenomena, more or less well explamed by some body of theory, s real
ly explainable by some other theory, which 1s thought of as deeper or
moie basic This, we mught say, reduces the apparent complexity of the
wozld
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Some of the most basic claims of science are to be found mn examples
of reduction Is all human behavior reducible to the working out of un
consctous sexuality? This 15 a simple example of a reduction So 1s the
clamm 1o éxplam all human behavior in terms of stimulus conditioning
Many social theorists (I think wrongly) cite Marx as the source for their
view that all social pheriomena are reducible to economics Regardless
of who held 1t, 1t 18 an 1important reduction to understand Other reduc
tions, also influential, have been based on biology and seék to explamn
social phenomena as the working ont of various biclogical imperatives
Examples of this range from the social Darwinst and Malthusian socal
theories of the 1800s to the contemporary discussion about biologically
based “aggression” or “territoriality’ or the recent sociobiology

The pull 'of reductionist views 1s very strang They give us a kind of
understanding that we regard as profound When Newton demonstrated
that terrestrial phenomena, like fallmg boches, and celestial phenomena,
like planetary motions, could be brought under a single set of laws, the
effect on the general world view was profound For before Newton,
no two things could be more different than leaden weights falling from
earthly towers-and the patterns of the heavens Newton changed this
The same sort of conceptual power, the ability to change the way we see
a large class-of phénomena, makes reductions very attraciive, be they
physical, biclogical, economic, sexual, or any other kind

In this work I examine reductionism from the point of view of the
theory of explanation Does the reducing theory mn these various exam
ples really give us explanations of the phenomena? In order to answer
this, we will have to look more closely at the explanations that are being
offered, but we shall also have to examine the notion of explanation 1t
self What exactly 15 1t that we are looking for when we seek these kinds
of reductive explanations?

One answer 15 that we are looking to go beyond the ordinary explana
tions we give of phenomena The power of Marxist or Freudian or socio
biological explanations 15 precisely that they give us a radically new view
of what 15 “really” going on in. what we thought was a famihar realm
The erdinary phenomencn is displayed transformed by the reductionist
explanation This fact, which gives power to reductiomst explanatlons,
18 also responsible for the most basic problem Are the new phenomena
explamned by the reducing theory really the same phenomena as the fa
mthar ones? The reducing or underlying theory 1s supposed to explain the
same phenomena as the reduced or upper level theory This presupposes
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that one-explanation 15-an explanation of the same phenomenon as the
other

But 15 the “aggression’ that sociobiology seeks to explain the same ag
gression we find 1 war or-civil strfe? Is it the same aggression that Freud
talked about? Is the “social stratification” of the recent 1Q theorsts the
same stratification that econonmues and sociology try to explain? Is 1t
the same as the stratification Marx speaks of?

Sometumnes, as we shall see, the answer 1s no, and when 1t 15, a stmple
minded reductionism will be untenable But the surprising thing 1s not
that the answer is sometimes negative but that thus essential question is
usually not even asked Wuters on thus subject make claims which turn
on such questions, yet they use the notions of explanation and its ob
jects 1 an unreflective and uncritical way

The question of when two explanations are explanations of the same
phenomenon 1s another of the basic problems m sketching our algebra
of explanations It 1s fundamental for understanding such earher ques
uons as when two explanations are mnconsistent with each other and
when one explanation supplants another Smce reduction mvolves the
notion of explanation across theones, the problem of the identity of the
objects of explanation 1s crucial here

Indavidualism
In one of the most basic forms of reduction a theory of one realm of

i phenomena 1s reduced to an underlymg theory whose objects are the

i‘ phiysical constituents of the objects of the first theory Such a reduction

. tries to explan the phenomena of one “level” by appeal to the theory
of what the things on that level are made of Following standard prac
tice, we shall call such reductions wucroreductions

The paradigm of microreduction in physical science 15 the reduction of

thermodynamics, the theory of the observable properties of gases (tem
perature, pressure, and so forth), to statistical mechanics, which postu
lates that the gasis made up of certamn kinds of molecules One then
derwves the higher level laws from the lower level mechamcal assump
tions Thus 15 often taken as a paradigm of macroreduction, not just i
physical science, but m social theory as well ** In general 1ts strategy 1s

12 Socual theory 15 the term I am using mdiserimnately to refer to socil
science social philosophy, and therr various mixtures Obviously the use of this
term suggests that I.do-not thank that a ‘normative vs positive dishinction ean
be usefully dzawn In fact all the examples partake of the natuze of both
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to explain the upper level phenomena by showing how they anse from
the interaction of the atomic constituents  This 1s an extremely power
ful form of explanation and has had an enormous influence
" When this paradigm s apphed 1n social theory, we get the various
forms of indwviduahism What they all have in common 15 the idea that
the characteristics of society can be explamed as ansing from the charac
tenistics of mndividuals, just as the characteristics of the gas can be ex
plamed as ansing from the properties of 1ts molecules What the specific

i theory of the indviduals 1s, of course, varies from case to case It may

! be the psychoanalytic theory of individual psychology, as i Freud’s
Cwilization and Tts Discoritents, or 1t may be a biological theory of the
formation of individual characteristics, as in the recent sociobiology It
may be the commonsense explanation by reasons of the actions of n
dividuals, as in trachtional narrative history, or agam 1t may be the ex
planation of individual choices: of the kind represented by rational choice
theory 1n economics

The essence of these 1s the methodological form of explamming social

phenomena from individual phenomena This 1s the guiding methodology
of much contemporary social theory, the subject of much debate, un
der the name methodological indwidualism, 1t has been discussed both
by philosophers and by social scientists Clear endorsements of method
ological ndividualism can be found m Hobbes, Locke; Adam Smith, Mul,
and Weber among the classics, and 1n contemporary social scientists
like Kenneth Arrow and George Homans '* In contemporary social the
ory, 1t 1s the guiding methodology of such work as

Theornes of the market that seek to explain economic phenomena as
arising from the sum of individual chowces (Milton Friedman, F
A Hayek)

The work of social choice theorists 1n attempting to reduce the
problem of collective choice to the theory of mndividual choice (K
Arrow, Mancur Olson, A K Sen)

Attempts to reduce the problem of distributive justice to the justifi
cation of mdividuat “holdings™ (Nozick)

13 Thers are therefore, cases of microreduction that are not atomstic for ex
ample, a microreduction where the underlying level s a continuous medmm Such
cases will not concern us here

14 Nozick s Anarchy State and Utopia (New York Basic Books, 1974) con
tams a nsefnllist of sixteen examples of 1ndvidualist explanations (p 20}
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Theories of political representation which seek to construct an over
all political decision out of the individual preferences (Buchanan
and Tullock, Downs)

The methodological 1ssue has been the subject of much debate, yet,
for all that, the debate s of little help 1n understanding the controversy
Partly, this 1s because the debate 1s muddled by an astomishing vaniation
m the theses called “methodological mndividualism ** We have, for ex
ample theses about what kinds of entities are “real” (or “really real”),
theses about how we krow about social phenomena, theses about the
“dertvability™ of certain kinds of laws from others, and theses about
what kinds of explanations exist or are “ultirnate” ones Writers use
these variants interchangeably and will often shuft from one to another
1n the course of an argument 1%

Thus lack of clanty 1s especially alarming because 1f there 15 one thing
that éveryomne agrees.on, 1t 15 that the debate 1s of more than academic
mnterest and that important moral and political 1ssues are lurking in the
background Karl Popper’s The Open Society and Its Enermies 13 a two
volume blast at all nonmdrvidualistic socral theory He says that failure to
grasp methodological individualism leads not only to philosophical and
seientific error but to moral and political ewal Plato, Hegel, and most of
all Marx are the examples he cites of what can happen 1f we are not in
dividualistic, the consequences are totalitarianism Nonindividualists, he
suggests, believe 1 trampling, in thought and deed, on individual liberty
On the other hand, other writers have pointed out that individualism
15 1tself not without 1deological consequences and presuppositions

The mamn focus of this work 1s the assessment of individuahism, both
as a general philosophy of social explanation and as a guiding method
ology Ijom the controversy because I think it is a chance for philos
ophy to be useful in the analysis of real scientific and social 1ssues: The
principal strategy will be to attack the problem via an examination of
the concept of explanation itself Methodolopical individuahism, like all
species of reductionism, consists 1n a claim that certain kinds of explana
tion are available, that the theory of individuals explains the phenomena
which were previously the province of the upper level social theory

15 ‘Lukes s survey article Methodological Indwidualism Reconsidered m A
Ryan ed , The Philosophy of Sociual Explanation (Oxford Oxford Umversity
Press, 1973) distinguishes erght importantly different theses including some but
not all, of the above!
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Is this true? Do the individualistic explanations really explain the same
things as their holistic counterparts? I argue that the answer 15 often no
In particular I argue in the second half of this work that certamn kinds of
mdmiduahistic explanations are “bad” ones, while other kinds of “struc
tural” explanations are “good” ones

Wanted A Philosophy of Explanation
The task, then, 1s to pain a clearer view of the phenomena of explanation,
the shifts and dislocations m explanatory frames, and the other charac
teristic relations among explanations and their objects We need an ac
count of the algebra of explanations Such an account would have theo
retical interest but, what 1s more, could be of real use ‘to the consumer
of explanations 1n sorting out the Babel evidénced 1n the first pages of
this chapter It could function as a kind of consumers’ guide to the ex
planatory marketplace

What follows falls short of such a general philosophy of explanation
Only scattered and partial angwers are given to the questions raised I wall
make some remarks 1n the direction of those questions and try to sort
out some kinds of explanations from some others T wall suggest that, n
certain cases, some explanations are preferable to others I will also be
claiming that sonie explanations are really answering different questions
than they mught appear to be

The reason I have not tiumimed this mtroduction to fit the modesty of
what follows 15 that I think a general philosophy of explanation 1s really
needed and 1t 1s valuable to set out the questions that have to be ans
wered It 15 sometling of a scandal how liitle attention has been paid to
this need by traditionial philosophy, which, with just:a few eXceptions,
has had virtually nothing to say about the forms of explanation ¢ Thus
1s not just an oversight The philosophy of science, for the first half of
this century, was domiated by logical positivism, an approach that fea
tured a single formal model for all explanation, all explanation was seen
as formal deduction of sentences from general laws !7 Any explanation

16 ‘There has been some attention pard to the subject outside traditional aca
demic philosophy See Hayden White, Meratustory The Historical Imagination
Nwneteenth Cenitipy Europe (Baltimore Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973)
and Stephen C Pepper, World Hypotheses (Berkeley and Los Angeles University
of Califorma Press 1966)

17 The deductive nomological model of Hempel s Aspects of Scientific Ex
planation (New Yark Free Piess 1965)
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that did not conform to this model was erther defective or “not really
scientific ”

Thus 1s not the place for a critique of this doctrine 1 will have more to
say aboutat m chapter 5 It 1s not my goal to offer a detailed crificism
of the posttivist model Rather, I want to move beyond 1t, to take a
posttion 1n post positivist philosophy of explanation, v1a a consideration
of the kinds of questions I have posed i this mtroduction The formal,
positivist, model gives us erther no answers at all to those questions or
answers that are just false
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When Willie Sutton was in prison, a priest who was trymng to reform him
asked him why he robbed banks “Well,” Sutton replied, ““that’s where
the money 15

Thete has been a fatlure to connéct here, a failure of fit Sutton and
the priest are passing each other by The problem is to say Aow, exactly,
they differ Clearly there are different values and purposes shapmg the
question and answer They take different things to be problematic or
stand in need of explanation For the priest, what stands 1n need of ex
planation 15 the decision to 1ob at all He does not really care what But
for Sutton, that 1s the whole question What 1s problematic 1s the choice
of what to rob

We could say that Sutton and the priest have different notions of what
the relevant alternatives to bank robbimg are For the prest, the rele
vant alternative to bank robbing 1s leading an honest life, not robbing
anything But for Sutton, the relevant alternatives to bank robbing are
robbing grocery stores, robbing gas stations, and so on What Sutton 13
really explamning 15 why he robs banks rather than robbing grocery
stores, etc We could say that the priest has asked why Sutton robs banks
and Sutton has answered why he robs banks?

The difference between them 15 that they have two different conrrasts
in mind, two different sets of alternatives to the problematic Sutton
robs banks They are embedding the pherromenon to be explamed m two
different spaces of alternatives, which produces two different things to
be-explamed, two different objects of explanation

The object of explanation here 15 therefore not a simple object, like an
event or a state of affairs, but more like a state of affawrs together with
a defimite spuce of alternatives to 1t In the Sutton case the priest’s ob
jectis

Sutton {does not rob } banks,
robs

21
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whereas Sutton’s object 15

Sutton robs { other thmgs}
banks

Clearly, 1f the same event 1s embedded 1n two different contrast spaces,
the answers to the two different questions so generated will not neces
sarily be the same, and wall often be different Many jokes, like the Sut
ton joke, have as their:structure a question and answer having different
presuppositions, and often this will take the form of 4 dislocation from
one contrast space to another Children’s jokes make use of this device:n
such classics as Why do firemen wear red suspenders? (To keep their
pants up), and Why do ducks fly south in the winter? (It's tco far to
walk) Sometimes, as with Sutton, the answerer answers a question that
1s much narrower 1 scope than the miended question Sometimes 1t 18
the reverse, as the answerer answers a very general interpretation of a
narrow question The detective, questioning a suspect about a murder,
asks the suspect, Why did he die? The suspect tentatively suggests, Well,
everyone has to go sometime, sit Here, the suspect 15 dodging the de
tective’s “real” question The explanation s formally an answer to the
question, but what 18 really bewng answered 1s the very general question
why

the victim { lived forever
died !

whereas the detective’s question was really why

the victim died at some other time
died

The effect of such differing spaces of alternatives 1s not always a joke,
what aspect of a given state of affairs we take to be problematic radically
affects the success or failure of potential explanations For an explana
tion to be successful, 1t must speak to the question at hand, whether ex
phieit or implicit, or else we will have failures of fit like Sutton and the
priest What we need, therefore, 1s some way of representing what 1s
really getting explained in a given explanation, and what 1s not The con
trast spaces give us such a representation of one basic way in which ex
planation 1s *‘context relative ”* My claim 1s that this relatinity to a con
trast space 15 quite general, I will call 1t explanatory relatuity

Once sensitized to this phenomenon, one can easty find examples of
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it, for there are many cases in which explanations are rejected as belong
g to the “wrong™ contrast space Forexample, at one powmt in his
analysis of dreams, Jung 1s discussing a dream about an auto acadent

We reduce the dream-picture to 1ts antecedents: wath the help of the
dreamer s recollections He recogmzes the street as one down which he
had walked on the previous day The car accident reminds hum of
an accident that had actually accurred a few days before, but of which
he had only read in-a newspaper As we know, most pecple are satis
fied wath a reduction of this kind “Aha,” they say, “that’s why I had
this dream

Obviously thas reduction 18 quite unsatisfywng from the scientific pomnt
of view The dreamer had walked down many streets the previous day,
why was this one selected? He had read about several accidents, why
did he select this one?!

The complaint 15 that a certamn contrast 15 crucial for-a successful ex
planation, and that some would be explanation fails to account for that
contrast A good example 1s furnished by Meyer Shapiro’s “Nature of
Abstract Art,”? which considers and rejects the standard forms of ex
planation for the nse and fall of artistic styles explanations that appeal
to “the exhaustion of possibilities” i earlier styles and “pendulum
swing” theories His complantis “From the mechanical theories of ex
haustion, boredom and reaction we could never explam why the reac
tion occurred when 1t did” (p 190) Later he criticizes one such expla
nation for the nse of Futurism, saying that 1t “makes no effort to
explam why this art should emerge in Italy rather than elsewhere” (p
208)

On a more abstract level, Anstotle complamns that atomusts try to ex
plain movement by postulating an eternal motion of the atoms But, he
says, this 1s a poor explanation because 1t does not explan why things
move one way rather than another * And, at the other extreme, expla
nations 1n everyday Iife also reflect this relativity, as advertising slogans
urge “Don’t ask me why I smoke Ask me why I smoke Winstons ™

1 C G Jung The Structure and Dynamues of the Psyche (Princeton Prince
ton University Press 1966), p 240

2 Meyer Shaprro, Nature of Abstract Art 1 Modern Art I9th and 20th
Centuries (New York George Braziller: 1978)

3 Why and what this movement 15 they do not say nor, 1f the world moves
ane way rather than another do they tell us the cause of 1ts doing so  (Meta
physicy 1071 b 33)
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Yet despite the frequent occurrence of explanatory relatmvity, not
much attention has been paid to the general phenomenon There are sev
eral good examples m a recent paper by Fred Dretske Here 15 one of
them

Suppose Alex, after bemng fired, needs some money to meet expenses
until he finds another job Clyde lends hum $300 i seems faurly obvious
that there are three different questions (at least) that we can ask with
the words “Why did Clyde lend him $3007" and, dccordingly, three dif
ferent explanations one can give for Clyde’s lending him $300 We may
want to know why Clyde lent huim $300 The answer mught be that this
18 how much Alex thought he would need, or perhaps, though Alex
wanted more, this 15 all the ready cash that Clyde had available On the
other hand, we may want to know why Clyde lent him $300—why didn’t
he just gave 1t to ham* Finally, we may be mnterested i finding out
why Clyde lent lum $300 #

Here, the three different explanations can be represented as the ans
wers to the questions

$300
1 Why Clyde Ient Alex { some other }

sum
2 Why Clyde {lg::f} Alex $300 and
3 Why { someone else) 1ont Alox $300
Clyde

Dretske observes that the differences among various stresses 1s essentially
of a pragmanic nature and says that examples like these “constitute sen
ous obstacles to any attempt to formulate & purely syntactical character:
zation of explanation ™

This 1s true But then how should we characterize 1t? Dretske represents
the varations by using contrastive stress, the inguists” term for the de
vice of underhmng (or vocally stressing) part of the sentence But the
voice or the underline 15 2 symptom of whatever 1s gomng on here, not an
analysis of 1t And i addition o not beng an analyss, 1t cannot repre
sent the more general forms of explanatory relativity, since 1t 15 obviously

4 Fred Dretske Contrastive Statements * Philosophical Review 82 (Oct 1973)
419
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hmited to cases where the problematic consists of a vartation 1 one of
the explicit syntactic parts of the sentence If the aspéct bemg vared 1s
not a syntactic part of the sentence, contrastive stress cannot represent
the explanatory relativity For example, take the case of Clyde lending
Alex $300, and suppose that we know that Alex 1s the sort who, 1f he
could not raise- the money from friends, would take Willie Sutton’s ad
vice and rob a bank Clyde knows this too and so:lends his friend $300
to keep hum from getting mto trouble

If we then asked, “Why td Clyde lend Alex $3007* and received the
answer to keep hus friend out of jail, how are we to represent the “real”
question? It 15 not

1 why Clyde (rather than Bob) lent Alex $300
or 2 why Clyde lenr (rather than gave) Alex $30Q
or 3 why Clyde lent Alex (rather than Phil) $300
or4 why Clyde lent Alex $700 (rather than some other sum)

but rather why Clyde lent Alex $300 (without emphasis) rather than
lettmg hum rob a bank The contrast space 15 the only possible represen
tation in cases like these

The Algebra of Explanations
Let us begin, then, with the sunple 1dea that an explanation always takes
place relative to a background space of alternatives Then different
spaces of alternatives may therefore require different explanations And
sometimes we can compare two explanations to see how their contrast
spaces differ This gives us a measure of the dislocation between two ex
planations

Contrast spaces therefore give us a useful tool for comparing explana
tiongs with each other In particular I want to go back to the examples
of the introduction and show how sometimes a shuft from one explana
tory frame to another 1s just a shift in the relevant contrast space Con
sider the case of Newton vs: the medieval physicists The medievals
asked why something keeps moving Therr object can now be represented
as askang why

the thing 1s { moving } at f,
not moving

In order to answer ths, they had to postulate a force acting at each time
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We are now 1n a posttion to represent the epistemological break that New
ton achieved ® It 1s to reconstitute the object of explanation as asking
why

the thing has { given acceleration } at
some other acceleration

For this object the only nontrivial explanations are explanations of
changes of motion, that 18, of accelerations So the break from the medi
evals to Newton can be 1epresented as a shift i the contrast space of
their explanations

The same things-can be said about the other example of that section,
the shaft from Anstotehan to evolutionary biology Anstotle asked why
there are the species that thére are We can now state the object of his
question he was asking why these species exust rather than the other pos
sible species, that 1s, why

other possible species } extst
these species

The shift to the Darwintan question 15 the shift to explamng not the
origin of species but rather their survival In other words the object be
comes why

these spectes { become extinet }

exist

This representation makes a hittle clearer what 1s and what 15 not get
ting explamed i a given explanation And this, m turn, means that the
problems of explanation discussed 1n the mtroduction are sensitive to
the contrast space phenomenon

Consider, for example, the problem of deciding if pretheoretical ques
tions are really teing answered Certamnly a necessary condition for a
theory ta be a real answer to a pretheoretical question 1s that 1t embody

5 The terminology ( coupure epistemologique ) 1s taken from Bachelard We
could also have smd change in explanatory frame or for that metter para
digm shaft  scientific revolution  change 1n episteme’ or aspect shift There
are embargassingly many terms all of vague meaning, and all meaning vaguely sim
tlar things I choose Bachelard § term because it greatly predates the others See G
Bachelard The Psychoanalysis of Fire (Boston Beacon Press, 1964) and The Po
ettes of Space (New York Orion Press 1964)
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a contrast space compatible with that of the question Otherwise, ful
ures fo communicate like the one involving Sutton and the priest will
occur This happens more often than we realize and we will see more
examples of it

It 1s not just-a matter of what in the explanation 1s bemng varied, 1t
15 also a matter of hbow much Even though two questions agree on what
1 the original state of affais 1s problematic, they may differ impor
tantly on how large a space of alternatives they envision If the question
18 why Clyde (rather than Bill) lent Alex $300, this may require a dif
ferent answer than 1f the question 15 why Clyde (rather than Bill or Fred
ot Sue) lent Alex $300

These expatisions and contractions in the space of imagined alterna
tives occur fundamentally and often, and they play a strong role i shap
ing what counts as an explanation Suppose, for example, that we are
discussing the 1968 presidential election and we ask why Nixon won the
Republican nommation A political historan tells us, Because all the
othel viable candidates had offended some segment of the party Gold
water, Rockefeller, and Romney all had enemies within the party, and
only Nixon had no one very strongly opposed to.im In this:explana
tion the contrast space 18

Goldwater

Romney | o the Republican nommnatson
Rockefeller

Nixon

These are the live possibilities, and the explanation really does explain
why Nixon won as against this contrast space But the explanation would
not work 1f we were entertaining some other possibility as hve, say, that
of Senater Percy getting the nommation If we did, the pohtical hsto
nan would have to add something like The delegates to the convention
were well entrenched conservatives for whom Senator Percy was too
liberal

Explanatory relativity is also relevant to the other problems of the i
troduction, the algebra of explanations 1s greatly affected by variations
in the contrast space Two explanations are inconsistent with each oth
er, or can be conjoined, or are irrelevant to each other, only 1f thetr con
trast spaces hine up m certain ways If one explanation presupposes
another,its contrast space will be a refinement or partition of one of the
clements of the contrast space of the other (as mn the Sutton case) In
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each case there 1s more to be said about how contrast spaces enable us
to represent these relations, and about how the various relations among
explanations correlate with vanous relations among their contrast spaces
In particular thisas true of the problems of theoretical reduction We
said that one of the main requirernents of a would be reduction 15 that
1t enable usto explain “the same phenomena’ as the prereduction the
oty But this notion of “the same phenomena” 15 clearly sensitive to ex
planatory relativity two different contrast spaces may smuggle m a
Suttonesque ambiguity mto the sitnation Consequently, in evaluating
all reductionist clawms, we must be careful that the objects match up and
that the reducing theory really does explain the same phenomena (with
the same contrast space) as the reduced theory Tlus will be one of the
main tools I will use in the next chapter, i the analysis of reductionism

Presupposihions of Explanations
The general claim of explanatory relativity 1s the ¢laim that explanation
takes place relative to a contrast space I mean this as a claim about how
to explain explanations the contrast space 18 a basic presupposition of
the explanation context, an additional piece of structure necessary to
explain how explanattons function

Without some such hypothesis, I do not think we can give an account
of how explanations actually work, or fail to The contrast space deter
munes, 1 part, what counts as a successful explanation 1 want to exam
e this more closely, espectally the 1dea of what really does get explamed,
and what does not, in a typical explanation For there 1s an important
way m which certain things really do not get explamed Now of course
any explanation leaves something unexplamed, and i particular any
part of the object of explanation that 1s outside the contrast space will
not be explained

But there 1s something more Look at the explanation that Sutton
gave The question was why do You rob banks? and the answer was
they have the most money He 15 saying, in other words, that the fact
that

something has the most money
explains why
Sutton robs that thing

Now we might, especially 1f we were sympathetic to the priest, ask why
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the first thing explams the second thing Why, after all, does the fact
that something has the most money explain why Sutton robs 1t? Note
that 1t follows from the form of hs explanation that, sice it 1s (in some
sense) necessary that something (or other) has the most money, there
fare, necessarily, Sutton robs sometlung The fact that Sutton robs some
thing or other follows from the form of the explanation

But this 1s just the thing that s bothering the priest He wants to know
why rob anything at all, a question Sutton has not answered But 1t 1s
not just that he has not answered 1t Rather, Sutton’s answer and the
fact that 1t 13 taken to be gn answer (1 e , an explanation) indicate that
Sutton 1s presupposmg a satisfactory answer to the priest’s question He
1s presupposing 1t in the stmple sense that tus answer does not even make
sense unless one supposes the priest’s question already to have been ang
wered satisfactonily Someone for whom the priest’s question stull ingers
1s not someone who can accept that Sutton’s answer 1s an answer at all,
for the implicat question which Suiton 1s answering 15

Given that you are going to rob something, why do you rob banks?

So the underhned phrase 15 a presupposition in the straightforward sense
that whether or not one zccepts 1t affects the success of the explana
tory act

Loolkung at how such “given” clauses function mn explanations gives us
another view of the phenomenon of explanatory relativity The “mven”
clause often (but not always) functions to express the same presuppost
tion as the contrast space Roughly speaking, the question

Gwen A, why B?
18 equivalent to the contrast

Why B rarther than any of the other alternatives to B in which A
1s true?

The “gmiven™ clause tells us, at the very least, what the outer bound 1s on
thevariationin B we are to:consider only such alternatives to Basalsosat
1sfy A Why must this be so? Why 151t that explanations limut their alter
natwves in this way? Why do we have explanations of why X rather than
Y, or why A, given B, rather than stmply explaining why X or why A?®

6 Notice, incidentally; that this very question has the form ‘Why P rather than
Qf,’)
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The answer, I thurk, lies 1 our need to have a Iimuted negation, a de
terminate sense of what will count as the consequent’s “‘not” happen
ing Lacking such a determinate sense of alternatives, one has difficulty
seemng how we could give explanations at all, they would have to be so
all encompassing as to be impossible

Let me give an example Suppose that I got up one day and went out
fora drive I was doing about 110 when I rounded a bend, around which
a truck had stalled Unable to stop in time, I erashed mto the truck La
ter, chastising me for the acadent, you say, “If you hadn’t been speed
ing, you wouldn’t have had that accident ™ Treply, “Yes, that's true,
but then 1f Lhadn’t had breakfast, I would have gotten to that spot be
fore the truck stalled, so1f 1 hadn’t eaten breakfast, I wouldn’t have
had the gccident Why don’t you blame me for having had breakfast?”

What’s wrong with my reply? It 1s based on the truth of a causal con
ditional 1f I had niot had breakfast, ] would not have had that acetdent
But while it is true that I would not have had thar aceident, neverthe
less, 1f 1 had been speeding then 1t 1s ikely that I would have had an
otheraccident My claim 15 based on the assertion that 1if something
(eating breakfast) had not happened, the accident would not have hap
pened The problem 18, What 13 going to count as that accident’s not
bappemng? If “that accident” means, as 1t must 1f my statement 15 going
to be true, “that very accident,” that concrete particular, then every
thing about the situation 1s going to be necessary for 1t the shirt I was
wearing, the kind of truck I hut, and se forth, since 1f any one of them
had not ocourred, it would not have been fhat accident

But this 1s absurd, and n order to escape this absurdity and not have
everything be necessary for the accident, we must recognize that the
real object of explanation 18 not

my having had that accident

We need somethung in addition to represent what 1s really getting ex
plained, something that will account for the fact that my objection
somehow misses the point For not any difference from that very ac
cident 15 going to count as relevantly different, only certain ones wall
And so we need, in addition to the event, a set of perturbations wluch
will count as irrelevant or messentially different These irrelevant per
turbations determune an equvalence relation, “differs inessentially
from,” and the real object of explanation 1s an equivalence «class under
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this relation 7 The equivalence relation determines what 1s going to
count as the event’s not happening

If we consider the auto accident we ¢an see that, for the usual pur
poses, many “alternatives™ will be considered as “not essentially dif
ferent” under this equivalence relation Having had a similar accident
mn a symlar place driving & sumilar car but weaning a different colored
shirt, for example, will count as “not essentially different ” The equiy
alence relation determunes the object of explanation in the sense that
the explanation which we seek must not dwell on the factors which
select among equivalent states of affairs but only on factors which are
respansible for the accident’s happening rather than some megwmvalent
state of affairs

Of course, the exact specification of this equivalenice relation, the
specification of what exactly 15 going to count as relevantly different,
1s not given in advance or once and for all The relation can be drawn
tightly or loosely In the auto accident case I am trymg to evade re
sponsibility by drawing the relation very tightly, thus making a preat
deal necessary for 1t io.-have occurred. Tgm prepared to.say that an ac
cident 1n which I was-wearing a different shurt counts as “the same,”
and so I would not try to use the shirt a5 a necessary cause, I have some
nontrivial concepilon of what counts as “‘the same™ acerdent But I
have chosen (tmpheitly) a speaific object of explanation My detractors,
blammg me for the accident, are mssting on a different equivalence
relatton For them, the question 1s why I had that accident rather than
not having had any accident In other words they count my having had
another accident just down the road as something which 1s essentrally
the sarme as what actually happened

So each equivalence relation lays a gnd or mesh over the possible
phenomena, and corresponding to each meash there 18 a conception of
what the object of explanation 15 We can, as i the auto accident, 1nsist
on one mesh or another But the choice 15 not entirely arhitrary There
18 4 general fact whuch must be taken into account As the mesh be
comes finer and finer, that 15, as the equivalence classes become smaller
and mote numerous, the resulimg object, and hence the resulting expla
nation, becomes less and less stable That 1s, the explanation

7 Each equivalence class consists of the set of ¢ messentially different objects
collapsed-into one for this purpose
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reckless driving causes accidents (somewhere or other)

1s hughly stable under all sorts of perturbations of the underlying situa
tion the weather, road conditions, etc We can perturb them almost at
will, and. the causal relation remains On the other hand the explanation

reckless driving and breakfast and  causes accident at x, ¢,

15 highly unstable under these same perturbations Thus 1s sometimes ob
scured by the fact that we call auto crashes “accidents  Sometimes a
crash 1s really accidental, that 1s, is highly unstable with respect to 1ts an
tecedents But other times, as 1 this case, accidents are not accidental
at all, even though we can (perversely) cast the object of explanation so
as'to make 1t seem accidental

The general need to have an object of explanation which 1s somewhat
stable under such perturbations means that the choice of object s not
entirely arbitrary Bach equivalence relation determines the kind of ob
ject, and hence a theory, mn much the same way as Felix Klem defined a
geometry as atising when we specify an equivalence relation Any equiv
alence relation, or sense of what 1s essentially the same as what, gives
us a new set of objects We study the features whuch are mvariant under
the vanious perturbations Each equivalence relation therefore gives
rise to a different “geometry * But which geometry 15 the “right” one?
Clearly, there are some pragmatic, practical factors at work Yet the
situation 18 not completely determimned by these factors, for these prac
tical demands must be reconciled with the nature of the phenomena
themselves-and with the stability demands of good scientific-explana
tion

So the answer to the question, Are wrelevance geometries stipulated,
or are they “m the world”? 1s both! We can stipulate equivalences at
will, but the result will be a good explanation or a good piece of science
only 1if the way we are treating thungs as messentially different corre
sponds to the way nature treats things as inessentially different

Let us grant, then, that when we explain an event not everything
about 1t 1s esseniial to it The explanation has to be stable 1n some neigh
borhood of the actual world The problem now 15 How large a neigh
borhood? What are 1ts boundaries?

Clearly, the particulars of a specific explanation can be perturbed
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substantially while the-explanation retams itsforce If the explanation
for why aleaf1s green 1s that it contamns chlorophyll, then the causal form

contains chlorophyll  causes  green color

holds generally in a wide class of circumstances But not in all aircum
stances jars which contain chlorophyll are not caused thereby to be
green So obviously, there 15 a presupposition working here, to the effect
that this case 18 the kind of case for which “contains chlorophyll” ex
plains “greenness * Again, if you sought to explain why something
moved as 1t did by citing Newton’s laws of falling bodies, you are pre
supposing that the thing 1n question 1s the land of thing for which those
laws hold, namely, a physical object, etc If 1t turns out that the moving
thing was a shadow on the side of a building, you must withdraw or
amend your explanation, for we have passed out of the realm for which
such explanations hold

Each time, there 15 a presupposition that this case lies mside the do
mam of validity of the explanatory form, that 1s, that 1t 15 the kzid of
thing for which such an explanation can hold Now this gives us a kind
of test for the presupposttions of an explanation see how large a neigh
borhood of the actual sttuation will maintain the validity of the expla
nation The outer boundaries of that neighborhood will represent the
presuppositions of the explanation In the simple cases above, those pre
suppositions are, respectively, that we are dealing with a plant, and that
we are deahing with a physical object

The presuppositionis become much more complex when we pass to
more difficult cases Recall, for example, the explanation of why Nixon
got the Republican nomination all the other major candidates had
alienated some faction or other in the party Certamnly thisis only an ex
planation 1f we are presupposing that the four major candidates were
the only possibilities, but something more is trug  Suppose-someorié
said, “Well, I understand that the other candidates had offended sections
of the party But Nixon 1s so awful, why did they nominate anyone at

8 Alternatwely 1t could be suggested that the problem furns on the ambigu
ity of the word contains If plantscontained chlorophyll like jars do, they
wauld not necessanly be green But this 1s really no different from what I am say
mg which can be put as the presupposition that we are talking about ‘contains
m the sense appropriate fo plants what the word contains means in-the cate
gory of plants
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all? Why not just pass? Or why didn’t they compromise by nominating
the set-of the four of them to run junta style?”

Such possibilities are essentially beyond the frame of the explanation
gven In our language the form of the explanation was something
like grven that exactly one person receives the Republican nomina
tion, why was it Nixon rather than Goldwater; and so forth? Once we
wander cutside the boundanes of the given clause, the explanation
collapses The domamn of validity of this explanation mcludes only those
situations o which: exactly one person receives the Republican nomuna
tion

The same sort of thing 1s true of the Sutton case Sutce the form of
hus explanation

X has the most money explains Sutton robs X,

1t 15 clear that this explanation 1s valid only 1n sifuations in which Sutton
robs-exactly one {kind of) thing The fact that Sutton robs exactly one
thing, therefore, 15 true of every possibility envisaged by the présuppost
tion It 1s a pure consequence of the presupposition and 1s therefore not
itself explamed The same thing 1s true of the Republican nomination
case, in which the fact that the Repubhicans nominate exactly one person
15:a pure consequence of the presupposition

So every explanafion must have some generality, yet 1t obviously can
not have complete generality Somewhere m the nmddle, then, are the
boundaries-of the realm for whuch the explanation holds This wall vary
from case to case, and in each case the size and shape of the outer bound
ary of contemplated possibility will reflect (part of) the piesuppostttons
of that explanation

I'will return immediately to these points, develop them further, and
then apply them to ferret out the presupposttions of various explana
tions Fust, I want to take a brief detour and make essentially the same
ponts again, from a shghtly different standpoint a consideration of the
role of lews 1 explanations

Many pinlosophers think that laws play an essential role m explana
tions In fact the covering law model of Hempel and Oppenheim says,
basically, that an explanation consists i subsunung the situation to be
explamned under a law The role of such laws 1n explanations is twofold
Fuirst, the law 1s supposed to provide the necessary generqlizy that an
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explanation must have to-say that A causes B, Hume noted, 1sto say
that A and B are mstances of some more general relation Second, the
law 1s supposed to eapture the idea of a connection between Aand B,
the causal connection whose exsstence means that A and Bare not mere
ly aceidentally co occurring

Now, 1.do not want to get mto the issue of whether the kinds of laws
contemplated in the standard treatments really do capture these notions,
or whether explanations really must contain laws m them at all (Some
people think not Scriven, Arronsor, and Davidson, for example, think
that there must be a law but that the explanation need not cize 1t)

All T'want to do immediately 1s to follow the standard way of talking
about “deductive nomologieal™ explanations and to restate some of the
conclustons of the last few pages in that language Let us start witha
sumple example When I explain why the plant 15 green by saymg that 1t
containg chlorophyll, the law in this case 1s that all plants wlach contan
chlorophyll are green So far, so good Now consider the example of the
Republican nomination, which Nixon won by not alienating anyone Is
the law here something like

Anyone who does not alienate anyone gets the Republican nomina
tion?

There are several problems with this Furst of all, 1t clearly applies only
to leading candidates So we must add the qualification

Anyone whoe  (1)1s a leading candidate
and (2) does not alienate anyone
gets the Republican nomination

But thas still wall not do Suppose fwo people had not alienated anyone?
What would have happened then? Here the law gives a confused answer
On the one hand there s nothing i either of the conditions, or their
conjunction, to rule out the possibility of two people satisfying them
jomtly On the other hand 1t 1sa logical consequence of the law that 1t
can be true of exactly one person

Let me take the second pomt first “Gets the Republican nomnation”
can be expressed more explicitly as

becomes the one and only person who gets the Republican nomina
tion

It 1s a lomeal consequence of the law that exactly one person gets the
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nomination This we have already seen That exactly one person get the
nomination is in some sense a necessary truth Here thus fact 15 expressed
by the fact that 1t 1s a pure consequence of the law

Why could not two people have the property of being leading cand1
dates who had not-alienated anyone? It was perfectly possible, it just did
not happen to be So the correct form of the law 1s therefore

If there happens to be a unique person-among the leading candi
dates who has not alienated anyone, then that person becomes the
nominee

And so we see that if there had been two such people, the whole expla
nation would have to be withdrawn because the very applicability of the
law depends on the condition that there 1s only one such person It
must be withdrawn completely 1n the case where two people have the
n.cessary properties, and we must go out to look for a whole different
form of explanation in the case where that happens

The case 1s somewhat different in the Willie Sutton example, where the
law 15 something like

If something has the (most) money, ther Sutton will rob 1t

What 1f several things had the most money? Several things cannot have
the most money, 1t is part of the meaning of the word most that exacily
one thing has the most money ° In thus case the fact that there 1s exact
ly one thing satisfying the requisite properties 1s a necessary truth, not
an additional assumption about what just happened to be

And so it does not really matter for the time being whether we speak
of presuppositions of explanations, pure consequences of the law, or
consequences of the meaning of the terms being used, for in any case
the conclusion 1s that 1n cases like these the fact that there 1s a unique
thing satisfying a certain property is not explained but, on the contrary,
1s a necessary truth in one way or another

So much for the role of laws in explanations I ventured into 1t in or
der to show, using concepts which are philosophically familiar, how pre
suppositions function to shape the space of contemplated alternatives,
the phenomenon I am calling “explanatory relativity

9 Roughly speaking and ignoring the possibility of ties
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Explanatory Relativity and the Philosophy of Explanation
Although, as we saw, there 18 no shortage of examples of explanatory
relativity, there has not been very much discussion of it as a phenom
enon 1n the philosophy of explanation There are hints of 1t here and
there

Anistotle devotes the last section of book Z of the Metaphysics to a
discussion of explanation Book Z 1s concerned with expounding the
nature of substance, the foundation concept of his metaphysics, and 1n
the last section he says that we can “make another start” on that sub
ject by considering the notion of explanation (aitiz), “for substance 1s
a kind of principle and explanation ” He continues immediately

Now to ask why 1s always why
something belongs to something else (1041 a 12)

He goes on to provide a number of remarks about what various questions
really mean In each case the real meamng of the question 1s given by
what amounts to a contrast He says generally that to ask why 15 to ask
“why something of something else”, he criticizes questions of the form
Why A? and says that a true question has the form Why does A belong
to X?

“Why does 1t thunder?” means “why‘is a
noise produced 1n the clouds?”

In each case he gives, like this one, the first element 1s the variable or
problemiatic factor; and the second element 1s the unchanging substance
So we are asking of this substance, X, why 1t 1s A We can add that s,
why 1t1® 15 A rather than not A

In adding this explicit contrast I am only filling in what Anstotle has
said elsewhere that substance terms do not admit contraries but that
the attributes of substance do Thus his.dictum ““Substance 1s that which
bears contraries’ means that the substance X can be A or not A, the
person can be mustcal or unmusical The substance term 1itself; X, does
not have a contrary The general picture this gives us of explanation 1s
that explandtion 1s of some substance X and explains why X 1s A rather
than not A

This brings Anistoile’s formula into conformity with what I have been

10" And 1t 15 essential that what.if 1s15an X
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saymg The “substance” term X expresses the presupposition, that which
15 (taken as) fixed The variation A rather than not A” expresses the
lmuted set of alternatives I say “limited” because the alternatives to the
state of affairs

A belongs to X
are those in which
not A belongs to X

But these do not exhaust all of logical space because they share a com
mon presupposition, X

Thus general schema captures the ordinary cases of explanations When
we ask why the sky 1s blue, Anstotle would say we are really asking of
the sky why it 15 blue rather than some other color In contrast space
language, we are asking why

the sky 1s { another color}

blue

This means, first of all, that the existence of the sky itself 1s not prob
lematic for this explanation, and second, that what s problematic is (on
ly) thie color of the sky

The two terms of the explanation, the substance term and the vanation
term, are also related 1n a very important, and very Arstotelian, way
the substance term tells us what the form of the explanation 1s going to
be It will be whatever the appropriate form of explanation 1s for things
of that category ™ Consider the variable predicate “red,” something
which can be had or not had by various lkinds of substances

If we ask

Why 1s X red?

even 1If we understand that to mean

Why 15 X {another color} o

red

we still do not have a determinate form of explanation until we know

11 More accurately, the substance tetm tells us which forms of explanation
will be appropriate for which predicates There 1s not just one kind of explana
tion for-each kind of substance but several The form-of explanation of the color
of the sky for example 1s different from the form for explaining why it 1s cloudy
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what kind of thing X 1s There 15 not, 1n this view, one all purpose form
of explanation for why any old thing 1s red, be 1t a book or a person or
asky or a.dream image Instsad, there 15 one kand of explanation for
each kind of thang thats red

If we ask why a person 1s red, for example, the answer might be “from
exertion’ o1 “because of anger  But “anger” does not generally pro
duce redness, only in people Horses who are angry do not become red
Likewise:1f we ask why a piece of metal 18 red, the answer might be “be
cause 1t was heated to a high temperature * But the general relation be
tween being heated and becoming red 1s anly a relation n the cate
gory of metals If a fluid 1s heated, 1t does not become red

In each case, then, when we ask why X 15 A, we get the answer
that 1t 15 because 1t 1s B But, m general, B ness will explain A ness
only for the kind of thing that X 1s The kind of thing that X repre
sents 1s therefore a presupposition, in the sense of the previous sec
tion

Outside the classical period'? there has not been much discussion of
the forms of explanation until fairly recently, although there are
some remarks in scattered places which talk about the need for con
trasts of various kunds For example, Wittgenstein speaks in the Tracta
tus about “logical spaces™ whose structure 1s exactly that of a con
trast space

Each thing is, as it were, in a space of possible states of affairs A
spatial object must te situated m infimte space A speck n the
visual field, though it need not be red, must have some color, it 15, §0
to speak, surrounded by color space Notes must have some pitch, ob
jects of the sense of touch some degree of hardness, and so on

But remarks like these are not, and they were not intended to be, part
of a philosophy of explanation, and the role of such contrast spaces in
explanation has not received much notice

One 1nteresting exception 1s Josiah Royce His semunars were often
devoted to the concept of explanation, with various peaple presenting
papers on very modern sounding topics 1 “‘comparative methodology »

12 Cf also Plato s discussion of the forms of explanation m the Phaeda
97-107
13 Tractatus Logrco Philosophicis (London Kegan Paul 1921) 2013f
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(For example, the graduate student T S Elot presented one on the re
lation between interpretation and explanation in comparative religion )
Florence Webster presented a paper on the notion of cause mn biology
She argued for a notion which was “mterestmgly analogous to Mull’s
method of difference It is, namely, that while you cannot find the cause
for an event, you can find the cause for the difference between two
events” (p 133) The following interchange took place

Costello What 15 mterest?

Miss Webster Depends on choice of events you compare an eveni with

Royce Interest 1s objective i bewng determined by environment You
compare with certain other events

Miss Webster Depends on the confext of the intéresting objects %

These contrast spaces are still not well understood objects Their struc
ture 15 not readily identifiable with any of the traditional objects of log
ic, for example They have some similanties with “possible worlds,” for
mstance, but they are not simply spaces of possible worlds They are
maore like equivalence classes of possible worlds (under the relation “dif
fers inessentially from’) with almost all possible worlds excluded alto
gethier from the space (Contrast spaces are typically quite small )

The basic structure of a contrast space 15 somethmg ke this If Qs
some state of affairs, a contrast space for @ 15 a set of states {Qa] such
that

@ 15 one of the Qa

Every Qa 1s ncompatible with every other Qb

At least one element of the set must be true

All of the Qg have a common presupposition (1 e , there1sa P
such that for every Oz Qu entails P)

KNG\ B

Basically, these spaces are sumilar to what physicists call state spaces
A state space 15 a geomietric representation of the possibihties of a system,
a parametrization of its states; a display of 1ts repertoire In the case of
a simple switch the state space has two elements

switch 1s § O1
off

14 From Josiah Royee s Serminar 1913-14 as recorded n the Notebooks of
Harry T Costello ed Grover Smith (New Brunswick NJ Rutgers University
Press 1963) p 137
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If such a switch is connected 1n a circuit 'with another switch, one which
has, say, three posttions (on, off, reversed), then the total state space
for the complex system 15 the six-element product of the two

on
switch; 1s { on } X switch, 1s{ off }
off rev

Such a space also represents the presuppositions of the explanation, n
the sense that 1t makes clear how much1s not being explamed Forex
ample, when the object of explanation 1s why the

switch1s J O0 ¢ |
off

the unvarted part gves us the presupposition In this case 1t would 1n
clude what a switch 1s, why there 1s a switch here at all, why the switch
has exactly those two positions, and so on

Structural Presuppositions
There 15 a certamn kand of presupposition that arises when the explana
tions we seek deal wath mdividuals who are related in a larger system
The theory of these presuppositions 15 the foundation for much of what
I am saying mn this work

Let me begm with an example Suppose that, in a class I am teaching,
T'announce that the course will be “graded on a curve,” that 1s, that I
have decided beforehand what the overall distribution of grades 1s going
to be Let us say, forthe sake of the example, that I decide that there
will be one A, 24 B, and 25 C’s The finals come 1, and let us say Mary
gets the A She wrote an original and thoughtful final

Now, if someone asks e why Mary got an A, I would say exactly
what I just smd she wrote an original and throughtful final Yet thusis
madequate as 1t stands Suppose two people had witten finals that ‘were
well thought out and orginal Would two people have received A’'s? Not
if I am really grading on a curve Because of this, 1t 1s msleading i a
certain way to answer why Mary ot an A by citing thus simple fact
about her—that she wrote a good final It 18 misleading because it gives
the tmpression that “writing a:good final” 1s sufficient to explamn “get
ting an A ” But that 1s not true Even 1f someone wntes a good final,
they may fail to get an A because someone else has written a betrer one
So 1t 15 more accurate to answerthe question by pomting to the relative
fact that Mary ‘wrote the best paper in the class
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What 1s assumed here 1s something like
Whoever wiites the best final gets the A

But 1f this 1s the general principle, we-can see that a direct consequence
of 1t 1s that exactly one person gets an A (smce exactly one person can
“write the best final”) There 1s, therefore, an unexplamed presuppost
tion that there 1s exactly one A m the class

The nature of this presupposition distinguishes this-case from cases in
which there 15 no curve In those cases, 1f Mary gets an A,-even 1f she
happens to be the only one to get one, we can answer the question

why Mary got an A

by citing factors that are purely about Mary and that contamn no hudden
presuppositions In those sorts of situations the answer to the question
about Mary would be something like

She had taken a math course that was helpful
or

There was a big party the night before the final, but her phone was
out of order,

or some answer from which 1t follows that had this been true of several
people, then all of them could have received A’s In cases where there 1s
no curve, we can explain each mdividual’s fortune by appealing only to
facts about that individual

This fails, by definition, in the cases where there 1s a curve, for 1 those
cases, there will be the unexplamed presupposition, the presupposition
of the grading structure, that mn this case thére will be exactly one A
This 15 also reflected n the fact that if we asked

Why didn’t Bob get an A?
it would be legitimate to answer
because Mary’s paper was better

Here the presupposition 1s obvious
Generally speaking, we can distinguish two different kinds of ques
tions The first 15 a question about the grade.distribution or structure

Why was there exactly one A?
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The second kind of question presupposes the first and asks
What 1s it about Mary i virtue of which she got the A?

The first 15 a question about a distribution, the second 15 a question
about an mdividual’s place m that distribution

The relation between these two kinds of questions 1s parallel to the
Willie Sutton exarmple There we distinguished the two questions

1 Why 1s there something (at all) which Sutton robs? (the priest’s
question)

and
2 Guven that there 1s something which Sutton robs, why 1s 1t banks?

Smmilarly, in this case we can distinguish
1 Why 1s there exactly one person getting an A?
and
2 Given that exactly one person 1s to get an A, why was 1t Mary?

Answers to the second question presuppose, and do not explain, answers
to the first question Thus 1s true even 1f we look at the individual expla
nations for everyone’s performance If we take each person in the class
and ask why that person got the grade he or she did, we have fifty ans
wers to the questions why

Mary gotan A
BobgotaB

Harold gota C

but the answers to those fifty questions do not add up to an answer to
the question of why there was this distribution of grades

Perhaps the clearest way to put this pomt 1s m terms of the contrast
spaces of the two different explanations If we look at the mdviduals,
one by one, each mdividual has three possibilities getting an A, getting
a B, or getting a C We can therefore represent a typical question as

A
why Mary gets§ B

c
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Now the class 1s 10 some sense the sum of the mndividuals, and so 1118 nat
ural to try, a prior, to represent the possibility space of the whole class
as the product of fifty copies of the mdividual possibility space, one
copy for each mmdividual This would give us a space for the whole class
that was

A A A
S = Mary gets¢ B >X Bobgets ¢ B >X X Harold gets {B
C c C

But this a prion possthility space 15 not the frue possibility space of the
¢lass because 1t fails to take mto account that certain combumiations of
mdwidual possibilities ave not collectively possible

This would be the right space 1f the class were not graded on a curve
In the case where each individual’s outcome depends only on facts about
that indmvidual, this 1s the true state space of the whole class Butm
our example, the true possibility space has far fewer than 3% elements
because a set of additional conditions has been imposed on the overall
space I will call these structural conditions The effect of such conditions
18 to reduce, before any of the imagined contingencies, the number of
possibilities (or “degrees of freedom™) available to the system

The true contrast space for the question about Mary consisis of the
number of ways a set of 50 people can be subdivided into a set of 1, a
set of 24, and a set of 25, m other words, only those grade distnbutions
consistent with my pobcy The contrast 15 between those distributions
m which Mary got the A and ones where someone else got the A All
other differences among distnbutions are wrelevant Consequently, the
true contrast space for that question 1s not

A
Why Mary got{B but rather
C
Mary
Bob
Why got the A
Harold

Writing the contrast space m this way makes it clear what 15 bemng
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presupposed by the questions about the individual’s place in the dis
tiibution they take the distribnition itself as “given *

In the case of the structural question the situation 1s completely dif
ferent There the contrast would be between this grade distnbution and
the other possible grade distnibutions The question “Why 18 there this
distribution of grades™ contrasts this distribution with all the other
possible distributions Indeed, not only do the alternative possibilities
mclude other grading distrrbutions (5 A’s, 20 B’s, and so on), but for
certain purposes one would have to imclude all other possible grading
policies, even the nonstructured ones piving no grades at all, giving A’s
to my friends, and so on

In casesn which there 15 no predetermined distribution, the structural
question

Why 15 there this distribution of grades?

does not really have a distinct answer The answer to 1t 15 just that that’s
what the distribution of individual performances happened to be If
there are many C’s, 1t 15 because many mdividuals happened to wnte
poor papers The question of the distribution collapses to the questions
about the mdviduals But where there 15 a predetermed policy, there
15 a separate nontrivial question about why that distribution was the
case What we are asking 1n-those cases 13 not why there happened to be
thas distibution (e g, one A) but rether why there had to be this dis
tnbution

In: cases hike these, the 1mposed structural condstions radically alter
the kinds of explanations we give because they constrain and truncate
the contrast spaces There 1s some precedent for this way of talking,
and some good examples are to be found, n the state spaces of physics

In analytical dynamaes, the mathematical study of the physics of ma
tion, these imposed conditions are called kinematical conditions ** Con
sider, for example, two mass points moving freely m a plane The total
state space of these two points has eight dimensions two location co
ordimates and two velocity coordinates for each of the two particles We

15 1 take the term from Cornelius Lanczos s The Variational Principles of Me
chamies an excellent, and philosophically informed, treatment of analytical dy
namics (Toronto University of Toronto Press 1949)
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can then talk about thewr gravitational interactions by means of a differ
ential equation 1n thus eight dimensional space So far the particles are
moving freely, and so there are as yet no kiematical coniditions But now
suppose the two particles are joined together by a rigid rod Then there
are no longer eight degrees of freedom, for there 15 the restriction that
the distance between the two particles 1s constant This 1s a stmple 2lge
brai¢ relation ainong some of the coardinates

Ger 1)+ (e 2)* = K2,

where (X1, %) and (yy, ¥ ) are the position coordinates of the two par
ticles These four coordiates, or four dimensions, are not independent,
since given any three we can compute the fourth We could even use
this equation to rewnite the basic dynamics by elimmating one of the va
nables, say x; , and substituting its equivalent in terms of the other
three position vaniables, thus leaving an equation which has explicitly
only seven degrees of freedom

One problem with dong thus 1s that the kinematical condition 15:0b
wiously symmetric 1n the four variables, and the choice of one of the
variables to be replaced as a function of the others 18 therefore arbitrary
and somewhat misleading The analogue n the grading example would
be to take one person in the class, say Harold, and to say that if we know
the grades of the other 49 students we can determine Harold’s grade,
therefore, Harold can be eluminated as-an independent variable Why
Harold? It 1s a more farthful representation of the situation to see 1t as
an mmposed relation among symmetric variables (Indeed, one of the
pomts of Lanczos’s book 1s to argue that this way of treating 1t 13 much
more natural than the asymmetric way and allows the use of powerful
mathematical techmques) Lot me just hst mare examples of these kine
matical conditions

1 If the two particles are constrained to remiain on the surface of a
sphere, we have lost two degrees of freedom, since the four
dimensional space of possible positions has been reduced to the
two dimensional surface of the sphere

2 Constder a lever First view 1t as a system of material particles
held together by a variety of intermolecular forces Its state
space is therefore of very high-dimension, millions of degrees
of freedom for the indiwdual particles But the fact that the le
ver 18 rigid means that a substantial kinematical condition has
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been imposed, one which has the effect of reducing the de
grees of freedom of the overall system from mullions to exact
ly two the location of one end pomt and the angle of orien
tation

3 (An example from social science ) Consider two people mvolved
in what 15 called a zero sum game In such a game, one player’s
wins are at the expense of the other The state space of such a
game would wnvolve ponts representing the moves available to
each player, and the outcomes dependent on them The compet
ttive or zero sum nature of the game-1s then expressed by the
miposed kinematical condition

X1+ x; =0,

where x, 1s the payoff to the first player, and x,, 1s the payoff to
the second player

The important point 1s this the existence of such kinematical condi
tions makes 1t possible to make explanations withun the system a lot
more simply than we mught be-able to do otherwise This 1s because when
such conditions exust, the complexity of the explanation can be greatly
reduced For example, i the case of the lever, suppose it 1s m equilibrium
with certam weights at certain pointson 1t In order to-explamn this in
the very lugh dimensional state space of 1ts constituent particles, we
would have to know the representation of the state of the lever and 1ts
weights n that multidimensional space The explanation, having hterally
millions of dimensions; would be awesomely complicated But the as
sumption of ngidity enables us to reduce this complexity to a manage
able Ievel What 1s more, if we were to try to explain a parficular equih
brum 1n the particle space, we would even haye to know the nature of
the underlying mtermolecular forces that are responsible for the rigidity
The kinematical approach enables us to finesse this problem

Sumudarly, 1 the case of the zero sum game, the kinematical condition
enables us to pare down explanations In order to explain why the pay
off to the two players was (z b), 1t suffices to give a one dimensional ex-
planation because the thing to be explaned 1s, appearances to the con
trary, only one dunensional we know “a priort” that b = g

We mught say, mn the case of the zero sum game, that we can explamn
why, given that there 15 a Zero sum, 1t 18 #fus pair of values and not that,
e g, why 1t 15 (6, -6) rather than (9, ~-9) But we cannot, on this possibil
1ty space, explain why there 15 a zero sum at all, because every possible
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causal antecedent produces some zero sum or other Thus it 15 hke the
grading example

To summanze, explanations have presuppositions which, among other
thungs, limut drastically the alternatives to the thing bemg explaned
These presuppositions radically affect the success and fadure of poten
tial explanations and the interrelation of various explanations Call thus
explanatory relatity

A perspicuous way to repiesent this phenomenon 1s the device of con
trast spaces, or spaces of live alternatives The structure of these spaces
dusplays some of the presuppositions of a given explanation

One particular class of examples of explanatory relativity 1s especially
worth noting cases where a system consists of a number of mdividuals,
each with 1ts own mdividual possibility space, but where the true pos
sibidity space of the total system 15 not the full product of the indivdual
spaces In such cases the presuppositions (analogous to lanematical con
ditions)-establish internal relations among the mdividuals, and m such
cases explanations of individual properties will take a very special form
Moreover, such explanations (e g , why Mary got an A) always presup
pose, and hence can never explamn, the overall structure of the system

I now want to go on to apply these remarks in a study of various kinds
of reductromism
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Reduchion
Reductionist clamms are often expressed by saying that something “15
Just™ (or “4s really’) somethung else

The claim that psychology 1s reducible to phystes or chemistry 1s ex
pressed as the statement that people “are just” physical ohjects The
claim that actions are reducible to primitive drives 15 put as the state
ment that human behavior *18 just” the expression of those drives There
are claams that everythimg “1s just” economics, while others say that
everything “is qust” biology The claum that thermodynarracs 1 reducible
to statistical mechanics is expressed as the clamm that a gas “is just” a
collection of molecules, and the clamm that social laws are reducible to
the actrons of individuals 13 expressed as the claun that society “1s just”
mndmviduals

The first problem with such clamms 15 understanding what they could
possibly mean What does 1t mean to say that something “is just” (or
15 really™) something else?

The examples suggest that what 15 beinig claimed 1 a ¢értamn fact about
explanation, namely, that the phenomena of the first kind are explam
able from the theory of the second kind The reducibility of psychology
to physics and cherstry amounts to the claim that conduct can be ex
plamed wholly m terms of physical and chemical phenomena Similarly
1n each of the other cases, the claum 15 that the one theory explams the
other phenomena

So reduction, which 18 on 1ts face an ontelogical question, 15 really a
questton-about the possibility of explanation to say that something 18
redueible to something ¢lse 1s to say that certamn kinds of explanaiions
exast This can be reconciled with more traditional conceptions, perhaps
the best known of which 1s Quime’s “ontological reduction ” On tus
view an ontological reduction has been eifected when one realm of dis
course has been shown to be eliminable 1 favor of anothier

49
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We have, to begin with, an expression or form- of expression that 15
somehow troublesome But 1t also serves other purposes that are
not to be abandoned Then we find a way of accomplishing these same
purposes through other channels, using other and less troublesome
forms of expression The old perplexities are solved !

So one theory reduges another 1f 1t enables us to “accomplish the
same purposes” as the other Reducibility becomes relativized to a set
of purposes But there are some purposes for which almost any theory
can replace any other (e g , 1n serving as an exercise in penmanship)
and other purposes for which nothing else will do Therefore the ques
tion of reducibility turns on what the crucial purposes are, and here
Quine does not. really tell us which we should mnsist on and which we
should forgo His pragmatism takes the purposes on which everything
turnsto be uncontroversial, given from the outstde, or at any rate not
themselves problematic He does not offer a theory of what our pur
poses should be

If we supply the mussing purpose as explanation, the resulting account
of reduction corresponds to our own. one realm of discourse 15 reductble
to another 1f the reduction theory mves us all the explanatory power
of the theory being reduced

This gives us a criterton for assessing & reduction Look at the explana
tions that are possible m the one realm of discourse and see whether we
can explain the same phenomena in the other If we can, the reduction
15 suceessful

It 15 very umportant to note that this critenion depends on 1ts bemg
clear what “the same phenomena® are But often we do not know when
one term in one theory and another term 1 another are referring to
the same phenomenon If psychology speaks of “aggression” as hostility
toward mnagined castration, and sociobiology speaks of “aggression™
as'biological territoriality, 18 this the same phenomenon? It 1s not clear

So1n order to assess a clatm of reduction, we need a notion of when
two explanations are explaining the same thing This was already
mentioned 1 the introduction, but we can now give that notion a hitle
more content by using the machmery of chapter 1 In particular we can
say that if the reduction 18 to be snccessful, the two explanations must
have the same obrect This means that they must be about the same
phenomena and also that they must construe the problematic in the

1 W V Quing, Word and Object (Cambridge MIT Press 1960} p 260
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same way Not only must they be talking about the same thing (e g,
Sutton’s bank robbing) but they must have contrast spaces that Ime up
in the night way (as Sutton’s and the priest’s do not) Otherwise the
reduction will fail

This gives us a simple test to apply to reductions Do thewr objects
correspond? My strategy will be to assess vartous claims of reduction
by studying thewr objects, espemally with respect to the relevant con
trast spaces

Microreduction The Whole and Its Parts
I want to focus on one particular archetype of reduction the reduction
whuch 15 said to hold between a whole and 1ts parts, between an object
and the stuff or things which comprise 1t In such claims, called mucro
reductions a certain object can be explamed as just the sum of 1ts parts
In microreduction the upper level object 1s explamable by the (lower
level) microtheory Therefore, the upperlevel explanations can 1n prin
ciple: be elimnated 10 favor of the microexplanations

The classic mamfesto of microreduction was the 1958 paper by Op
penheim and Putnam, “Untty of Science as a Working Hypothesis 2
It laid out seven levels of scientific phenomena The objects at each
level contamn as their parts the objects of the next lower level The level
of the biology of the organism has as 1ts objects whole organisms, which
are composed of the ohjects of the next lower level, cells Cells, in tum,
are composed of biochemical molecules, which are in turn composed
of atoms The thesis of the “unity of science’ is that each Jevel 1s
reducible to the next lower orgamsm biology to cell biology, cell
biology to biochemustry, biochertustry to physics, and so forth

But what does reducible mean? The notion they use 1s in some ways
bike ours They say that theory A 15 reducible to theory Bif B explains
all the observation sentences that A does Ths 18 hke our ¢riterion 1n
holding that the successful reduétion enables us to recapture explana
tions It differs in having a specific notion of what the objects of ex
planation are observation sentences Their use of this notion comes
from basic empincism. 2 theory is divided mto:a “theoretical vocabu
lary” and an “observation voeabulary,” with the gbservation vocabu
lary confronting experence directly Because only observation

2 InH Feel M Scriven and G Maxwell eds , Mmnnesota Studies in-the
Philosophy of Serence vol 2 (Minneapolis University of Minngsota Press 1955)
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statements had any transtheoretical cash value,1f one theory:-captured
all the observation statements of another, it captured all that was
worth capturing and hence had achieved a suecessful reduction

There are several problems with this view The first stems from the
1dea that 1t 15 a sentence, a piece of syntax, that is the object of ex
planation The problem is that looking at sentences will not tell you
whether two sentences are talkung about the same thing If a term X
appears i theory A, and a term X appears in theory B, and theory B
explaing:all the sentences in which X occurs, 181t a successful re
duction? It wiil be only 1f the two terms X are really the same, that 13,
if they both refer to the same phenomenon This means that we cannot
lamt ourselves to-talking about the termsin guestion but must go be
yond them to talk about that to which the terms refer, the phenomena
themselves

The second weakness of the positivist approach 1s the rehance on ob
servation Evenif theory B explained all the observation sentences
that theory A does, its status as a reduction would be'in doubt unless
1t could also explain the mechamisms and postulated unobservables,
the explamning entities, of theory A *

If we negate these two aspects, we arrive at a more realist notion of
reduction Thus realist version of the Oppenheim-Putnam criterion
would then correspond to the one I am proposmng that theory A 1s
reducible to theory B if theory B.explains the phienomena previously
the province of theory A

Taking this as our definition of reduction, we can return to the claims
of microreduction, the reduction of the upper level t¢ the underlying
level, and ask, What reason are we given for thinking that the explana
tions of each level are reductble to the explanations of the underlying
level? The answer 15 not much The authors really did thunk of it as a
“warking hypothesis” and were more concerned to evoke a method and
show some exampies than to give an argued presentation In fact,
arguments in thas ares seem hiard to find Most reductiomsts rely on
the assertion that the underlying level 1s “all there really 1s,” or
that “there1sn’t anything but ,” or they warn that the demal
of reductionism 1s somehow “mysterious,” a belief m 4 holistic ecto

3 For this point see Richard Boyd, Realism, Undetermination and a Causal
Theory of the Evidence,” Nous 7 (1973) 1, and s Rezlisin and Scientific
Epistemology (New York Cambndge Umversity Press, forthcoming)
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plasm Thus the economist Kenneth Arrow writes of reduction 1 social
theory

A full characterization of each individual’s behavior logically impliss

a knowledge of group behavior, there 18 nothing left out The rejection
of the orgamsm approach to-social problems has been a fanly complete,
and to my mind salutary, rejection of mysticism *

The reductionist’s claim, then, 1s that the lower level description 1s
somehow all there 15, such a description 15 complete We can express
this as a pair of slogans

1 for every state, a microstate,
and
2 for every mucrostate, a microexplanation

In other words the claim 1s that the mucrolevel constitutes an underlying
deternunism, a complete causal picture So far, so good, we think

Let us suppose that there 15 indeed such:an underlymg determinism
To every upper level state (macrostate) there corresponds a microstate,
and for every nucrostate, there 1s a microexplanation The question
15, Does this imply that the explanations of the macrolevel are in any
sense dispensable or reducible? I wall argue that the answer s no

We need a concrete example to use as a focus for thas discussion, and
I will use one from population ecology Suppose we have an ecological
system composed of foxes and rabbits There are periodic fluctuations
11 the population levels of the two species, and the explanation turns
out to be that the foxes eat the rabbits to such a point that there are
too few rabbits left to sustain the fox population, so the foxes begin
dying off After a whule, thus takes the pressure off the rabbits who then
begin to muliiply unidl there 1s plenty of food for the foxes, who begin
to multiply, killing more rabbits, and so forth

We can construct a simple global model of this process by taking as
our basic vaniables the levels of the fox and rabbit populations

X (t) = level of fox population at tune ¢
Y (¢) = level of rabbit population at time 7

The main mmfluences on the levels of the populations will be the fre
quency with which foxes encounter, and eat, rabbits The number of

4  Mathematical Madels in the Social Sciences’ in M Brodbeck, ed , Regdings
wn-the Phidosophy of the Sacial Sciences (New York Macmillan 1968) p 641
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encounters between foxes and rabbits will clearly be proportional both
to the fox level and to the rabbit level We use as an estunate the
product, XY This frequency of encounter will appear as a positive con
tribution to the fox level and as a negative contribution to the rabbit
level The fox level 15 also affected by the number of foxes itself because
the more foxes there are, the more competition there 1s So the dy
namics of the fox level can be represented by the ordmary differential
equation

dX

E;-=aXY-bX

which represents the sum of these two contributions On the other
hand, the rabbit level 13 determined by the frequency of encounter
(negatively) and by the proverbial multiphcation of rabbits (positively),
so 1ts law 1s

dY

ar e Y—-dXY
Jomtly, these two determne a two dsmensional ordinary differential
equatton on the two dumensional state space of population levels

Using this law or ats ordinacy language versions, we can then frame

explanations for varnious phenomena First of all, there 1s the basic
explanation for the fluctuations which we saw above and various other
explanations wiiach derwve from 1t For example, if the fox population
15 hugh, thus will place great pressure on the rabbits, and when one of
them geis caught and eaten, 1t 15 reasonable to say

The cause of the death of the rabbit was that the fox population
was high

Thus seems like an acceptable explanation although its form 1s that of
an explanation of a microstate, the death of a rabbit, by appeal to

5 Thiss called the Lotka-Volterra equation The classic sourcesare A J
Lotka Elements of Mathematie Brology (Baltimore Williams and Wilkins 1925)
and V Volterra, Legons sur Ia theorte mathématigue de la tutfe pour li vie
{Paris Gauthrer Villars 1931) Two contemporary {reatments are Brain Dif
SFerential Equations and Thewr Applications (New York S;;rmgar Verlag, 1975),
and E C Pielou An Introduction to Mathematical Ecology (New York Wiley
Interscience 1977) These works present the relevant ticlogical and mathematical
reasoming but do not draw philosophical conclustons
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another magrostate, the level of the fox population Similarly, state
ments like

The cause of the low level of the rabbit population is the high level
of foxes,

mvolve an explanation of a macrostate by appeal to anather mactostate
So these are typical explanations from theupper level Reductionism
tells us that these can be eliminated m terms of microexplanations Well,
which ones?

Consider first the case of the explanation of the death of the rabbit
We are told that simce this 1s a microstate we must look on the microlevel
for 1ts explanation What do we see when we look there? Presumably,
somethang like this Rabbit r, hopping through the field one afternoon,
passed closely, too closely, to a tree behund which fox f was lurking and
so got eaten The microexplanation 1s therefore something hke

Rabbit r was ezten because he passed through the capture space of
fox 1,

because the overall nature of the mucrolevel 1s a huge dimensional deter
mumsm, which, given a complete description of all the equations of
mnteraction between mdividual foxes and individual rabbits (depending
on such things ag their physiology and reaction times) and given a com
plete specification of an wtial distribution of foxes and rabbats, tells
us the mdividual destiny of every one of them at every future time Ex
tracting from this mass the data relavant to rabbat 1, we learn that,
given certamn 1mtial positions and other factors, it follows that rabbat 1
was to pass through the capture space of fox f This 15°our nucroexpla
nation

The problem of reductionism 1s therefore Do microexplanations such
as fhus enable us to dispense with macroexplanations? This turns on
what these explanations are really explanations of, i the sense of the
previous chapter When we consider this, we can see that their respective
objects donot really correspond The first explanation, for example,
ated the lugh fox population as the cause of the death of the rabbat, and
“the death of the rabbit” was also the microobject But this 1s not real
ly true, the actual object of the microexplanation 1s not

the death of the rabbit,
but rather
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the death of the rabbat at the hands of fox {, at place p, time ¢, and
$0-on

The mcrolevel has an extremely specific object of explanation and con
sequently an extremely specific antecedent to explan it But we do not
really want to know why the rabbit was eaten by that fox at that time
and under those circumstances, we want to know why he was eaten (pe
riod) The object of the macroexplanation 1 why

the rabbit was { eaten } ,
not eaten

whule all the microexplanation tells us 1s why

the rabbit was eaten {by fox f at time ¢ }
by some other fox

The microexplanation, therefore, contains much that 15 irrelevant to why
the rabbit got eaten and does not really answer that question at all

There are several reasons for msisting on the autonomy of the higher
order question of why the rabbit ot eaten Obviously, there are prag
matic considerations recommendng 1t What the rabbit wants to know
18 why rabbits get eaten, not why they get eaten by specific foxes It 1s
the higher order explanation which prowides the information that 1s of
value to the rabbit It 18 more valuable because if the circumstances had
been shghtly different, then, although the rabbit would not have been
eaten by fox f, he probably (assumung the high fox population) would
have been eaten by another fox The microexplanation does not/tell ug
this and does not tell us how sensitive the outcome 1s to changgs in the
conditions Therefore, 1t does not tell us what things would have to be
otherwise for the rabbit not to get eaten

This dafference makes the macroobject superior to the mcr%cbject m
several ways The first 15 pragmatic The mucroexplanation mcludes data
that are wrrelevant to the outcome and therefore bury the explanation
unrecognizably It delivers an embarrassment of riches and so 1s less uge
ful It also does not lend 1tself to a certamn kind of practical reasomng,
which the macroexplanation does In many cases the pomt of asking for
an explanation of something 18 that we are mterested m eradicating or
preveniing 1t Microexplanations, by their nature, cannot lend them
selves to this uss

The difference between the micro and macroexplanations 1s not only
pragmatic It centers-on the requirement that an explanation tell us what
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could have been otherwise This requirement has several sources In ad
dition to the pragmatic factors there are considerations from what could
be called the pure theory of causality which suggest such a requirement
Bagically, they stem from the 1dea that a causal explanation has as much
to do with what 15 causally necessary as with what 15 causally sufficient
This conception of causality 1s.gmmng currency, and several contempo
rary philosophers have proposed an analysis of causation in terms of a
negative counterfactual, the same kind I have been recommending for
“practical” reasons ¢

These difficulties of the microexplanation are related to the require
ment discussed m the previous chapter, that an explanation must have a
certamn amount of stability under perturbations of its conditions Recall
the discussion of the auto aceident example I argued that

auto accident at x, 7,

was not a good choice of object of explanation for the auto accident be
cause 1t was extremely unstable under small perturbations The crucial
pomt there, as here,1s If thungs had been otherwise, what would have
happened?

In both cases structural factors operate to ensure the stability of the ob
ject at the macrolevel 'We know that the rabbat started out at place p
and did certamn things which led to 1ts bemng eaten But af 1t had not done
those things, 1t would have done other things which also would have re
sulted m its bemng eaten This often happens m the explanation of so
cial phenomena We may explan why a child hds certain attitudes by
pomting out that 1t had certamn expeniences This teacher satd that to
them on such and such day, they saw such and such movie, all of which
had the effect of engendermg a certain atiitude But if the attitude 1s
relatively inportant to a society, the means of generating that attitude
will not be left to chance, there-will be a multipheity, a redundancy of
méechanisms to ensura that the child developed the “night” attitude

So the causality wath which the effect 15 produced has a strong resil
fency The very fact that the child did not have those experiences calls
forth other experniences to do the job of producing the effect The same
18 true 1n the foxes and rabbiis case the very fact that the rabbit did not
wander mto the capture space of fox { makes 1t likely that 1t will be eat
en by another fox

6 Seethe discusston on p 163
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I want to call this “redundant causality » Systems which exhibit re
dundant causality therefore have, for every consequent @ a bundle of
antecedents (P,) such that

1 If any one of the P, 15 true, so will be O
2 Ifone Pz should not be the case, some other wil

Obviously, in any system with redundant causality, citing the actual P,
that caused O will be defective as an explanation Ths will apply to
many cases 1 which P, 1s the microexplanation

The motivation of reductiomism then becomes clearer If some struc
tural fact 13 responsible for a redundant causality producing @, then, as
I smd, 1t will be msleading to cite the P, which actually occurred as the
éxplanation of O But some P, did have to occur The macroexplanation
tells ug that some realization or other will be the case to bring about Q
but 15 indifferent as to whuich The microexplanation tells us the mecha
msm by which the macroexplanation operated The structure gves the
why while the microexplanation gives the how

We:can see the force behind the reductionist’s claim Without some
mechanism or-other, without some realization of the effectivity of the
structure, it really would be mysterious to talk about the structure’s
causing something But merely citing the specific mechanism which
brought about the effect does not tell us the important fact that had
that particular mechamsm not occurred, then some other would have, to
accomphsh the same end 7 The cructal point here 15 that the particular
mechanism was not necessary for the effect, and therefore 1t 1s not a
good explanation to cite 1t as the cause /

And so, even if such underlymng determinisms do exist, we need more
than them in order to getan explanation Miccroredudtion 1s sometunes
thought of as an 1deal, somethmg that 15 possible “in theory” though
not “mn practice ” One can then be a reductionist while canceding a
“practical” independence But my clamm 1s stronger than that theex
planations we want simply do not exust at the underlying level 1t s not
that the microreduction 1s an impractical 1deal, too good to be true, but
rather that 1t 15, 1n a way, too true to b good

7 Such systems act as if they are goal directed because, should one means to
the snd be blocked the system will shift to an alternative
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Explanation Seeks. Its Own Level
So the fact that something materally “is” something else does not
mean that we can reduce the explanations involved ® From the point of
view of explanation there 15 3 relative ndependence from the nature
of the substrate A macrostate, a lugher lavel state of the orgamzation of
4 thing, or a state of the social relations between one thing and another
can have a particular realization wiuch, 1n some senss, *‘1s” that state n
thus case But the explanation of the higher order state will not proceed
wia the microexplanation of the microstate which it happens to “be ™
Inistead, the explanation will seek 1ts own level, and typically this will
not be the level of the underlying substratum The level on which 1t
occurs will be whatever one has the redundancies and structural factors
that make nontrvial explanation posstble

A number of different approaches to explanation share the assump
tion that explanation can be hiberated from the nature of the substratum
For example, it is-one of the fTundamental themes of structurzhsm,
characteristic-of Saussure’s work on sign systems and Lev: Strauss’s
analyses of societies Both try-to find elementary structures, binary
oppositions, for example, that occur in all different kinds of matter
The explanations given are 1n terms.of the forms themselves and not 1
terms of the kind of thmg which happens to be realizing this form

[t has recently become a theme in the writing of the mathematician
Rerie Thomi In an article called “Structuralism and Biology™ he
Wittes

A knowledge of the fine structure, molecules for a fluid, cells for an
ansmal, 15 practically arrelevant for understanding the global struc

ture of the total system For mstance, the final structure of a theory
like Fluid Mechanics does not depend on whether one takes as the basic
concept molecules or a continuous fluid ?

But the independence of levels of explanation 15 not imited to
structuralists in any narrow sense, 1t can be found in Aristotle’s remark
that in explanation it 1s the form and not the matter that counts, or
in Russell’s remark that in mathematics we do not know what we are
talking about In each case 1ts role 1s to hicense some form of anti

8 It follows thatthe 1s of material 1dentity 15 not the 15 of reduction
9 InC H Waddington: ed , Towards ¢ Theoretical Brology (Edinburgh Edin
burgh University Press 1972) p 78
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reductionism What the particular subject matter 18 varies from case to
case It may be anythmg from flwud mechanics, as above, to music
Schoenberg took an antireductionst appreach to music theory, where
the independence of levels of explanation takes the form of an m-
dependence of the theory of harmony from the fine structure of the
physics of tone

Should someone succeed 1n denving the phenomena solely from the
physical properties of tone and explamng them solely on that basis,
then 1t would hardly matter whether our physical knowledge of the
nature of tone 1s correct or not It 1s entwely possible that in spite. of an
observation falsely construed as fundamental we may, by inference or
through mtuition, armve at correct results, whereasitisnotatalla
proved fact that more correct or better observation would necessarily
vield a more correct or better conclusion *°

One area in which thus kand of antueductionism has been especially
important 15 the question of the reduability of human activity to
biology Here, reductiomism takes the form of a claim that human
action ““is just” neurophysiology So mn order to assess this clawm, we
have to ask Even 1f the actions have a neurophysiological subsiratum,
will neurophysiology explein them”

In the Phaedo (59 E {1 ), Socrates says no The reason he gives1s that
the neurophysiological account (“nerves and bones and smew’), al
though presumably true, does not give us an explanation (mta) of hu
man action A true explanation must inevitably be m terms of reasons,
not “nerves and bones and sinew ™ The latter are the necessary medum
of any human action, but citing them does not suffice to explamn
action, because, he says, 1t does not explain why he does one thing
(staymg in jal) rather than another (escapmg)

Recently, the same kind of mndependence of explanation has been
argued agamst the identification of méntal states with physical states
Hilary Putnam, in.a series of papers, argues that mental states cannot
be reduced to their matenal realizations in this or that organism
“Pamn,” for example, denotesa functional state, a relatively hugh-order
property of the orgamzation of a creature The specific mechanisms
which realize pamn 1n one kind of orgamsm (say, with-a carbon based
biochemustry) may be very different from the ways that pain 1s realized
in another kind or organism (say, with a silicon based chemustry), or for

10 A Schoenberg Theory of Harmony (Berkeley Unwersity of Califormia
Press, 1978) p 42
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that matter, the ways that pam 1s reahized 1 some artificially created ma-
chine Therefore the explanations which pamn enters mnto (ike “he cried
out from the pan™ or “the wound caused great pain™) must be captured
on the appropriate level, which mn this case means the level of functional
organization It 15:8 mustake, a kind of hyperspeeificity, to try to ex
plan this i tepms of the speeific mechanisms which realize pamn m this
particular ereature Hence statements about pain (or preferences) n va
pous machimes “are not logically equivalent to statements concerntng
the physical chemical composition of these machines ! These expla
nations seek their own level

Freeing explanation from the substrate produces new strategies of ex
planation, strategies which depend on the autonomy of levels Perhaps
the most sweeping approach of this sort 15 the one which the mathema
tician Thom has proposed as a new model for scientific explanation He
begins by rejecting reductionism

[ The)] ancient dream of the atomist—-to réconstruct the universe and
all 1t3 properties in one theory of combinations of elementary particles
and their interactions~has scarcely been started (e g , there 15 no
satisfactory theory of the hqwd state of matter)

As an alternative program, he suggests

If the biolomst 15 to progress and to understand living processes, he
cannot wait until physics and chemastry can give humn a complete
theory of all local phenomena found n hving matter, instead, he should
try only to construct a8 maodel that 15 locally compatible with known
properties of the environment:and to separate off the geometricoal
pebraie structuys ensuiing the stability of the gystem, without at
tempting a complete description of hving matter This methodology
goes aganst the present domunant philosophy that the first step m
revealing nature must be the analysis of the system and 1ts ultimate
constituents We must reject this pimitive and almost canmbahistic
delusion about knowledge, that an understanding of somethmng re~
quires first that we dismantle it; like a child who pulls a watch

to pieces and spreads out the wheels in order to undegstand the
mechamsm 12

11 “The Mental Life-of Some Machines, ' p 420 A good account of ant
reductionism in the philosophy of mind can be found m W A Wimsatt, Re
ductionism, Levels of Orgamization and the Mind-Body Problem,” mn G Globus,
Bramn and Mind (New York Plenum, 1976}

12 Structural Stabiity and Morphogenests (New York W A Benjamun, 1975),
p 159
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Agamst Reduction
What all these approaches have m comman 1§ a style of explanation mn
which explanations of the upper level phenomena proceed mdependently
of any reduction The 1dea 15'that no matter what the substratum turns
out to be, we can proceed independently to construct upper level ex
planations So far, this1s a fairly modest claim It asserts only a declara
tion of independence for explanations Most sober antieductionists
stop at this assertion

I-want to make a stronger claim that in many cases, the microlevel

\ 1smadequate, and we therefore st construct upper level explana
-\tlons For this stronger claim, we need more than examples and plau

\sibility arguments My argument for the indispensabiity of upper level
explanations rests on a conception of whai an explanation 1s

In the second section (Microreduction The Whole and Its Parts) of
this chapter we saw one basic argument agamst microreduction that
microreduction fails as an explanation because its object 15 too specific
This hyperconcreteness, for-example, in choosing

the death of the rabbit at the hands of fox f at place x at tume
Z

as the object of explanation has the consequence that the resulting
explanation gives us:a false picture of the sensitivity of the situation
to change It suggests that, had the specific cause not been the case,
the effect would not have occurred This 1s:false 1 such cases because
there 1s 2 redundant causality operating, the effect of which 1s to
ensure that many other states, perturbations of the onginal microcause,
would have produced the same resuit Microreductions cannot take
account of this redundancy and to that extent cannot replace upper
level explanations

Consider the case of reducing human action to neurophysiology Here
reductiomsm says that the action of raising my arm *“s just” the
physical movement :of the arm (the underlying state), together with
1ts microexplanation (the neurophysiological causes of the movement
of the arm) But the problem with such an identification 1s that we
do-not wart an explanation of why my arm moved in exactly that way
Suppose my arm moved in some specific trajectory T Then the under
lymng determinism explains why my arm moved precisely in trajectory T
But any such explanation will contamn much that 1s irrelevant to why
I moved my arm because the object
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I moved my arm
15 much more general, much more stable, than the object
my arm moved mn trajectory T

My amm did not have to move m exactly that trajectory for 1t to have
been the same action, and thus an explanation of that speeific trajectory
will be subject to the same objections as the explanations we saw
earhier of why the rabbit was eaten by rhas fox or why Lhad that (very)
auto accident In each case the stability of the upper level object under
perturbations of the microstate demands an autonomous level of ex
planation appropnate to 1ts own object M, for example, the explana
tion of why my arm moved 18 that T was shaking hands with someone
to whom I was being introduced, this explanation pives us what the
underlying neurophysiology doesnot a conception of what the allow
able variation m the circumstances maght have been

This 15 worth exanuning in greater detail Try each of these cases there
15'an underlying substratum with its own local détermumsm, the prin
ciples that explam the causal succession of the mucrostates For each
microstate ¥y, we have another microstate Xy and a microexplanation
of Yy mtermsof Xy Such explanations are deficient in being hyper
specific The occunience of the specific mucrostate Xy was not necessary
for the occurrence of the qualitative outcome, and hence 1t 15 counter
explanatory to include 1t 1t the explanation

But, of course, not all perturbations of the underlying state produce
the same outcome Some will result 11 a qualitatively different outcome
It 15 crucial for the upper level explanation that we get same account of
what things really are relevant to the outcome The underlymg de
termimnism also fads to supply this It has no account of the sénsitive
agpects of the causal connection

And that 1s, after all, what we really want to know what 1s gomng to
make a difference? Along what dimensions 1s the outcome unstable,
that is, sensitive to vaniations i the underlying state?

We can mmagine the space of the substratum as underlying the whole
process We have a complete set of microstates and a pninciple of
microexplanation, ¥, which explaing the microstate ¥y 1a terms of X,

Xo Ly,

The rabbit was eaten by fox £ (= ¥,) because 1t was at a certamn place,
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timme, and so on (= Xy) Formost Xy, this evolution 18 smooth, small
changes in Xy do not make for quahiative changes But at certan
cntical pomnts, small perturbations do make a difference and will result
n the rabbit’s wandering out of the capture space of the fox These
entical points mark the boundanes of the regions of smooth change

They partition the underlymg space mto equivalence clagses within
which the map 1s stable The crucial thing we want to know 1s how this
set of critical points 1s embedded m the substratum space, for that wall
tell us what 15 really relevant and what 1s not Therefore, what 1s ne¢
essary for a true explanation 15 an account of how the underlying space
15 partitioned mite basing of wrrelevant differences, separated by ridge
lmes of critical pomnts *?

Consider an example A caris stopped at a traffic hght The light
changes, and the car proceeds Now try to visuahze this episode purely
from the point of view of the underlying physics. The picture looks
like this ‘We had a steady, stable distribution of mass and energy Then
there was a small change 1n the energy distribution (the hight changmng),
a variation which was, from the physical pomt of view, neghgible Thag
iy vanation then produced an enormous effect a large mass was set
mio motion

In other words the underlymg physics gives us a physical relation

{ red } nght car {stops}
green goes

Along most of 118 parameters thus 15 a stable relationship Small changes
in the intensity of the hight or 1ts shape will not produce a qualitatively
different outcome There 15, however, one dumension along whach 1t 15
unstable the red-green boundary

The fact that there 15:such an mstability means that we cannot sunply
eite the underlying physics as the explanation for the car’s stopping or

13 This1s'the basic picture of Thom's catastrophe theory See g Structural
Stability and Morphogenesis for an ascount of catastrophes Two good works on
the mathematical foundations are M Golubitsky and V Guillemin, Stable Map
pings and Ther Smgularities New York Springer Verlag; 1973),and ¥ C Lu,
Simgularity Theory and an Introduction to Catastrophe Theory (New York
Springer Verlag 1976) A good popular account ¢an be found m A Woodeack
and M Davis, Catastrophe Theory (E P Dutton New York, 1978) The basic
picture stems ultimately from Pomeare s contribution to the problem of the
stability of the solar system, for which see R Abraham and J Marsden, Founda
tions of Mechames (Reading Mass  Bemamin/Cummings 1978)
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gomg What we must supply n addition 1s an account of why these
mstabilities occur, this 1s something which 1s imposed on the underlying
substratum not something whach arises from 1t

Discontmuities and instabilities mean that purely mechameal explana
tion fails at that point, and we must show why the qualitative outcome
accurred by showing how the upper level partitions the underlymng set
of physical signals mto two equivalence classes, “red hght’ and “green
laight » All red hiphts are equivalent to all others, and, conversely, all
red hghts are radically different from all green lights despite their phys
ical similanty So the underlying space 1s partitioned mto equivalence
classes withuin which dufferences do:not make a-difference but across
which differences do make a difference

Thus means that there 1s some kind of discontinuty in the under
Iying space In the natural topology on the space of physical signals, the
map from the signal mput to the action output 15 discontimuous on the
boundary between red and green

The resulting picture of qualitative changes mtervenmg m an under
lymg determinism 1s a very atiractive and useful one Thom and his
followers have already applied 1t to plysical examples such as phase
transitions, for example, hqud to gas, where the smooth relationships
aMong pressure, volume, and temperature become discontinuous at the
boundaries which mark the transitions from one phase ta the other
Another example of Thom’s 1s embryological development, 1n which
each phase of development features smooth and continuous change,
punctuated by symmetry breaking changes that introduce new morphol
ogies, new gqualitative stapes

It 15 especially tempting to try to apply this picture to the develop
ment and change of large scale social forms Feudalism, mercantilism,
the capitabsm of small traders, and the capitalism of oligopolies would
become phases i the morphological development of society, separated
by revolutionary (sudden or gradual) phase transitions

It 15 difficult at this pownt to say whether this picture has any real
content The phases of social history seem to lend themselves to this
kind of dynamucal description Marx spoke of revolution as like the

14 This 1s very much in the spirit of Thom In hus view every underlying space
15 stratified mnto regrons within which there are no qualitative changes The regions
are separated by a boundary called the catastrophe set across which changes
1 parameters produce qualitative changes in the form of the outcome The catas
trophe set 15 just the set of smgularnties of the underlying map
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change from water to stearn Henry Adams, fascinated wath Gibbs phase
rule, which liits the number and kinds of phase changes that can
oceur 1n physical systems, made analogous claims about the phases in
the development of Western thought (see “The Rule of Phase Apphied
to History™ m hiss The Degradation of the Democratic Dognia)

It seems possible that such a program, a qualitative dynamics of
history, can be carrted out, perhaps even far enough to satisfy the con
jecture of Thomas Pynchon

If tensor analysis 15 'good enough for turbulence, it ought to be good
enpugh for history  There gughit to be nodes, entical points there
ought to be super denvatives of the crowded and insatiate flow that can
be set equal to zero and these critical pomts found 1904 was one

of them !5

To summanze, we began this discussion by considenng the nature of
reduction as a general clamm ahiout explanations Specifically, we con
sidered the clauns of mucroreduction, that the underlying level 1s m some
sense “all there really 1s ” The notion of contrast spaces and the related
caoncept of the object of explanation was then brought to bear Do the
upper level theory and the would be 1eduction have the same object
of explanation? My answe: was no They generally have distinct objects,
thus, 1n turn, means that for certain basic purposes the underlying
level cannot replace the upper level theory

I now want to extend the discussion by considering a very special
class of cases of reductiomism, the discussion of which takes up the
rest of tlus work It 1sthe class of reductions in which the underlying
level 15 atorustic that 1s, in which the upper level 1§ an aggregate of
mitcroindividuals, whose mteraction is supposed to produce the upper
level phenomena

Atomism
Let vs thesefore consider microreductions m which the underlying level
18 a collection of atoms The term “atom” 15 meant here not in the
narrow Ssense but asincluding all cases m which there 15 an aggregation
of many similar individual entities, with the upper level said to arse
from therr interaction

In such cases the overall structure appears as follows We have, on

15 Gravity s Ranbow (New York Viking Press, 1973) p 451
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the ane hand, the stoms Fach atom has a nature, a possibility space
which 1s taken as imitially given Then we imapine many of these atoms
bemng collected into the overall system, so that the possibility space of
the total system 1s the sum (the Cartesian product) of the possibility
spaces of the atomic constituents

As a general style-of explanation, atormsm dates from Leucippus and
Democritus . Anstotle-criticizes atomism mn the De Generatione and 1
the Metaphysics '® In 1ts modern form 1t appeared as methodological
doctrine mn the seventeenth century Most explicit was Hobhes, who
based Jus political phulosophy on atomism as a method of knowledge, a
phidosophy of scienice “It 15 necessary that we know the thangs that are
to be compounded before we can know the whole compound, (for)
everything 1s best understood by 1ts constitutive causes 17 It recetved a
tremendous impetus from the work of Newton, whose dertvation of the
elliptical orbits of the planets stands as one of the preat paradigms of
atomist reductionusm He showed that, grven two “atoms,” m this case,
gravitational mass pownts, with an mndividual “nature,” given by the laws
of motion and the law of umversal gravitation, the overall system of el
lLiptieal orbits could be deduced and thereby explamned

This reduction served as the (conscious or unconscious) paradigm for
much of the mtelloctual life of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
It had a tremendous impact even on social theory, as we will se¢ 1n the
next chapter, but 1ts influence was very bread Ii s hard for us to 1mag
me the force of 1ts impact The basic form of his explanation became
the 1deal toward which all explanation strived We have nothing in the
modern era to compare it with, no discovery or theory has spread to-oth
er fields or captured the general imagination the way Newton did *®

My ntersst here 15 in atommsm a5 1t functions i social theory, that 1s,
m the doctrmes of mdimdualism But I do not mean to sugpest that m
dividualism i soeial theory 15 simply the result of the applcation of the
Newtonian parachigm For one thing, this would be hastoneally inacen
rate Hobbes’s Leviathan was published m 1651, Newton’s Principra 1

16 Vide De Gen1and Mes 1071 b 33

17 Englsh Works of Thomas Hobbes vol 1,p 67 vol 2 p xuv {(citation from
Lukes, Indwedualism p 110)

18 Compare 1t, ¢ g, to the theory of relativity, whose cultural impact, so far 1s
bmited to certaun undergraduates who now think they have Einstein s blessing for
thinking that everything s relative {and to whom it isuseful to point that the
fundamental postulate of the theory 15 that the speed of light 18 absolute)



68 Reductonism

1687 But more important, Hobbes did not merely take a picture from
physics:and apply it to society His atonusm 1§ asmuch a social concep
tion a8 a natural one Conceving the social world asa collection of m
dependent individuals became possible in this peniod because, for the
first frme, society 1iself came to have that structure The breakdown of
feudal socioeconomue forms and relations and the nise of mdividual en
trepreneurs, dependent on and responsible to themselves only, produced
a society whach corresponded much more closely to the atormstic picture
than previous societies had The conception of a collection of atomized
mdividuals expressed well the hife form of this new capitalist class, for
whom the old, feudal state forms and relations appeared as holistic entt

tres imposed antagonistically on the pattern of their mdividual activities
But as Hobbes saw 1t, individualism at 1ts heart 1s really a very general

kind of explanatory frame, much more general than sinply a social or
political doctnne It 1s a deep methodological prmeiple, from which eco
nomuc mdviduabism or political individualism emerges as a special case
What these indtviduahisms have in common 1s thewr form that there 15 an
upper level possibiity space which “4s™ the sum of a set of individual
posstbilsty spaces each with ats own indiwnadual dynamae

The general quesiion I want to raise about such reductions 15 as fol
lows Is the overall possibility space really just the sum of N copies of
an wdividual space? Or are there, an the: other hand, hidden presuppos
trons of a structural nature? We had a brief introduction to such struc
tural presuppositions in chapter 1, m the case of the class which was
graded on a curve A criterion emerged from that example for telling
whether structural presuppositions were at work

The essence of the criterion 1s to see what combinations of indmwvidual
possibilities are jomtly possible If any combmation of indrvidual pos
stbilities 15 jomtly possible, we have a true case of reducibility Butin the
typical case these generabized counterfactual conditionals (¢ g , what «f
everyone had property P?) fadl, and then we may mnfer that there are
hidden structural presupposttions In such cases a simplemmded atormism
will fail, and we will have to focus on the structural presuppositions
which are making the explanation possible

Thas basic strategy 1s the foundation for what I will be dong n the
rest of this work I will be looking at a varety of examples of mdividual
ism 1n social theory and finding 1n each case hidden structural presup
positions The nature of those presuppositions rules out the reductionist
program in social theory
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But hefore going on to talk about social theory, I want first to diseuss
a case of “indidualism” in natural science, one which ss often held up
as‘a paradigm forsocial mmdividuahism the ease of the reduction of the
thermodynamics of gases to the statistical mechanics of the molecules
which comprise 1t This example 1s interesting 1 1ts own right but also
as an example of certain anh mdividualist principles that T will be using
later on

It was hailed as a great victory of mecharust reductionism when Boltz
mann god others succeeded 1 deriving the laws goverung the global
properties of gases (temperature, pressure, volume) from a set of assump
tiong that amounted to postulating that the gas consisted of a farge
number of mdwidual Newtoman molecules

I think that the philosophical sigmificance of thus reduction has been
misunderstood and that, when exammed in detad, 1t does not support
the kmnds of claims that philosophers have mads on 1ts behalf Here [
want to look at that reduction asa paradigm for mdividualism, to see
what kind of mdividualism it really 15

The gas 1s presented to us globally as an extended substance with van
ous macroproperties pressure, volume, and temperature The most 1m
portant law on this macrolevel 1s the Boyle-Charles law

PV=4T,

where P 1s the pressure of the gas, V' 1s the volume, and T'1s the tempera
ture:(f 15 2 constant)

For the microlevel assume first that the gas 15 composed of tiny, hard,
mdependent molecules, these are the “mdviduals ** Assume further that
these molecules collide with one another and with the walls of the box
in 3 way desenbable by standard Newtonian mechanics Ths 1s the micro
level We will also need some connecting principles (“bridge laws™) which
enable us to 1dentify P, ¥, and T with constructs on the microlevel (For
example, T 15 identified with the average Janetic energy of the gas mole
cules ) Having done all this, we can denve the Boyle-Charles law {from
the statistical theory of the behavior of the ensemble of molecules

But there are some complications m this dersvation that are amportant
for our purposes So let us consider 1t 1 detad, following a classic source,
Nagel’s Stnicture of Science Nagel proceeds by postulating a microlevel
of tury Newtonwan molecules and abserves

A further assumption must be miroduced that the probability of a
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molecule’s occupying an assigned phase cell 1s the same for all molecules
and 18 equal to the probamhty of a molecule’s occupying any other
phase cell and (subject to certain quahfications involving among other
things the total energy of the system) the probahility that one molecule
occupies 2 phase cell 1s mdependent of the occupation of that cell by
any other molecule *°

Let us set out carefully Nagel’s independence assumptions The key con
cept 1s that of a phase cell, a region m the state space of a molecule, the
product of a location interval with a velocity mterval Thus at every
pouit m ttme every molecule 15.1n one phase cell or another If we repre
sent such a phase cefl by (X V), Nagel’sandependence assumptions can
be put thus way

1 For all molecules 2, b, and all intervals (X, V), probabilily
[ae (X, V)] = probability [be (X, )]

This assumption 15 unobjectionable, 1t postulates a homogenerty among
the molecules The others are

2 For all molecules ¢ and ntervals (X, ¥), (X', V'), probability
[ae (X, V)] = probability [ee (X', V)]

3 For all molecules g, b, and ntervals (X, V), probability [be (X, V)]
1s mndependent of the probability [ze (X, V)]

Both of these are false They are mvalidated by those things that Nagel
refers to as “certamn qualifications mvolving among other things the to
tal energy of the system ”* Let us see what those “qualifications” are

Furst and foremost 1s conservation of energy Obwviously, energy must
be conserved in all transactions affecting the gas or else PV could de
crease relative to T if, for example, heat energy were allowed to diss1
pate So energy must be conserved But the total energy-of the pasis the
sum of the kinetic energies of the particles

E=%(mp®+  +my,?)
Assuming for convenience that all the masses have value 1, we get
(> +  +v,%)=constant

Thus flatly contradicts assumption 3 above hecause you cannot say,

19 E Nagel The Structure of Science (New York Harcourt Brace 1961)
p 344
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“Pick n numbers at random, independently, but the sum of their squares
must be a given constant ” The ¢verall requirement of conservation of
energy, then, violates the mdependence of the “individuals,” the mole
cules of the gas

Assumption 2 15 also false (even 1f we add the requirement that the in
tervals be the:same s1ze), for 1t 18 violated by the standard assumption
of a normal distribution of velocities

The failure of these mmdependence assumptions tells us that we do not
really have a case of a global property arsing as a sumple aggregate of in
dependent mdividuals There 1s, to be sure, a collection of individuals
(the gas molecules) with an individual nature given by Newtonian me
chanics, according to wiich they are essentially small elastic particles
But the properties of the gas, ike the Boyle-Charles law, do not anse sim
ply from this individual nature We must make, m addition, strong as
sumptions about the collective possibilities of the system, . assumptions
which are imposed on the individual nature and do not m any sense fol
low from 1t Their effect 18 exactly like the effect of the kinematical
conditions discussed earher to restrict sharply the a prion possibilities
of the system

Because the effect of such additional assumptions 1s a reduction of the
dimensions of the problem (2 reduction in the degrees of freedom), we
may expect that explanations taking place in the presence of such as
sumptions can take a greatly ssmphfied form In the foxes and rabbuts
example, the local equations were also of huge dimension But-we knew
that on the global level all that 1s relevant to the level of the two populations
are their previous levels There the imposed kinematical condition tells
us in effect forget about the mdividual foxes and rabbits, especially,
forget about differences among them, they are all irrelevant Any state
mn which there are N foxes and M rabbits 1s “the same” as any other 2°

Here too the passage to the statistical point of view, renouncing the
posstbility of explaining mndividual differences among the molecules,
15 the result of these imposed structural presuppositions

In each case the test that brought out the nontrivial sociology was the
formation of a generalized contrary to fact conditional, posed as a
question

20 Well, #imost any We typically neglect statishically freakish distributions
(e g, all the foxesin one corner) which would mvalidate the law We suppose Max
well s demon not to be at work
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If the rabbit had not been at x, 7, would 1t have avoided bemg eaten?
Could everyone in the ¢lass have gotten an A?
Could :all the molecules have velocity »7

In each case the answer 15 no Generahizing thus, we can formulate the
prmeiple Whenever a global property 15 not simply a sum of N mdividu
al properties a fact revealed by the test above), the explanation of that
global propeérty will involve structural presuppositions

Thas 1dea, that the reduction of thermodynamics 13 not really to an
“individuahistic™ level, 1s not wadely recogmzed, n fact, I have been able
to find 1t in only one treatment, A I Klunchun’s excellent Mathematical
Foundations of Statistical Mechanics He develops there the notion of
something’s being 2 component of a mechanieal system, which, corre
sponds bastcally to what we have been calling an *ndividual ** Suppose
E(xy,  ,xn)1s the total energy of a system, and suppose further that
£ can be represented ““as a sum of two terms £, and E;, where the first
term depends on some (not all) of the dynanucal coordinates, and the
second term depends on the remaming coordmates” (p 38) We can
therefore wnite £ = Ey + &, , where

Ei zEl (xls sxk)>
E, =By (Xp41, ' Xn)

“In such a case we agree o say that theset  of the dynamcal coor
dinates of the given system 1s decomposed into two components

In other words, 1n such a case we have the global property “energy”
expressible as the sum of two independent mdividual properties, the
energies of the two components Now 1t 18 natural to think, reduction
1strcally, that the molscules of the pas.are 1ts components in this sensg,
that 15, that the total energy of the gas is the sum of the independent
energies of the molecules But there 15 a paradox here Although thas
presentation assumes the independence of the energes of the particles,
the assumptions of conservation of energy and the normal distnbution
of velocities absolutely require that the particles interact energetically!
Khinchan writes

The statsstical mechanics bases 118 method precisely on a possibility of
such an exchange of energy between various particles constituting the mat-
ter However,1f we take the particles constituting the piven physical sysiem
to bets components m the abave defined sense [1 e, theandividuals],
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we are excluding the possibihity of any energetical interaction between
them Indeed, if the Hamiltonian function, which expresses the energy
of our system, 15 a sum of functions each depending only on the dynam
1c coordmnates of a single particle (and representing the Hamiltoman
function of thig particle), then, clearly, the whole system of equations
[descnbing the overall dynamics of the system] splits into component
systems each of whach describes the motion of some separate particle
and 15 not connected m any way with other pariicles Hence the energy
of each particle, which 15 expressed by its Hamiltonian funetion, appears
as an ntegral of equations of motion, and therefore remams constant 2*

In other words, because the sum of the energies 15 constant, if the par
ticles really were mdependent, the mdividual energies would have to be
constant too! But this is absurd, and so we must deny the fact that the
total energy 1s smply the sum of the N independent individual energies
He contnues immediately

The semous difficulty so created 13 resolved by the fact that we can con-
sider particles of matter as only approxamately 1olated energetical com-
ponents Theres no doubt that a precise expresmon for the energy of
the system must contam also terms which depend snmnitaneously on the
energy of several particles, and which assure the posstbility of an ener<
getical mteraction between the particles (from a mathematical pomnt of
view, prevent the sphitiing of the system mto systems refernng to samgle
particles) #2

What Khinchm 15 saying here 1s what I'am clammng about such mdi
vidualisms n general The “mndividuals™ are not really separable {they are
“only approximately 1solated™) and structural presuppositions are at
work, so that the real ymerolevel consists of a set of individuals together
with a nontrvial sociology

The mteraction effects, which are quantitatively negligible for the
Boyle-Charles law, are nevertheless gualitatively important for under-
standing 1t Moreover, as the gas begins to get hughly compressed, these
mteraction effects become significant even quantitatively, and the
Boyle-Charles law no longer holds Thus, changes in certain parameters
can change the structural conditions

21 A 1 Khinchun, The Mathematical Foundations-of Statistical Mechanzcs
trans G Gamow (New York Dover, 1949),p 18
22 Itd
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The point of this discussion has been to examine atomustic reduction
1sm 1n the theory of gases I'want now to turn to the primary focus of
thus work social theorzes



Individualism in
Social Thought

Economic Individualism
The pomt of the gas example was to show how a certain individuahistic
reduction had structural presuppositions As we turn to mdividualism
1n social theory the general claim 1s the same Behind any would be
mndividualism, there are structural presuppositions at work

The first problem I want to study 1s the problem of economié justice
How are the products of society distributed among people? This
problem, so-called distributive justice, 1s often thought to be the ques
tion of social justice This s a mistake At the very least, there are a
number of other sigmficant factors—the nature and-extent of political
freedom, the forms and types of social and cultural institutions, and
the kind of individual that the society fosters There 1s even some reason
to think that certain aspects, especially questions of democracy, are
more mmportant to the justice of society than the economic factors

Nevertheless, my focus i this chapter will be exclusively on the
economic aspects of justice In domg so, I am probably contributing
tothe unfortunate tendency to ignore the other aspects and talk
only about economics Much of the recent discussion of social justice
has suffered from this one sidedness, and although I want to talk about
economics here, it should not be assumed that that 1s the only subject
worth talking about

The standard way to ask the question about econormc justice 1s to
ask for the justification of the economniic distribution 1n the form of the
question Why do mdividuals receive the economuc shares which they
do? This may sound like a straightforward statement of the problem,
but 1 fact 1t mvolves several sigmficant presuppositions

The first concerns what kind of “why?” question 1t 18 What are we
asking when we ask why mdividuals recewve the shares that they do?
On the one hand we are asking for a justification, a reason for thinking
that 1t 1s right or good that people receive those shares, or a condemna

75
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tion, a reason for thinking 1t bad or wrong On the other hand we are
also asking for an explanation, an account of how those shares came to
be The relation between these two types of endeavor 1s very complex

There 1s clearly a logical distinction to be drawn hetween explanation
and justification If I show up an hour late for an appomtment with
you, I could conceivably explan why I did 1t without justifymg the act
(“I forpot™) or attempt to justify it without explathing why Idid 1t
(*You do this all the time™) Typieally, though, I will try to do both
and justify my act by way of an explanation *

All these possibalities exist with regard to the question of the economue
distobution We may explam 1t while leaving open the question of
justification, e g , by correlating economie status with somethmg like
“years of schooling ” On the other hand we can seek to justify 1t
without asking for its explanation, a5 someone would be domg who
said, “Economuc mequality 1s good It gives you something to aspire to »
But again, typically, we do the two together, the one by way of the
other

Having distinguished these two modes; I will often conflate them
Thig follows ordmary usage, which tends to use the word explanation
indifferently for the two functions When I show up late for the appomt
ment, you look at me and say, “You'd better have an explanation,”
but what you really mean 18 not that (for of course there 15.an explana
tion) You mean, “You’d better have an explanation of a certain kind,
one whuch justifies (or excuses) your act

The situation 1s the same 1n social phldosophy Typically, justifica
tions or crrticisms of the economuc distribution proceed via explanations
of it Examples include justifications of economic inequality which
explam 1t as the result of market forces; biologieal needs, or hard work
oras a “mertfoctacy”, each of these proceeds via a causal explanation
of the mequality On the other hand are critiques of inequality which
condemn 1t by explamning that 1t 15 caused by exploitation, racial dis
crimnation, or the need for “conspicuous consumption ™ In each of
these cases, what 18 basic 15 a certain explanation (different in each case)
of why mdividuals have the shares that they do

1 There are still other possibilities I may, for example, try to excuse the act
If1say Ywastied up m traffic, thigas anexcuse, nota justification Excuses
will not concern us here, but see I L Austin, © A Plea for Excuses, 1n Phlo
Sophical Papers ed J O Urmson and G J Warnock (Oxford Clarendon Press,
1961)
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It 15 instructive to note that this 15 a quuite particular formulation of
the question of economic justice, with 1ts own presupposttions It
presupposes that the question of economic justice reduces to the prob
lem of explaining facts about individuals The basic object of explana
tion 1s

why A has P,

where P stands for A's share,and the problem of explamnmg the social
distribution then becomes the problem of sxplamning why

A1 hﬂSP;
Ag hast

A, has Py,

Framung the object 1 this way gives a certan slant to the question
and limits the kinds of things we car ask We cannot, for example, ask
for the explanation of patterns or overall properties of the distribution
We cannot sumply agk why there 15 inequality All we can ask about 15
why (or how) indmduals come to have the properties which they do
Thus the question 1s posed 1n a speaifically parficulatized way What 1s
explamned are occasions of indmidual people coming to have certain
properties

Such a view 1psists that the queshion of explamiing one person’s share
18 logically independeat of explaming anyone else’s share Even using
the word share 1s not nght, for 1t connotes some larger totality of which
the 1;1d1v1duals are merely parts It 1s better to speak of ndmdual sold-
ngs

My parpose 1 thus chapter 15 to exanune 2 family of economic explana
tions m which the object of explanation 18 construed in this way

Theones of the Market
One bastc kind of answer to the question of the distribution of 1n

2 The term mdmidual holdmes and the associated way of posing the question
of economc distribution are from Nozick s.Anarchy Sitate and Utopia the clear
est contemporary statement .of classical economic mdwvidualism 1 shall draw on
Nozick & farmulations throughout the discussion of the nature of markets My
criticisms, however are of the market not of Nozick s formulations of 1t
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dividual holdings explains those holdings as the result of the differential
rewards which a free market bestows on its various competitors The
essence of such theories of the market1s the picture ¢f a collection of
mdividuals freely trading among themselves and producing thereby a
distribution of returns that vary from individual to individual The object
of such explanations s the set of mdvidual outcomes or holdings, and
the form of the explanation 1t gives 15 that they are the result.of the
free bargaming and trading, that 1s, the free choices, of the entrepre
ngurs who constitute the market

The historical source of this conception, and the first clear formula
tion of 1t, was Adam Smith’s Wenlth of Nations We: can recognize in it
a basic form of atomism the 1dea that overall social forms can be ex
plased as the aggregate result of the interaction of a number of mdepen
dent mdviduals, each with a pregiven individual nature The atoms in
Smuth's model are the mdividual entrepreneurs, each with a natural
“propensity to truck and barter

Thas conception of the market has been used to explain and there
by justify the distribution of holdings in two distinct ways justifications
which focus on individual rights, on the one hand, and, on the other,
qustifications whach focus on the desirable overall consequences of the
operation of such a market Both types of justification are mmportant
The mdividual rights justification 15 based on the observation that we can
justify a state of affairs by showing that it arose as a result of the free
choices of the mdhividuals involved m it :Such a situation was notim
posed on the mdividuals, they chose it The consequentialist justifica
tion, on the other hand, turns on delivermg the goods Smith argued
that 1f such a market were left to 1ts own devices, the self interest of the
traders would result in a highly deswrable overall patiern The laws of
supply and demand would set prices fauly, the poods produced and sold
would be the ones people wanted to buy, and the competition of the
market would force the entreprenenrs to improve continually the nature
of their products All this wotld happen because there 1s competition
The operation of the market thus produces an overall situation which 1s
in many respects optunal Smith marveled at thas “mvisible hand,”” which
directed the entrepreneurs, each concerned only with personal gain, to
do the thing that was ultimately most conducive to the public good *

3 Contemporary economics has taken over these aptumality results as visible
hand theorems Therr structuce parallels Leibmiz s argument that thss is the best
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But not only doesthe operation of the market produce the best
possible product mix;, 1t also rewards the worthy entrepreneur The
return to entrepreneurs 15-directly proportional to their success i meet
ing consumer demand Therefore, the differences in individual returts
can be justified as differential rewards for having produced what society
(1¢ , mdvidual people) wanted

Tlus pives us the second basic type of justification of the distribution
of holdings a free market delivers the goods (to those who earn 1t by
their contributions) Taken together, these two lands of justification
serve as the fundamental theoretical underpmnings of capitalist eco
nomics: The two virtues are theoretically separable the-system which
least violated mdwidual rights wounld not necessarily have to be the
one which best delivered the goods, and the reverse would not be neces
sarily triue But they are both true of the capitalist system, this theory
clatms, and therein hes its genius

My intention here 15 to provide a ertique of those underpinmings and
of the economuc concept of the market Much of 1t 15 not really new
Much of 1t 1s dennved from Marx, with additions from contemporary
Marxusts like Joan Robinson [ take the trouble at thus pomt to present
a Marxist critique of the economic theory of the market for several
reasons fust,1n spite of the time that has passed since 1ts onthnes were
first laxd down, a large number of people are completely unaware of 1t
Second, much of 1t 15 stall valid Thard, it can be hard to find in the
classical texts I am presenting 1t here because 1ts basic structure fits
well with what I hiave been saymg about explanatory frames in general
and about mndividualistic explanations in particular So the analytic
tools I'have been developg turn out to give a natural expression for
this critique, making 1t a kind of elementary économucs from an ad
vanced pomt of view *

of all possible worlds because God has both the desire and the ability to create 1t
Entrepreneurs have the desire and.abihty to satisfy consumer demand, hence the
market produces the best of all pessible product mixes

4 Such a critique would also be timely The past few years have seen 4 tremen
dousresurgence n talk about the free market Market libertarians are on-the of
fensive 1 various areas of theory, and promarket thinkingis even trickhing down
to newspapers and magazines, with some help from the advertising budgets of some
of our larger corporations A public relations campaign has been launched on be
half of the market Educational materials prepared by corporate interests are being
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Markets and Individual Rights
Let us begmn our discussion of the market with the sort of justification
wlitch stresses the individual rights of the participants This s the point
that Nozick’s book rests on  From the pomt of view of individual
rights the most important fact about the market 1s that 1t 1s free m the
sense that people participate in 1t voluntaridy Consequently, whatever
holdings come about as a result of such activities have at least this much
to be smd for them, that they arose with the consent of the people
concerned This gives us a simple pattern of justification for holdings
Show that the holdmgs came about voluntanly, and you have shown
that they wiolate no one’s rights

The basic fact about a market 15 that a person’s holdmgs at a given
time are the accumulated result of the person’s trades: Thus provides
us with 4 style of justification a holding 1s justified 1f 1t was the result
of a free trade But of course we cannot sunply say that a holding s
legitimate if 1t was acquired mn a free trade, for this involves a regress, as
Nozick recogmzes For when we said, “The holding 15 the produet of
free trades,” we must add, *“4rades, that is, from the previous state
And so the question arises, Where did the item traded come from? How
did the trader acquure 2?7 From another trade? Clearly, thas regress of
justification must end at a point where things traded are acquired de
novo The jusirfication of holdings combines these two types of jushifica
tion, which 1n Nozick’s terms are a theory of justice in the appropria
tton of unheld things and a theory of justice in transfer A holdmg will
then be just «f 1t was acquired by means which do not violate the two
prmciples

Lat us examme these two principles more closely, begmnmg with the
principle of justice1n the appropriation of unheld thigs This prineiple
18 supphed by the theory of property acquisition of Locke’s Second
Treanise of Covil Government: Locke conmders people m a “state of
nature,” that 1s,

a state of perfect freedom to order their actions and dispose of their
possessions and persons as they see fit, within the bounds of the law of
nature, without depending on the will of any other man

He asks, m effect, what might entitle someone mn that state to ap
propriate some unheld thing? His answer 18

distributed m the schools and professorships of * free enterprise’ are being en
dowed at universthies
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The labor of his body and the work of his hands, we may say, are
properly his Whatsoever, then, he removes out of the state that nature
hath provided and left it in, he hath mixed his labor with 1t, and joined
it to something which 15 his own, and thereby makes 1t his property 5

Here we have a sunple theory of entitlements Someone who “mixes
has labor™ with an unheld thing 15 entitled to it This provides the
foundation, the base step, of the historical erttitlement process Look
at the onginal acqusitions and see how they were acquired

How well does this theory work? Well enough 1n a certain class of
cases It works well 1n the state of nature, for example, and in real situa
tions which resemble the state of nature 1 a crucial way that individual
destimes are wdependent 1n the sense that someone’s becoming entrtled
to something, say a pswece of land, doss not sertously affect other people
Locke recognmzes the need for ths assumption and requires that the
appropnatton of an unheld thung by someone be subject to the proviso
that there be “as much and as good left m common for others »
(Nozick calls this “the Lockean proviso **)

In cases where this Lockean prowso 1s satisfied, the theory of acquis
tion seems to meet our intuitive conceptions of just entitlement
Locke’s own example 1s “Amenca in 16907 a pioneer settler cleared
a piece of land in the vast wilderness, cultivated it, inproved it, and
otherwise “mixed lus labor” with it We would recognize a just clam
which that settler had to that piece of land and would dismiss some
one else’s elamm to that land by pointing out that the settler did not
deprive anyone by that appropriation We-would say to the would be
challenger, Go establish your own entitlement

There will, however, be enormous problems 1n situations which violate
the Lockean proviso If someone’s appropriation of something ends
up depriving others i any way, the theory collapses and has nothing to
say about possible entittements In the language of the last chapter
there must be no kinematical conditions, no structural presuppositions,
no anternal relations among mdviduals, they must be mdependent If
thas fails, that 15, 1f someone’s appropnation does not leave “as much
and as good™ for others, the theory does not apply This will be the
case 1n situations of scarce resources, as well as generally competitive
situations

5 I Loctke Two Treatisesof Government 2nded ed P Laslett (Cambridge
Cambndge University Press 1967 p 4
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Rousseau thought that this was the typical case His view wasn a
way the opposite of Locke’s He saw society as having a collective
entitlement to the things of nature, and an individual’s appropriation of
a thing as the dental of our collective access to 1t

Rousseatt therefore rejects the clauns of wounld be Lockean entitle
ment

In vain maght they say But I bwilt this wall, I earned this field by my
labor

His reply 1s

By virtue of what do you presume to be paid at our expense for work
we did not impose on you?®

Heie we see two very deeply opposed pictures In Rousseau’s view,
because the appropriation affects all of us, we collectively have 3 say
mn whether 1t 15 1n our collective mterest to grant the entitlement On
the other hand, for Locke, the mdependence of indwiduals allows for
mdividual entitlement The key to the situation s the Lockean proviso
Does the entitlement leave us much and as good for others? How we
go about answering the question of whether the Lockean proviso 15
satisfied makes a crucial difference for the theory

Let us turn our attention to the example of the distnibuiion of hold
mngs m the United States today To answer the question of justification
we would ultimately have to ask how the orngmal acquisitions were
made

And so the question becomes how, m fact, those original acquisitions
were made In orderto answer this, we must look at the histories of the
great fortunes of Europe and America There 15 a curious gap m Nozick’s
account wn thus regard, for he does not even attempt to apply hus theory
to justify any exssting holdmes He insists, quite nightly, that the
justice of a holding lies in the actual lustory which generated it It 15
surprising that, having sard this, he proceeds to say absolutely nothing
about this actual history 1 any actual case If we look at this history,
we can see why There is not a shred of hope of applying this original
entitlement scheme 1n any real case

Balzac once wrote “Every great fortune begins with a crune,” and

6 1 J Rousseau Discourse on the Origm-of Inequality ed R D Masters
{New York S5t Martin s Press 1964) p 31
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that 1s 2 much better summary of the nature of onginal acquisitions
than Locke’s 7 Adam Smuth called these ongimal acquisitions “the prim
ttive accumulation,” and all of us have heard the stories about how they
were made hard work, ingenuity, deferment of gratification, thnft,
“frugality, prudence, temperance and other mdustrial virtues” (Wilhlam
Graham Summner) We have heard the parable about the squarrel and the
nuts, and the one about the ant and the grasshopper But “m actual
history,”” Marx writes, “it 15 notortous that conquest, enslavement, rob
bery, murder, briefly, foree play the great part ”

This 15 certamnly true of the prurutive accumulations which began the
fortunes of Eutope and Amernica The land itself was certainly not “un
held,”® and although some annexations may have left as much and as
goad for the native nhabitants, the bulk of them surely did not Con
sequently all appropriation of land in the Americas 1s under a cloud

The situation with regard to natural resources is, 1f possible, even
worse

The discovery of gold and silver in America the extirpation, enslave
ment, and entombment 1n mines of the abonpuial population, the
beginning of the conquest and looting of the East Indies, the turning of
Africa into @ warren for the commercial hunting of black skins, signal
1sed the rosy dawn of the era of capatalist production These 1dyllic
proceedings are the chief momenta of primitive accumulation In the
tender annals of Political Economy, the 1dyllic reigns from time 1m-~
memortal ®

Any good lustory tells the same story about the people who amassed
the fortunes of the great famulies of the United States John D Rocke
feller had competitors dynamited, Ford had striking workers shot
The crimes 1n the hustory of the great American fortunes rule out any
possibihity of employmg a lnstorical entitlement justification

We must, therefore, forget about applymng 1t to any actual distrbution
of holdings But we also have some thearetical reasons for thinking that

7 The quotation from Balzae 1s nsed by Mario Puzo as the epigraph for The
Godfather a book which suggests in effect that the Mafia should be seenasa
capitalist enterprise which must commit 1ts erimes of accumulation n the plare
of present scrutiny

8 The very appheation of the concepr of holdings 15 problematic i this
case, for the native cultures m America did not contain coneepis of private owner
ship of land ‘Was therr land therefore unheld ?

9 Cagpiral vol 1 p 714
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1t cannot hold in typical situations The Lockean proviso, requiring
that “as much and as good” be left for others, 1s almost never met
Instead, structural conditions ensure that one individual’s actions 1n
evitably affect the welfare of others

The foundation step of the justification process is therefore founder
mg 1 difficulties, both theoretical and practical

Let us pretend that these difficulties can be solved, that the original
acquisitions cgn: be justified, so that we can pass to the discussion of the
ongoing process of market trades The basic anatomy of the process 18
familiar from elementary economics You have corn, I have wheat, we
agree to exchange X amount of corn for Y amount of wheat Taken
generally, this produces the market a large number of small, roughly
equal entrepreneurs, freely engaging, i Nozick’s phrase, n “capitalist
acts between consenting adults »

What 1s wrong with this picture? One curious fact 1s that in this
classie: description. of the working of the capitalist market, the concept
of caprtal appears nowhere Everything 1s wheat and com. But reality
15 far from a homogeneous system of traders, each buying and selling
goods There 15 a basic qualitative stratification i the system between
two kinds of traders on the one hand, those who have capital and are
seeking to buy labor power and, on the other, thosé who have no
capital and therefore must sell their labor

This structural difference mtroduces basic changes in the model The
owner of capital makes an agreement with the worker, the wage bargain
How much of the goods which the worker produces will be returned
as'wages? The owner of capital 151 competition with the worker over
the respective shares of the output

Of course, 1n this bargaimning the owner 1s 1n an enviable position be-
cause his ownership of capital gives hum the ability to dictate the
terms of the agreement The worker must-make an agreement today in
order to eat, while the capital serves as a cushron that enables its owner
to press a harder bargain Suddenly the Smuthian picture of a system
of homogeneous traders metamorphoses mto a very different picture,
on which one class of traders, the owners of capital, uses thie bargaiming
power which this gives them to drive a hard bargain against the others
The coercive nature of this “agreement’ therefore mvalidates the “free
trade™ style of justification, which rests-on the fact that each mndividual
chooses freely to enter into the exchanges

Capital, in this view, 1s not a sum of money or a machine but a certain
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social relation, and with 1t the power to command the resources of oth
ers In other words the market contains a structural or an internal rela
tion among the mdividual destinies As in the examples of the previous
chapters, hike the grading on a curve example, what looks like a property
of an mdividual, “owning capital” (getting an A), 15 really a disguised
relation among the individuals The argument for this lies 1n the test
question Could everyone earn a living by owning capital? The answer 1s
no If everyone owned capital, everyone would be immune to the bar
gaming power of capital, hence the “free” nature of the wage bargain
would break down

The structural condition makes property into a relation, a power rela
tion Thus fact 1s not widely appreciated, and most people, including
econiomsts, continue to talk about property as a relation between a per
son and a thing not as a relation among people Rousseau was perhaps
the first to articulate this clearly He remarks that property can be viewed
i two ways On the one hand, it 1s that which makes someone 1m
mune to the influence of others (one 1etreats defensively to one’s little
plot of land), but, on the other, 1t 1s something that gives one power to
influence others This distinction seems to have been lost 1n recent dis
cussions.of the subject

The essence of this critique of the market lies in insistirig on the struc
tural relations that hold among mdividuals The classical conception of
the market sees mdividuals atomustically and therefore maintains that an
mdvidual’s holding can be justified by looking only at that individual
Thus was the original appeal of the libertarian picture that the validity
of an agreement could be established by establishing A’s wallingness, B’s
willingness, and the fact that they are entitled to trade what they are
trading Justification could be carried out purely locally But this 1s not
the case The Lockean proviso, which began as the background assump
tion, ends up dominating the question of the validity of the agreement
Every transfer becomes constrained, not just by the states of the parties
to the transfer but by the state of everyone else too In this way the es
sence of the hibertarian picture hasbeen lost, overall social welfare af
fects the validity of any particular-exchange The same thing 15 true in
the case of ongoing trades Whether or not A 1s being coerced nto trad
ing with B 15 a function, not just of the local properties of A and B, but
of the overall distribution of holdings and the willingness of other traders
to trade with A

The difference between the atomist account and the structural account
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therefore lies m the relations among the mdividual destines, for that af
fects the kinds of explanations we can make If what we are trymg to
explain 1s really a relational property, the process of explammg it indi
vidual by mdividual simply wall not work And most 1if riot all of the inter
esting properties in social explanation are inherently relational for ex
ample, the properties of being rich or poor, employed or unemployed
One aspect of thiswas captured by Jenckset al 1o their recent Jnequahity

The nich are not rich because they eat filet mignon or own yachts Mil
lions of people can now afford these luxuries, but they are not “nch”
in the collagqmal sense. The rich are rich because they can nffovd to buy
other people’s time They can hite other people to make their beds,
tend their gardens, and drive their cars These are not privileges that he
come more widely avatlable as people become more affluent 1

The mnternal relations make this case mto an application of the machin
ery of chapters 1 and 2 If the term rich denotes what 15 actually a re
lational property (being able to command the time of others), we cannotl
truly answer the question (why 13 A rich?) by eiting factors which are
properties of the individual A Just as in the gradmg example, there are
strong struciural presuppositions and those presuppositions make cer
tawn kinds of explanation impossible

The structural conditions, in vielating the mdependence required by
the market model, are the mamn things separating radical or Marxist ac
counts of the economigc system from other accounts Other accounts,
whether Iiberal or conservative, attempt to talk about the economic sys
tem without considermg these snterrelations Conservative accounts;,
like Nozick’s, have their source in the false belief that individuals really
can be sa1d to have indmdual historical justifications for thewr holdings
Liberal accounts are somewhat different They typically attempt to talk
about econormic justification 1n the absence of any historical or causal
assumptions at ail ** For the liberal the problem of economic distribu
tion 1s raised by a simple juxtaposiiion some are poor while others are
rich These two states of affairs are compared, side by side, and then
the utihitanan question of redistribution becomes relevant We could say

10 (New York Basic Books 1972) p 6 (emphasis added)

11 Foragood exampleof these two posittons with regard to the world hunger
problem ‘see the contributions of Garrett Hardin and Peter Singerin W Aiken
and H Lafollette eds World Hunger and Moral Obligation (Englewood Chffs
NJ Prentice Hall 1977)
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that the Iiberal cntique of mequality 15 that some are poor while others
are rich, but, by contrast, the radical critique 15 that some are poor be-
cause others are rich

Two very different pictures, the Smuth/Locke/Nozick, on.the one hand,
and the structural or Marxist on the other, both emerge from consider
g the anatomy of the market Ina way thas s paradoxical since they
are so-diametnically opposed How could two such pictures emerge of one
and the same object? I think 1t 15 because the market 1tself has both aspects

Specifically, in cases i which the degree of collusion among traders 1s
negligible, where Lockean provisos are satisfied, and where there 15:an
idependence of mdividual destinies, the Smith model seems to work,
both as economzes and as an account -of our ethical inturtions Butin
cases whuch violate these independence assumptions, the Smth model 1s
no longer vahd So 1t lends 1tself to this duality because under some cir
cumstances 1t wall really behave as 1ts advocates promuse, whereas in
other circumstances it will act as Marx says

This duality provides us with an interasting example of the relation
between one theory and another that supersedes it A theory which 1sa
would be replacement for another cannot sumply contradict 1t and say
no more, it must also give us some account of why the old one worked
as well as 1t did Typically, this will take the form of shewing how the
old theory worked mn 2 lumted class of cases of the world according to
the new theory The classic example of thus 1s the relation between New
tonan and Emsteiman physies the relatiistic theory shows how the
classical theory 15 approxumately true for low velocities and large masses
The relatvistic theory then goes beyond the classical by showimng how
the world diverges from the classical model as velocities get larger

A simular statement can be made about the relation of Smithian and Marx
1an gconomics as theories of how capitalism works Smithian economics
works for small trades among small traders in a homogeneous system 2

12 Another-example of this kind of correspendence principle, more analogoys
to the market case 1s:given by the deal gas law The Boyle-Charles law tells us
that PV = kT but this 1s only valid when the intermolecular distances are so large
that the forces -of attraction between molecules do not operate: When the gasis
compressed mto a sufficiently small volume the mtermolecular forces previously
neghgmble, become mgmficant These interaction effects among the mdmvidual
miolecules give the gas an entirely different behavior
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We know, 1n general, that a system of equations may have a given form
of solution or behavior in a given region of mutial conditions, but, as the
state passes out of that region, the form of the solution may change (e g,
the transttion from hqud to gas)

Smmlarly, the Smithian transfers are justice preserving 1 a neighbor
hood of the homogeneous situation (that 15 to say, where holdings are
roughly equal, Smuthian transfers do preserve justice), but when the state
(levels of holdings) passes out of that region, 1n particular when some
people bepin to have such holdings as to constitute caprzel, then the form
of the solution changes, new dynamical forms appear (exploitation and
so on), and the resuling solution will no longer be justice preserving

This 1s another defect of Nozick’s iterative model It 18 absclutely es
sential to hus:construction that iterations of the just transfer principle
never take us outside the boundaries of justice No matter how many
times we apply the prineiple of justice in transfer, the results are stul jus
tified He uses the analogy of preofin logic no matter how many tumes
we iterate rules of inference, what we have at the end 1s stall a theorem
But the corresponding statement about transfers, that they can never re
sult 11 a qualitatively different situation, just seems wrong Smithian
transfers preserve approxpmate justice, which 1s a notion hke “near ™
The result of a small number of transfers will leave you “near” the orig
1nal, but the result of a lot of transfers may not

The Object of Market Explanations

Ini Nozick’s presentation of the market, the object of explanation 1s the
holding of a particular mdividual at a particular time Tlus 15 tmportant
In fact 1t 1s crucial to his whole presentation, for the justification of‘a
holdmg Lies in the particular hustory which produced 1t He recognizes
the mportance of this object and defends 1t explicitly

Suppose there are separate sntitlement explanations showing the lemt:
macy of my having my holdings and your having yours, and the follow
ing question 1s asked Why 151t legitimate that I hold what I do and you
hold what you do why 1s that joint fact and all the relations contained
within it lepitimate” I the conjunction of the two separate explanations
will not be held to explan 1 a unified manner the jomt fact then
some patterned principle would appear to be necessary (p 2Q00)

It 18 “patterned prineciples™ that Nozick wants to avord In ordet to avoid
them he rejects those “unified explanations’ and states in their place a
general pnnciple of scientific explanation
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With scientific explanation of particular facts the usual practice 15 to
consider some conjunctions of explained facts as not requiring separate
explanations; but as being explamed by the conjunctions of ‘the expla-
nations of the conjuncts (If E; explans e; and E, explains e,, then
Ey A E; explamns ey A ey )(p 220)

Each separate holding is explained separately; by definttion there are no
connections People who do not view explanation in this atonustic way,
he says, see the world as 1t “locks to paranoid persons,”*? or “persons
having certain sorts of dope experiences ”

Let usleave aside questions about lus dope epistemology and concen
trate on this claim purely as a principle about explanation We can see
how much work 1t 1s domng here Most obwviously, 1t forces the discussion
of justice t0 be a discussion solely about the holdings of individuals Thus
15, to say the least, restnctive there are questions about how deswrable,
how just, a society 15, questions wluch are larger than that Thers are,
for example, questions about collective goods, goods which are not pn
vately held but publicly provided parks ot schiools or less tangible things
hike the social or cultural chmate Nozick’s object does not allow such
1ssues-to be discussed Further it does not.allow us to discuss any of the
facts about a society whach cannot be expressed as a single individual’s
holdings As we saw, there are many examples of such internal relations
Being rich or poor, being employed or unemployed, and beig the vie
tum of ragial ijustice are only the most prominent examples The causal
chain that produces any of these states 15 a cham which leads back
through thie overall structure of the system

Nozick’s atomism 15 even more questionable as a general philosophy
of explanation There 15 a clear sense 1 which the demand for an expla
nation can be rightly addressed to a comjunction of facts Sometimnes,
what we want 15 an explanation of a conjunction not a conjunction of
separate explanations If achild asks, Why do boys become doctors and
girls become nurses? a certain contrast has caught the child’s attention
The question the child is asking cannot be answered by saying “Fust,
let me tell you why boys become doctors, they become doctors because
that 1s a rewarding, well paymg job Now I-will tell you why guls become
nurses, because 1t gives them a chance to help people ™ It 1s the contrast
which demands explanation

13 Pynchon notes The first law of paranoia, everything 1s-.connected to every
thing else > Of course his pomt 15 that everything is connected to everything else
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In fact, m chapter 1 we saw that in a way every explanation 15 of a con
trast In the gradmng example the explanation for the overall distribution
of grades was precisely not the conjunction of the fifty separate expla
nations

why Mary got an A

why Harold got a C

Instead, there was an overall pattern (the distribution of grades) that was
capable of being explained m a unified way Sumilarly, in the case of the
gas the overall pattern, that there 15 a normal distribution of velocities,
1s capable of being explamed, and the explanation 13 not the conjunction
of the separate explanations of the velocities of the individual molecules
Indeed, there were no nontrivial explanations of those molecular facts

There are patterns which must be explamed as patterns thewr expla
nations “seek their own leve]l ” Such patterns in 4 society are obviously
relevant to our assessment of that society At least one aspect of the
question of the justice of a distribution hies i 1ts patterns and m the prn
ciples of distnbution (conscious.or unconscious) which explain those
patterns Suppose, for example, that in a particular land of market sys
tem structural facts ensured that 40 percent of the population would be
mpovershed at any given time Or suppose, as in the foxes and rabbits
case, that structural factors ensured that levels of holdings went through
large cycles Is that notrelevant to the assessment of that system?

Nozick’s object of explaniation suffers from Ayperconcreteness The
trouble, as in the foxes and rabbits case, 15 that the object of explana
t1on 15 too specific We do not really want to know why that rabbit was
m that exact placs, and we do not want to know why that very person
has that level of holdings We would really like to know what stabili
ties‘the outcome has Suppose the mitial distribution of holdings was
perturbed from 1is actual state? Are there general states of affaurs which
would have been the case even for the altered imtial conditions? If
there are, we want to know this Letting explanation seek its own level,
we want some account of those general facts

The market frame, as Nozick employs 1t, cannot answer such ques
tions, because 1t 15:designed to explam only particular heldmgs Tt avouds
the question of whether such explanations are stable m neighborhoods
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of those levels If we explain the holding of A at some time by citing
eathier holdings and subsequent trades, we have no 1dea what would have
been the case had the situation been otherwise The hyperspecific ob
ject does not angwer this kind of question In the foxes and rabbits case,
what made such an object unsuitable was the fact that there were “re
dundant causalities ” This meant thai piven a certain hugh level of foxes,
we could explain why 80 percent of the rabbits were eaten, an explana
tion that differed fundamentally from considering the 80 percent who
were eaten and asking of each why 1t was eaten The pattern emerged at
a higher level of explanation and therefore had to be explamed at that
level The mndmduahistic explanation, which took each of the rabbuts,
explained why 1t was eaten, and then conjomed those explanations, suf
fered from the fact that 1t made the 80 percent death rate look aca
dental, as if to say had those rabbits not runmto bad luck Buiin
fact, given the fox level and the structural factors relating the two lev
els, 80 percent of the rabbils had to be eaten

There are sunilar sorts of facts about the distribution of holdings, but
an insistence on a hyperconcrete object of explanation prevents us from
asking the questions !*

These facts about the explanation of patterns as opposed to the ex
planation of particular facts may help explain a paradoxical and puzzling
conclusion whuch. Jencks et al reach m thew Imequalizy They study the
varous answers that have been offered to explamn why some people are
economically successful, such as mtelligence, education, and famuly
background They conclude that none of these really plays a strong caus
al role Inmstead, they say, the vanations in economic status among mndt
viduals are caused by nonsystematic factors “varieties of competence

the ability to hut a ball thrown at hugh speed, the ability to typea
letter quickly and accurately” (p 227) These factors are more or less
random; which 1s doubly true of thewr-other major cause of success
luck!

14 Thisis one of the ways m which the approach of Rawls’s 4 Theory of Jus
tice (Cambridge Harvard University Press, 1972) 13 deeper and more profound
than the market conception In Rawls s approach, what gets assessed are precisely
the principles of allocation, and his constructions are designed to give us a way to
assess varons competing prnetples or patterns But the market conception has de
gided pretheoretically that there 15 only one just pattern (the market) and that
therefore the only guestion 15 'whether a partichiar distnbuhon of holdings was
reached i accord with 1t The criique of principles does not arise
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Income also depends on luck chance acquaintances who steer you to
one line of work rather than another, the range of jobs that happen to
be available in a parficular community when you-are job-hunting ,
and a hundred other unpredictable accidents (p 227)

Jencks has been ridiculed as saying that “nothing causes anything™ and
as saymg that mequality, unemployment, and so on are caused by ran
dom or mystenous factors Surely, we thmk, there are some nonchaotic
factors Are black people just not as lucky as whites? Do “vareties of
competence” suddenly decline during 1ecessions? Of course not There
are certamly structural factors responstble for these things It 1s para
doxical to say that mcome distribution 1s explamed by chaotic local ac
cidents

The paradox can be partly resolved by realizng that the answer Jencks
has produced, 1n effect, “random and mysterious causes,” really 1s the
answer, the only answer, to the mdvidualistic or particularistic question

Why does Ag have mcome /?

For however unacceptable that answer 15 as an answer to the structural
guestion

Why 1s there a given distribution of mcome?
1t15 the best possible answer to the question

Why, given a distribution of mcome;, does this person occupy: tHis
place mn 1t?

Therefore, 1t constitutes a reductio ad absurdum, showing the mpossi
bility of that individuahstic question

It also constitutes a reductio of the whole hyperspecific explanatory
frame which Nozick advocates Not only do we want explanations of
patterns rather than mdividual facts, but 1t turns out that the individual
facts, like the individual velocities m the gas, are unexplamable!

Do Markets Deliver the Goods? To Whom?

We said earlier that the justifications which have been offered for the
market fall into two categortes those which stress the individual rights
of the participants and those which stress the overall beneficial conse
quences We have been dealing so far only with the first line of justifica
tion The second kind cites certamn facts about the operation of markets
First, 1t 1s claimed, competition in the market ensures that prices:are
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dnven to the lowest pomnt and that the products offered are those which
people desire Second, there 1s a set of claims about the distnbution of
mcome produced by such a market Roughly, they are that success i
the market 15 the reward for having satisfied consumer demand There
fore, mcome distributes to those who are productive

I'will not discuss the first set of claims, about prices and products Our
expenence with power plants and Pintos, to name just two examples,
suggests that products are less than 1deal, and this experience 15 con
firmed by the theoretical writings of economusts like Galbraith, which
undermine the claims of productive efficiency * In each case the ef
ficiency claim 1s refuted by the fact that the market does not satisfy cru
cral assumptions of the model For example, the market is supposed to
keep prices down by competition among producers But when the num
ber of producers 15 small and the firms themselves are Jarge, these pro
ducers find 1t 15 more profitable if they collectively keep prices up than
1f they compete agamst one another Thus was the case m the “oil boy
cott,” in which the major o1l companies sumply found 1t profitable to
act as a tacit cartel Sumular things can be said about the quality and kind
of product produced

My concern here 1s with the question of distribution of income Who
gets 1t, and in virtue of what? The market view 1s that reward 18 propor
tional to contribution In contemporary economics this 1s fundamental
Consider what 15 called the production function

O=f(L,C)

This function expresses ontput O as a function of mputs of labor, L, and
caprtal, C For L units of labor and :C unuts of caprtal we can produce

0 =f(L, C) units of output The nature of the function f naturally varies
from process to process For example, 1f we were interested 1n.-ditchdig
ging, the production function would tell us how many feet O of ditch
can be dug 1 L number of persan hours using C nutnber of shovels Now
let us suppose we are 1n the ditchdigging business We can imagine each
day’s output being given back as payment to L and C for their rolesin
production So we have a certamn amount of O to be used in hirng vary
mg mixes of L and € We could, for example, share 1t by hiring a hun
dred people and five shovels The production function tells us that we

15 See e g, his The New Industrial State
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get a certamn amount of ditch out of thus mux, a relatively low amount
At the other extreme we ¢ould hue five people and a hundred shov
els; although this would also produce a low output Somewhere in the
miuddle s the optimal strategy, the mix which produces the preatest
output The rational entrepreneur pegs the production strategy to this
point

This gaves us a purely economic theory of the distribution of imncome
In the optimal operation of the market, how much 15 pad back to
L and C' 15 purely a function of how profitably they contribuie to pro
duction

In a senies of articles Joan Robinson has detailed the fallacies
contamed 1n this theory of distribution * The basic point 15 this Imag
e we are 4t the end of the day and are about to pay labor and capital
theur respective shares Each will be rewarded in proportton to the
amount used For labor, the amount contributed 15 measured easily, in
person hours (number of people X hours worked) But how can we
measure how much capital we have used? What 1s the measure of
the amount of capital? Robinson observes that behind this deceptively
routine question of measurement index hes a very desp problem
We could, for example, measure the amount of capital by weighing
1t and pay 1t on the basis of how many pounds of machinery and so
forth have been used But that 1s obwviously silly How much the
capital weighs s clearly irelevant Tt 1s better, we thunk, to measure it
m dollars and pay 1t on the bass of the worth of the capital But
what 15 a given piece of capital worth? There’s the rub How much a
given: piece of capital s worth 15 a function of how profitable 1t 15
But how profitable 1t 15, 15 just how much of the output gets paid to 1t
In other words there 15 a circulanty to justify the rate of profit (the
return to capital) we have imtroduced the notion of the value of the
capital, but the value of a p1ece of capital 15 1n turn a function of how
much profit you can make by employingit The value of the capa
tal contamed 1 a buggy whap factory dechined sharply when the auto
mobde became popular And similarly, the value-of a prece of
capital m an area in which labor 1s laghly orgamized s worth less than
the same capital m an area 1n which labor 13 less highly organized

16 See R Harcourt,ed , Readmgs m Capital Theory (London Penguin, 1973)
and E Nell Economics The Rediscovery of Pohtical Economy, m R Black
burn, ed , Jdeology m Soctal Scrence (Wew York Vintage Books 1977}
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Consequently, the rate of profit cannot be explamned as ansing from
purely economic factors: In fact 1t 15 determined by factors external
to economics Political factors, levels of unioruization, and ather such
elements are the primary factors explaining the rate of profit The
rate of profit 18 lugher i South Korea because the government does not
allow unions The rate of profit on capital in the production of home
recording equipment has been made lugher by court decisions holding
that using such equipment to record commercial broadcasts does not
violate copyright laws

The profitability (and hence the “worth™) of the one factor cannot
be defined without the other This farlure of independence under
cuts the attempt to show that the smooth functioning of the market
allocates a return to each participant which 1s somehow proportional
to that indvidual’s “contribution ” For we wanted a notion of
the individual s contribution, but no clear sense can be given to the
notion of the proportional contribution that one person makes to
a collectwve effort

A Structural Explanation of the Distribution of Income

We have seen 4 series of fmlures to explamn the distnbution of mcome
What they have in common 15 that they are all, 1 a way, too md1
vidualistic They presuppose that the thing ta be explamned 15 a particular
individual’s holding and that all explanations can be built up as a
logical sum of such atomic explanations This hyperconcreteness was
the real source of Jencks’s paradox. that the distribution of mcome,
construed as a question about mdviduals, has no nontrivial answer
(“Income depends on luck ) The interpretation I suggested was

that Jencks’s paradox be construed asa reductio of that question If
we look at the particular hustory whach led to an mdividual’s eco-
nomi¢ holding, we find that 1t 15 typically unstable small perturbations
would have qualitatively changed 1t Such chaos precludes individual
1stic explanation But there are overall patterns, and those overall
patterns are capable of explanation on theirown level The situation

1s therefore parallel to the example of the gas If we look at any
particular molecule my, and ask

Why does m, have velocity vy ?

there 15 no nontrivial explanation Each particle has an unstable local
history But the fact that there are no stable explanations of indvidual



Ja Indmidualism n Socul Thought

velocities does not mean that there are no stable explanations of
patterns of distribution There 1s, for example, a nontrivial explanation
forwhy the distrbution forms a normal curve, we explaini this
pattern as arising from unteraction effects among the molecules, precise
Iy what the atomistic model assumes nonexistent

I would like to propose an analogons strategy in the explanation
of patterns of mncome We start with a shift m the object of explana
tion We seek to explan the return not to an indoadual, Phil or Harnet,
but 1o a social position occupied by an individual A soeial posttion,
like doctor or farmworker, 18 a structural property, 1t 15 defined relative
to the other social positions We can think of 1t as a poimnt i a social
geometry Once we take the focus off the individual and place it on the
social position; 1t becomes possible to give nontrivial explanations
for why some kinds of positions are better rewarded than others Since
a position 1¢ essentially a pomt m the social geometry, the general
form of the explanation of the return to a position 1s to look at the
relations between that position and the other positions which con
stitute the structure

In the atomustic model of the market, each agreement 18 reached in
logical independence from every other There are, in particular, no
coahittons The possibility of coalition radically alters the market Car
tels, monapolies, price fixing agreements, and similar arrangements
chanpe the nature of the bargaunng and divert a larger share of the cis
tnbution toward the coalition Thus 15 especially true of price fixing
coalitions in the labor market, that is to say, labor unions Such coah
tions dnive the bargain level above where 1t would be 1f each labor
seller bargawned independently

This suggests a very general model ‘what 1s explained 1s the return to
a particular social posttion {Job type, location and so on) and the
form of explanation 15 that the refurn to a social position 15 explamed
by the degree of coalition surroundmng that postiion The level of
income at a position 18 explained by the level of unomzation that oh
tamns at that position

There seems to be some intustive evidence for this proposition If
one posttion 18 rewarded differently from another, the explanation lies
not in characteristics of the wdimnduals but m terms of the relative
degree of coalition that exists at the two positions For example

Supermatket clerks, stockers, and checkers typically earn $5-9/hour
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On the other hand, clerk employees at fast food franchises like
McDonalds are paid very little, the legal munumum or less

What accounts for the difference? There 18 not that much differ
ence between the type of job that the two do, certainly not
enough to explam the difference in mcomes The real explanation
seems to be that the supermarket clerks have a strong union and
the fast food employees have none at all

In general, wherever there are strong unions or coalitions, they drive
thewr mecome up Tlus 15 as true of the AMA as 1t 15 of the UAW
If mine workers are relatively better pard than farmworkers, we
should seek the explanation in the fact that miners have organ
1zed to a hugher degree than farmworkers Thisan turn hasa non
trivial explanation 1 terms of the basic structure of the job
and particular hustorieal factors It was relatively easy to orgamze
mine workers because of the conditions of their work Mine
worlk 1§ fixed 1n one place and has a long term work force that
works cooperatively and lives nem the mune and one another
Farmworkers, on the other hand, have transifory jobs and must
constantly move from place to place, dissolving the natural
ties that form the basis for coaltions

People who write commereal jingles for big national advertising
campatgns get pard surprismgly hittle, about $3,000-5,000 for a
major jingle On the other hand the artists who perform that
jingle for the commercial will receive much more for their role In
any standard view this 15 paradoxical Wrting a song 15 much
more difficult and requires a rarer talent than merely performing
one, yet it 1s paid less The only plausible explanation is that,
by the sporadic nature of thenr work, jingle writers are not well
organized and hence cannot drive an effective bargain with
thexr employers The musicians, on the other hand, work regular
ly, havea strong umon,and win 4 larger share

The level of-coalition theory also explawns wage differentials from
one mndustry to another or from one area to another Wages i the
North are lugher than 1n the South because industry 13 more
highly uniomzed there The very same jobs, mn different plants of
the same company, will show significant wage differentials be
tween North and South
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But 1f the level of coalition 1s the mamn factor affecting levels of wages,
what affects the level of coalition? Here there 1s a diversity of factors
Perhaps one of the most important 15 the extent of divisive factors like
racism and sexismi 1 the work force For example, studies of prevail
1ng wage levels in the United States suggest that where there 15 a hugher
degree of racism, wages of white workers tend to be lower 7 This 15 dif
ficult to explain m traditional theones but fits very naturally wto the
level of coalition theory

A Note on Pohtical Individualism
I have been arpung that the attempt to explam the distnibution of
come (and hence to justify 1t) 1n purely economic terms cannot-succeed
On the otherhand the theory 1 am proposing, the structural, level of
coalition theory, although 1t does explain aspects of the distribution of
mcome, does not lend itself to a justificatory theory at all. This 15 be
cause the explammmg factor (“having a lngh level of coalition™) 1s ethical
Iy neutral Farmworkers, doctors, and multational o1l companies have
all mereased thew incomes by mereasing therr level of coalition Conse
quently one cannot be said to be justified i having the results of all such
coahtions

Of course there are many other yustificatory prineiples of distribution
If we think of them, with Nozick, as ways to fill in the blank 1n “to each
accordmg to ____ " then a number of candadates suggest themselves
ment, need, and desert, for example, as well as the one T have been crit
1wc1zing contribution 8

But there 18 a certain criticasm that could be made of them all Who
are we, after all, to be discussing how the social output should be divided
up? Are wen charge of the distnibution? There 15 a certain managenal
pomt of view contamed 1n all of them, for they all ask how the output
should be distributed te individuals, and the question remamns Who 15
making this decision?

All discussion of the form Should we distribute according to X or ac
cording to Y? suffers from this managerial point of view Rather, 1t could

17 See Michael Reich, The Economies of Ractsm ** m Michael Resch, Ed
wards, and Weisskopf The Capiralist System (Englewood Cliffs, NJ  Prentice Hall,
1972

18 Seel C Dick, How to Justify a Distnbution of Earnings Philosophy and
Public Affarrs 4 no 3 (1975) 248
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be saxd, we should be asking how should society be structured so that
people can decide how they want the distribution to be? In other words
the discusston of economue distribution leaves out politics The ques
tion of the structure of the process by which people decide what policies
to implement 15 1gnored m favor of the question What are the good pol
11887

Thus question raises the discussion to a higher level, the political level
Tt supgests that the justice of an economic policy does not hen the
shape of the distribution or 1n the attributes to which 1t 1s pegged but
rather in the process by which the policy was generated how it was ar
rived at, not what 1ts content 18 Thas gives us the foundation for a po
Irtscal theory of economic distribution Here the concept of democracy
15 vatal, a concept whach 15 absent from most discussions of entitlements,
especally those of the market theorists

We are therefore led to pose the problem i the following way What
would be a method for ehoosing principles of distribution so that a pol
icy ¢hosen in that way would have some ethical justification® In viewing
the problem 1n this way, we mmagme a group of people making these
choices based on their deswres and preferences Hence the problem be
comes one of aggregation Given a collection of individuals with various
preferences, how can they deternune-a collective policy 1n a way that
would lend justification to the outcome? Roughly speaking, this 1s the
problem of political theory An analysis of the various theornes of democ
racy 15 beyond the scope of thus book T want merely to mdicate a cer
tain difficulty that I think mnfects a number of the discussions of the
problem

The dafficulty 1s that the democratic problematic 1s framed as a situa
hon i which we have a set of ndividuals A;,  , A, wath “preference
schedules” Py, , P, We then look for a process by which they can
choose an overall strategy What is essential to this formulation 1s that
we ¢an at least imagine or make sense of the idea of an mdivaidual’s pref
erences taken alone

There 15 some reason to think that this cannot be done People’s pref
erences depend on other people’s preferences, and so on The presence
of structural relations means that an individual’s choiges are not inde
pendent of the cholces of others The overall structure defines the pos
stble moves or positions and their relations to one anather You can say
that you prefer bewng nich to bemg poor, or vice versa, but the fact that
that 15 the choice to be made and the fact that if some are nichi then
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others cannot be,are structural conditions wathin which the choosmg
1s done

We mught attempt to malke even these facts be the subject of choice
and might imapne a hypothetical collection of individuals choosing the
priziciples that will govern the basic structure of soctety This 1s the ap
proach of Rawls’s A Theory of Justice

I want to examine Rawls's procedure for assessing the justice of prisi
ciples The basic construction 1s the notion of an orgnal postfion an
wdealized, hypothetical contracting situation made up of individuals who
choose the principles of justice that are to govern their association 1n
society

The question then arises, On what basis do these contracting mdivid
uals choose one principle mstead of another? Their own ethucal it
tions? This would trivialize the situation immediately, for in the ongnal
position the utilitarians would choose utiitarianism, the hibertarians
would opt for the market, and sp-on Clearly, 1f the theory 15 not gomg
to be trvially ¢ircular, some way must be found to prevent the parties
m the enginal position from sumply voting thewr :.own pet ethical theories
Thus 18 accomphished m Rawls’s system by the veil of ignorance the
parties are presumed not to know what thetr own conceptions of the
good are

A second element that must be blocked from the parties in the origt
nal position 1s any knowledge of therr own particular miterests, talents,
abilities, or inclmations If this were not done, the pariies would be
tempted to engage m special pleadings for thewr own interests disguised
as universal principles For example, the golfers would argue for lots of
golf courses So tlus sort of information, the kinds of tlungs which sep
arate one person’s mterests from another’s, are assumed to be blocked
from the individuals by the ved of ignorance

We mught ask, What 15 left? If the parties do not know their own in
terests and do not know their own conceptions of the good, what would
make them choose one thing over anything else? Rawls’s answer 15 con
tained 1n the notion of primary goods, which are “things that every ra
tional man 15 presumed to want » He says, “Regardless of what an mdi
vidual’s rational plans are i detail, 1t 15 assumed that there are vanous
things which he would prefer more of rather than less” (p 92)

This takes care of the second problem, that of differing mdividual
conceptions of interests, all persons are assumed to be mterested i the
prmary goods Examples of these are “rights and liberties, powers and
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opportumties, income angd wealth ” (Rawls adds “Later on the prumary
good of self respect has a central place *) But we have not yet faken
care of the first problem, namely, on the basis of what kind of principle
of choice the mdividuals will do their choosing

Here Rawls makes a certamn crucial assumption In order to avoid the
circulanty of having the original position contammated by the private
ethical theories of the participants, Rawls assumes that they are purely
self interested They choose a principle of justice on the basis of the
amount of primary good it will deliver ro them Each party 15 attempting
to maximmze 1ts own share 1 the distribution: He says “They are con
ceived as not taking an mterest i one another’s nterests ”* Each party,
then, chooses a prnciple that will maximize its own payoff, except of
course 1t doesnot know who 1t will be

Rawls suggests that in such a situation the strategic thing to do 1s to
choose defensively If you do not know who you are gong to be, 1t 18
wise to order soctety so that the worst possible situation 15 as good as 1t
can be. That way you will cover the worst case possibility that you will
become that person An example of this kind of reasoning 15 provided
by the way we learned as chuldren to diide up a cake one persen cuts,
and the other person ¢chooses The cutter defends against the worst case
outcome (likely m this case) by cutting two equal preces Bya smlar lopic
Rawls concludes that the parties to the onginal position would choose
equality as thew principle for the distribution of hberties Indeed, one
might be tempted to say that one would always choose an equal distri
bution of everythig, but this would not be true, according to Rawls

For suppose that there wias a certain kind of inequality m which every
sinple person was better off than in any equal distnibution In.other
words, suppose that for some reason one had to choose between two
different distributions over three people. In the first disinbution the pay
off schedule 15

A=3
B=3 )
c=3

and m the second distribution it 15

B=5 (10)
1
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Leave aside the problem of how it 15 that there are exactly these choices
or how 1t 15 that the total product m the two cases 1s different Just ask
which of the two you would prefer Clearly, you would take II because
no matter how the lottery turnied out you wauld be better off with the
worst alternative under IT than with any chance under I **

Rawls’s suggestion, then, 1s that with respect to the economic distribu
tion, the principle of justice which the parties would choose would not
be total equality but rather would tolerate mequality when that mequal
1ty would yield a greater payoff to everyone, 1n particular, to the worst
off person (the worst case possibility) So 1t turns out that the prineiples
ofjustice so chosen allow for inequalities under these conditions (Rawls
calls this the difference principle )

But 15 not the basic form of argument right? Would you not rather be
in a 4-5-10 lottery than a 3-3-3 one? As Rawls realizes, the crucial as
sumption here 15 that each individual 1s-1nterested only i increasing his
own payoff, that 1s, that we “take no wmterest in the interests of others ”
After all, 1t would be possible to imagine someone saying “If we had
the second system, then if I were the one who was A, it would bother
me that other people had much more than I did Even though I would
have more than i the first system, 1t would spoil 1t for me that others
had so much.more still ”

Rawls wants to exclude such an attitude from the ongnal position
The primciple that we take no interest m the mnterests of others has as
a corollary the nonexistenice of erivy i the origmal position

But if the numbersin the payoff schedules represent general levels of
holdmgs, there 13 more than just envy as a reason to fear the megalitarian
distribution. This may seem odd, for what except envy could make you
care that someone has more than you? Welil, one very important class of

19 Although this choice situation 15 bemng discussed m the abstract, 1t may help
to see what.an application of 1# miight be It hasbeen suggested that the difference
between socialism and capitalism s essentially the difference between:1and II
Under sociahism there1s .economic equahity, the argument runs but that results m
a low level of 1ncentive to produce and therefore a smaller social product Under
capitalism, on the other hand, there 1s mequality but the-great incentive to geta
larger share resultsin alarger social pie to be divided Thus everyone benefits, some
of course more than others So the argument goes There are quite a number of
very substantial theoretical assumptions being made here about the nature of i
centives about the distribution of mcome vnder capitalism, and so on All of them
are debatable to say the least
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cases 1 'which you would ‘care is if the level of holding of the other per
son enabled that person to affect your well being

Rawls 15 obviously not thiking about this kind-of good He 1s think
g about consumer goods, and for goods that one takes home and con
sumies, the principle Who cares how much others have? makes sense If I
would get only half a sandwich for lunch n the first system, and a whole
sandwich in the second, what do I'care if someone else gets five:sand
wiches? This works fine with sandwiches But suppose that the quanti
ties m question are, for example, levels of armaments Now the situation
1s-quite different The person m the origmal positioni ought to reason as
follows In system I all of us will have three guns Therefore there will
be a balance of terror, and no one will be able to dominate-anyone else
But 1n system II person C will dominate the others, hence system IT will
be a dictatorship So system I 1s preferable

In other words there are many kinds of goods for which the mdepen
dence assumptions of the original position are not satisfied where 1t 15
rational to be concerned with how much other people have because
there are mternal relations between the level of oné’s holdings and the
levels of others’ holdings

Level of armaments 1s only an example And of course, strictly speak
g, the.quantity of armaments I have does not change 1f someone else
gets more Rather, what changes 1s the degree of security which I have
I still have three guns, only 1t does not achieve the level of security that
it did before

The crucial pomt 1s that there are many important kinds of quantities
which do not obey-the mdependence assumption Certainly, notions
Iike: political and legal power do not ‘One’s political power 1s one’s abil
1ty to press claims in the political arena, that 1s, to press claims against
other people Similarly, the degree of one’s ability to buy legal represen
tation measures one’s ability to press claims in the law against other
people Therefore, the more political representation you have, the less
I'have This 1s not because senators are .a scarce resource or because
power 1s like haute couture, appealing only because so few can afford
1t, but because the basic nature of political power 1s that 1t 15 the ability
to affect others

Consequently, with respect to any situation which exhibits these sorts
of internal relations, the argument for a benign imequality collapses But
there are many situations like this, especially the distribution of polit1
cal power The situation can even arise with respect to the economc
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disinbution itself because if cne person’s share 1s much larger than an
other’s, that person will have various kinds of market power over the
second

This means-that the distribution of political power cannot be subject
to the dufference principle But the problem 1s that political power, as
such, does not come up for discussion at all There 15 talk about politt
cal Iiberties and about economic shares but not about the way in which
ong’s ecoriomic share affects one’s ability to exercise political libertaes

Thus 15 not so much an objection to Rawls as 1t 15 2 warnng against
certamn applications The theory simply does not apply to these kinds of
sttuations, and this, i turn, means that the question of economic n
equality will have to be taken up with a more sophisticated appreciation
of 1ts consequences In particular the whole question of the relationship
between political equality and economic mequality will have to be re
thought Rawls, characteristic of the hberal tradition, separates the two,
but this obviously creates problems 1n situations where they mteract 2°

20 A pood discussion of some of these problems can be found i Norman Dan
1els s essay Equal Liberty and Unequal Worth of Liberty in Norman Daniels
ed , Reading Rawls {New York Basic Books, 1973)
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The Model of Individual Differences Social Darwinism
The market model addressed the question Why 1s there inequality? and
mterpreted 1t as a question about explaining levels of holdings The
focus was on the activities which produced the holdings rather than on
the mdividuals themselves The question was, Why does a given mdivid
ual have thig level of holdings rather than some other level? The thing
to be explained was a concrete distribution, and the explanatory focus
was placed on the sequernce of events (trades) that led to that distribu
tion The more political approach represented by Rawls asked for the
justification not of partacular distributions but of principles of distribu
tion But the focus was still on the process as the explanation of 1n
equality rather than on the characteristics of the individuals takmg part
mit

The kund of explanation that I want te talk about in this chapterisa
kind of figure/ground reversal of the previous schemes, for 1t places the
explanatory focus on characteristics of the individuals istead of on
the process It looks for stable properties of individuals as answers to
the question

What 15 1t 1n virtue of which one individual rather than another
comes to occupy a social position?

The kind of answers I will study are answers which explain thege dis
tributions by citing differences in these individual charactenstics This
class of explanations 15 a large and important family and ranges over
a wide variety Consider explanations which seek to answer the question

Why are: some people poor?

and think of the vaniety of answers that have been given Some answers
lay the blame on the poor themselves and attribute poverty to character
flaws The social Darwimist William Graham Sumner said that the poor

105
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lack the necessary “industry, prudence, continence or tempsrance ”
Sir Francis Galton, a pioneer of Q) testing, wrote “The men who
achseve erinence and those who are naturally capable are, to a large
extent, identical ! The vaniety runs from moralistic answers like these
to explanations of the liberal kind, citing factors such as “low educa
tional level” or “cultural déprivation,” or conservative ones in terms
of hereditary 1Q or other mnate cognitive traits

For my purposes here, what they all have i commeon. 1s that they
try to explain an mdividual fact,

Why A has P,
by appesl to another fact,
because A has Q

I think that there1s something wrong with all these explanations, a
defect which derives from their very form I will use as a paradigm of
such expianations a somewhat stylized version of Plato’s Republic

The 1deal society that Socrates describes consists of three classes (call
them X, Y, and Z) with defimte structural relations among them and
definite numerical proportions Let us represent this structure graphically
as

L AN

Now suppose we were to ask what explams why an mdividual ends up
in one class rather than anather At one point this 1s taken up as an
wdeclogical problem, a problem mn public relations What shall we tell
the people when they ask” The answer, Socrates says,is to tell them 2
“roble lie”

All of you 1n the city are certainly brothers, we shall say to them in
telling the tale, but the god, 1n fashiomng those of you who are com-~
petent to rule, mixed gold m at thew birth, this 15 why they are most

1 ‘Cited by R Hofstadter, Socmi Darwinism m Amertcan Thought (New York
George Braziller 1955) p 164
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honoted, in auxilianes, silver, and iron and bronze in the farmers and
other craftsmen (415a, Bloom frans )

That 1s, the class structure of the society 1s to be seen as the straight
forward causal product of another underlying structure, namely, the
underlying distribution of metals in the soul at birth The explanation
of the spcial fortunes of individuals in the city then takes a coherent
form The answer to the question

Why 1s A n class X (Y, Z)?

1
because A’s soul contains G (S, B)

My concern here 18 not with the details of Plato’s argument or the
specific charactenstics of the classes which comprise the city but with
the fact that an mdividual’s social class s explamed by appeal to some
other property of the mdmvidual, and that this explaining property is
mherent m the indmdual

Now, of course, “gold,” “siver,” and “bronze™are not to.be taken
hterally, this 1s a myth But what s Plato’s actual explanation for why
an mdvidual occupies a given social role? It turns out that the actual
explanation s not very different from the myth The early part of book
H 15 devoted to the construction of the 1deal city There Socrates makes
a number of statements to the effect that an indmidual’s social position
15 the result of natural or mnate capacities At the beginmmng of the
argument he says, “Each of us 1 naturally not quite like anyone else,
but rather differs in his nature, different men are apt for the accomplish
ment of different jobs” (370a) And at the conclusion of his construc
tion of the city he says again  “To each ong of the others we assigned
one thing, the one for which his nature fitted him, at which he was to
work throughout his life* (374¢) In other words the noble he occurs
twice in the Republe in the middle of the book mn its mythological form
but also early in the book, demythologized, 4s an assérted promise
necessary for Plato’s argument

This naturalistic explanation of spcial nequality can stand proxy for
more contemporary accounts, which have the same basic form They
differ mostly 1 the kinds of stratification they seek to explan, and m
the details of the mechamsms by which the inherent properties are sup
posed to surface as the causes of soctal positions

One of the main examples of this form of explanation 1s that of social
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Darwinism, 1t which the individual properties that explain social status
are Sumner’s “mdustry, prudence, continence or temperanece *’ Other
examples mnclude the later eugenicists, for whom poverty was explamed
by “feeble nundedness” and the contemporary (nea )sacial Darwinists,
for whom IQ 15 the explanation of social status In each of these cases,
as 1n Plato’s Republic, a set of social facts about the overall distribution
of positions 1n soctety 15 explained by appeal to an antecedent 1ridivid
ualistic property or distribution.of properties

The critique of these explanations s based on this fact In order to
make this ctique, let me review some of the conclusions about explana
tion from the end of chapter 1 First, every explanation has presuppost
tions which serve to limut the alternatives to the phenomenon being ex
plamed Second, n some cases the presuppositions take a special forin
Recall the discussion of the class being graded on a curve There was ex
actly one A to be given out to the class, and 1t turned out that Mary
was the one who got 1t Now 1t 15 possible to ask

Why did Mary get an A”
and get an answer like
She wrote 2 good final

Yet this answer 1s musleading, I argued, for if we asked, counterfactually,
what would have been the cage 1f everyone had written a good final, the
answer 1s not that everyone would have gotten an A The fact that 1f
everyone had wntten a good final, not everyone would have gotten an
A, means that there are structural presuppositions at work m framing the
question The “real” question beng answered 1s not

Why did Mary get an A?
but rather the question
Why, given that someone was to get an A, was 1t Mary?

In general I argued that in every case where the generalized counter
factual 15 false, the space of social possibilities 1s not ““free’ but has
strong presupposed constraints

Turning to the social Darwinist explanations of social position, we
find a sumilar phenomenon Suppose the question 15 why the rich are
rich-and the answer1s “prudence, industry and thrift > Weé must then
ask, well, what 1f everyone were prudent, industrious, and thrifty?
Would everyone be rich? The answer 1s obviously no Consequently,
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‘prudence, industry, and thnft™ cannot possibly be an answer to the
guestion
Why are some people rich?
simpliciter, but, gt best, an answer to the restricted question
Why, given that some are rich, 1t 1s these people and not others?

The same general point applies to explanations of social position which
are not strietly social Darwinist 1n character, because they appeal to
envirorimerital ndividual facts rather than mnate ones Consider, for
example, explanations of unemployment, such as “low educational
level,” which:appeal to environmental charactenstics of the unemployed
These also have the form of explang

Why Ais U
by appealing to a fact that has the form
Because Awis L

Applying again the test for structural presuppositions, we constder the
two counterfactuals

If everyone had a low educational level, everyane would be unem
ployed

and
If no one had a low educational level, no one would be unemployed

Both-of these are false, and sc we can conclude that the space of social
possibilities 1§ not free but has presupposed constramnts, and that what
15 really getting explamed 15

Why, given: that someone 15 to be unemployed, 15 1t Harpld?

We have, therefore, two different questions here, and the individual
characteristics answer 1s at best an answer to the second question The
presupposttions, of mnternal relations among the mdividual destines,
make the two questions diverge

1 Why 15 there this disinbution?
and

2 Why, given this distibution, does one mdividual occupy a given
place i 1t rather than another?
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If there were no structural presuppositions, the overall possibility space
would be independent, and the two questions would comcide Con
sider, for example, the property of being red haired Suppose 15 percent
of the population has red hair Then the explanation of why 15 percent
of the population has red hair i1s individualistic We explain of each of
them, individvalistically, why he ot she has red hair, and the overal!
explanation 1s just the logical sum of the individualistic ones
The crucial fact 1s the independence of the things to be explaned

Red hair 15 purely independent one persen’s having red hair does not
decrease the likelthood of another’s having red hawr But thus 1s typically
not the case for the kindsof predicates that are the objects of social
explanation For example, 1n the case of unemployment, economic
theory tells us that some employment 1s rieliminable, and that there are
structural relations between unemployment levels and other economuc
variables mn virtue of which the unemployment of one person 1s not
purely independent of the unemployment of another There 1s, for
example, the law known as:the Philhips-curve, which asserts a fixed trade-
off between the unemployment rate and the inflation rate Unemploy
ment can be decreased only at the expense of an increase i the inflation
rate, which i turn rebounds-on other economic variables, including
the unemployment rate 1tself

Ttus nonmdependence, signaled by the failure of the generalized
counterfactual (What 1f everyone had property P?), means that the two
questions diverge Let us call them, respectively, the structural question
and the individualistic question

How 1s the structural question answered? It 1s mstructive to look at
the Republic m this regard Is 1t true that 1f all people had gold in their
souls, everyone would be in class I? No- The three class structure of the
city has an mdependent explanation and therefore a reason for being
which transcends the makeup of the individuals who compnse 1t Recall
the beginning of book II, where Socrates and the others are launching
ito the construction of the 1deal society Theiwr method 15 to build up
an economucally self sufficient society, and their arguments are from
what maght be called the theory of economic orgamzation They con
cern-what overall social needs have to be filled and how best to fill
them Socratessays thingshike, “Well, the first and greatest of needsis
the provision of food for existing and living Won't one man be a
farmer, another the housebuilder, still another the weaver?” (369d)
Later on, sumlar kinds of considerations are advanced to explain why
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a class of guardians 15 needed, why a class of auxihanes, the size of those
classes, and their respective nterrelations The latter 15 espectally 1m
portant, for 1t 1s 1n the structural interrelations of the classes that justice
Lies

In other words, relying on the distinetion between structural and
mdividualistic questions, we can say that we have here a nontrivial
answer to the structural question Why this structure? The answer 1s
The various classes, proportions, and interrelations are necessary to the
harmonious functioning of society The explanation 1s purely 1n terms
of considerations of a social nature

But this leaves us with an enormous problem The distribution of
individual social abilities 1s explained by the innate gold, silver, and
bronze (Or, less mythologically, the distribution of farmers, auxiharies,
and so forth 1s explammed by their innate “natures ) Then we have a
completely different account, the explanation of the structure of society,
in terms of social “needs » Thas gives us another, independent deriva
tion of the necessary structure of society What 1s remarkable, and mex
plicable, 1s that these two structures comcide perfectly The social
structure, derived from the theory of economic organization, corres
ponds exactly to the available distribution of mnate types It turns
out that there are exactly as many openings for class I people as there
are potential candidates, and simlarly for the other classes

Why should this be the case? There 1s no reason It 1s something of a
miracle the perfect correspondence of biology with the needs of this
or that form of socral organization We could call 1t the Immaculate
Conception of Social Roles It 1s:a miracle which, 1t turns out, occurs
crucially at just about the same place in every social Darwinist account

The prohlem 1s that there 15 always some presupposition of social
structure i any attempt to explain social posittons Social Darwinism
fails to see this and attempts to explain social position purely 1n
biological terms Thig 1s umpossikle Social Darwinism tells us that the
structure of society 1s explained by the antecedent distribution of innate
types The presuppositions of sich an explanation are that the social
environment 1n which these inherent traits are expressed 1s neutral with
respect to-their actualization For example, suppose the question 15
why there 152 certamn distribution of height in society, and the explana
tion cites an antecedent distnnbution of “height genes ” Then the pre
suppostition is that the environment 1§ neutral wath respect to the
actualization of these innate tendencies It could not be the case, for
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example, that the environment encouraged the development of height
potential m some but retarded 1t in others, for of 1t were, we could not
explan the distnbution of height 1n this way

The presupposiiion of neutrality entails that the actualization of one
person’s inner essence 1s independent of the actughzation of another
person’s inner esserice But in the cases where the structure 1s already
given by external considerations, like the teacher’s decision i the case
of grading on a curve, or social “needs” m the Republic, this mdepen
dence cannot be satisfied When a structure 1s imposed from without,
the resulting nonindependence of the individuals means that we cannot
have an mdividualistic cause of a nonindividvalistic effect One of two
things must be the case
etther

1 the causes really are individualistic, 1 which case we have the
problem of the correspondence mmracle,

or

2 the properties cited as causes are not really independent and
hence cannot be biolagical 2

The latter situation occurs in the grading example, where the explana
tion of

why Mary got an A

was, really, a disguised relative term, denoting a property of Mary rela
fwe to the other peaple 1n the elass (e g , “wrote a better final than
anyone else”)

Social Darwinism as an explanation 15 caught between these two
alternatves On the one hand, many soctal Darwinists suggest that they
have no fixed preconceptions or presuppositions about the structure
of society or the distribution of social goods, they assume or state
expheitly that if everyone had the desirable qualities, everyone would
be happy Certainly, this 1s a necessary agsumption for engenicists
who propose to eliminate poverty and other ills by elumunating supposed

2 Iam assumang hexe that biological factors are necessarily mdividuahistic This
15 certanly true-of the examples we are considering There 15, however, a strong
case to be.made for a nomndwidualistic biology whose basic units would be
groups, species or even ecosystems See'V C Wynne Edwards, “Intergroup Selec-
tion in the Evolution of Social Systems Nature 200 (1963) 623<26
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genetic causes For all social Darwimsts, eugenicisis or not, the basic
assumption s that there 1s no socially imposed pattern on the distnibu
tion of mdividual fortunes, society allows people to fulfill their (bio
logical) destinmes except, of course; where that 15 interfered with by the
meddling of do gooders Thus kind of hiberty or independence of m
dividual fortunes is‘one of the crucial assumptions of social Darwinism
Sumner writes

If, then, there be iberty, mén get from her [nature] just 1n proportion
to thewr works; and thewr having and enjoying are just in proportion to
thetr being and doing We can deflect the penalties of those who
have daone 1l and throw them on those who have done better [But]
the latter carries society downward and favors all its worst members

(p 76)

Now what 1s curious 1s that the other major assumption of soctal
Darwinism, that society 1s competitive, flatly contradicts this indepen
dence assumption I want to make out this claim in some detail All
soctal Darwinists; clagsical and contemporary, make the competitive
ness of society a crucial premuse 1n their argurnent, Sumner, for ex
ample, writes “Competition, therefore, 1s a law of natuie Naturs 15
entirely neutral, she submits to hum who most energetically and reso
lutely assatls her ¥ {p 76) This 18 the essence of what they take to be
Darwinism that nature 1s a competitive struggle and therefore that the
fittest survive

But there 15 a serious confusion at work here Let us say that a prac
tice 18 weakly competitive if each participant struggles aganst nature,
receives an outcomie, and the gutcomes are then compared Golf 15
weakly competitive each of us goes outand gets our own scores, and
the results are then compared for competitions On the other hand, a
strongly competitive situation 1s one 1 which [ achieve my score tn
struggle with you and only by depniving you of 1t Tenmis 18 strongly
competitive The eritical fact about these two kinds of situations 1s
that in weakly competitive situations mdividualistic explanations suffice,
whereas they are mmadequate to explan strongly competitive situations
If A defeats B 1n golf and the question anises Why did A win and B
lose?, the answer 15 simiply the logical sum of the two mndependent ex
planations of the score which A received and the score which B re
ceived But if A defeats B in tenms there is no such thang as the
mdependent explanations of why A defeated B on the one hand and
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why B lost to A ontheother There 15 only ong, unified explanation
of the outcome of the match

Social Darwinists make a great deal out of the competitiveness of
soclety and go so faras to say that this fact accounts for the survival
of the fittest, but they are confusing the two notions of competition
Sumner speaks above about the struggle against nature as a struggle
which 15, 1n our terms, weakly competitive He wishes to use the form
of explanation whuch 1s appropnate to those sitvations, for he im
mediately says that the individual’s density 1s the result only of proper
ties of that individual But 1f anything 15 clear 1t 1s that society 1s not
weakly, but strongly, competitive and the presence of strong competi
tron ensures that there are mternal relations among the individual
destinies of the participants Consequently, individualistic explanation
will not suffice 1n such cases

What 15 surprismg 1s that Sumner even notices this distmetion between
the two kinds of competition but fails to see 1ts sigmficance

There 1s first the struggle of mdinduals to win the means of subsistence
from nature, and secondly there 1s the competition-of man with man in
the effort to win a limited supply The radical error of the socialists

and sentimentalists 15 that they never distingush these two relations from
each other They bring forward complaints which are really to be

made, 1f at all, apainst the anthor of the universe for the hardships

which man has fo endure in his struggle with nature (p 16)

He seems to take it-as obvious that social inequality 13 due to weak
competition (the differential skalls with which we all pursue some
mndependent tasks) and not strong competition (necessary or structural
mequality) Yetat 1s evident that at least some of the basic inequalities
of society are the product of the strong competition mherent mn the
structure Thus 15 the thrust of Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of
Inequality, which was discussed in the previous chapter Rousseau’s
claim 15 that conflicting interests in society, the fact that one generally
gains at the expense of another, means that certain forms of individual
1stic explanation cannot work In the previous chapter 1t meant that the
Lockean program of justifying entstlements indrvidual by mdividuoal
will not work Here 1t means that the social Darwinist program of ex
plaming (and justifying) success mndividual by mdividual also will not
work Such conflicts are essential to capitalist society, where, Rousseau
says, “We find our advantage in the detriment of our fellow men, and



Brology and Society 115

someone’s loss almost always creates another’s prosperity Some
want 1llness, others death, otheis war, others famine 2

The important question seems to be Why are there these interrela
tions? A great deal of social mequality follows from them alone, yet
this: question 15 not faced by-social Darwinists

A similar problem haunts contemporary soctal Darwinsm as well
There 15 a great deal of talk about individual differences but very little
about where social structure comes from

Perhaps the best example of this 1s Herrnstemn’s “1Q,” which, when
1t appeared 1n 1971, became one of the focal points of the contemporary
revival of social Darwimism Elis claum is that IQ, which he equates with
“intelligence,” 15 the factor which explains an individual’s success in
soctety High IQ people, he says, tend to occupy positions with high
“earnings and prestige ~ But just as in the Republic, we need an explana
tion over and above thus one, an explanation of why a particular social
structure 1§ the case And, just asin Plato, we find a second theory
working quietly alongside the theory of individual differences Thus
second theory is a sociopolitical theory about what kinds of soctal
structures we should have In Herrnstein’s case 1t consists of a set of
assertions, on the last page of the article, about why we need hier
archically organized societies with large differential rewards We need
them, he says, because “ability expresses itself in labor only for gain”
and because “human society has yet to find a working alternative to
the carrot and thestick

It 1s this theory which 1s really domng the work of explaining why
society 1s and should be stratified But what 1s this theory? As it exists
here, 1t 15 a collection of homilies, which geneticist Richard Lewontin
ridicules as “barroom widsom ™ We could try to work it up mnto a theory,
although notions like “gain” and *“the carrot and the stick’ have proved
notoriously difficult and controversial Perhaps one way to put the
claim would be this the best, most efficient, allocation of resources 1s
achieved by ordering social positions hierarchically, establishing a
system of differential rewards reflecting that hierarchy, and thereby
recruiting the most highly skilled to the jobs we want them to pursue
at the upper end of the hierarchy

As a piece of socral theorizing there are 4 remarkable number of

3 1 J Rousseau Discourse on the Origin of Inequality ed R D Masters
(New York St Martin.s Press 1964),p 194
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presuppositions contained 1n this picture Some large theoretical
assumnptions are swallowed whole theories about what kinds of ncen
tives work 1n what kinds of situations, theories about what sorts of
things motivate people, theories about job skills:and the causes of job
performance, as well as theories of organization and collective behavior
All these theories are debatable, to say the least The size and difficulty
of the questions they mnvolve indicate the magnitude of the assumptions
which the hierarchical theory makes: A proper discussion of the:question
Why thus structure? would have to begin by raising these kinds of
questions *

Genetics and Social Cansality

The basic claim I am making 1s that social structure 1s radically under
determined by individual differences Smce biological differences are
the paradigm case of ndividual differences, 1t follows that biologmeal
differences, by themselves, can never fully explam social structure The
explanatory frame

biology —— society

always contains a suppressed presupposition of social structure, so 1t 1s
elliptical for a more correct explanation

biology X soaiety ———> society

I want to study in detail how this affects claims of genetic causality
First of all,-to begin with the obwvious, any genetic cause whatever must
have a certain environment i order to produce its effect Without a
womb environment of the right Kind, no génetic trait ¢an cause anything
Thas much 15 elementary

But there are other ways 1n which the causality 1s dependent on the
social environment, ways that are less obvious Here 15 a simple illustra
tion from standard genetic theory There 15 a disease called phenyl
ketonurta (PKU), which 1s an inability to metabolize the protein
phenylalanine This 1 turn causes overt symptoms The disease PKU
15 caused by a genetic defect That 1s, the presence of a certain gene
causes an inability to metabolize phenylalanine {(in the standard womb

4 See Noam Chomsky Psychology and Ideology Cognifton1(1972) 11
for:a discussion of the dublous sociological assumptions contained m Herrnstean s
argument



Biwlogy and Society 117

environments, 1f genetic surgery were possible, even this causal link
could be broken) But the mability to metabolize phenylalanine causes
the gross symptoms of PKU only 1na certain rangc of postnatal en
vironments, namely, those consisting of normal diets, which contain
phenylalanme If the baby 1s placed on a diet free of phenylalanine, no
gross symptoms occur, and the baby 1s fine It still cannot metabolize
phenylalanine but then 1t-does not have to

So 1t would be a mastake to say

genetics —— PKU

The more correct explanatory frame would mclude the double depen
dence on two different environments thus

genetics X womb environment ——trait T
and
trait T X normal diet —— PKU,

where T stands for “imnability to metabolize phenylalanine ™

So far, all this 1s familiar But there 1s yet another way 1n which such
claims of genetic causality have structural presuppositions, and the
examination of 1t will cast some doubt on the kinds of inferences which
have been made by the proponents of biological explanations in social
theory

Constder:a society which 1s like our own except that a confiscatory
income tax 1s passed which apphes only to redheaded people If we
assume that red hair 1s a genetic trait, we get the surprising conclusion
that, in that society, poverty 1s “caused” by a genetic trait Now, of
course, this is true only 1n a somewhat backhanded sense Being red
haired, we want to say, does not really cause poverty, that would be
misleading to say Instead, we would say, being red haired causes one
to be discriminated against by that society The real cause of poverty
1s the social discrimination *

Consequently, we must add to the double dependence on social struc
ture a third presuppostfion, the presupposed background of social
practices The first two presuppositions can be put as

5 For a discussion of a similar peint see N J Block and G Dworkm, IQ,
Hernitability and Inequality II in N I Block and G Dworkin eds ThelIQ
Argument (New York Pantheon Books 1976) p 49
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genetics X womb environment ———-—> trait T
trait T X developmental environment —»individual property I,

and thus third dsmension can be put as

individual property I X social environment (rules of the game)—-s
social position 8

The trouble with the standard c¢laims of genetic causality 1 social
theory is that they suppress these presuppositions and thus paint a
false picture of the causalities involved This suppression 1s made possible
by a certain very general view of the nature of causality itself All the
proneers of 1Q research have been hard line empincists wath regard to
causality Just as Hume bamshed causality as metaphysical and analyzed
its scientific content 1nto spatiotemporal contiguity and especially
consignt conpunction so modern empiricists have banished the term
caysaliry and replaced 1t with the current analogue of Hume’s:constant
conjunction, namely, correlation We are told that the eorrelation
between two vartables 15-all we can scientifically expect

Thius is a curious view Partly 1t 1s based on an erroneous view of the
role of causality m the physical sciences, many empiricists believe,
falsely, that physical science has elimmated the concept of causality
In fact that 1s not true physical sctence may not use the word causaliry,
but causal concepts are certamly there and are operatng in state
ments like “Mu mesons bind the proton to the nucleus * And of
course there are plenty of causal terms sprinkled throughout the 1Q
discussion, the net effect of the skepticism about causality has been
not to dispense with causal assumptions but to dispense with talk
g about them ®

We cannot really dispense with causality because, among other things,
1t 18 the basis for making any practical recommendations whatever
Any strategy for mtervention m the world, any strategy for changing
anything, must of necessity be based on causal mformation, not just
correlations The light’s being on n a room 1s lughly correlated with
the light switch’s being 1n the ON position, but if you are interested n
making the hight go 'on or off, you need more information than that
correlation You need the asymmetnc fact that one of those things 1s
the causé of the other not the symmetrnc fact that they are correlated

6 Apain see Block and Dworkin, pts Land II, for a good discussion of this
point
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Certainly, the proponents of IQ must, despite what they say, believe
in at least some causal relations Jensen, for example, beheves that the
reason why “compensatory education has  failed” 15 that low IQ
in black children 1s caused by genetic factors If drawing causal conclu
sions were really forbidden, none of these writers could make any of
the claims about the causes of stratification that they cbviously want to
make Their skepticism has the effect of allowing them to have their
cake and eat 1f too They can make all sorts of claims about what sorts
of mtervention strategies wall and will not work, based on substantial
causal assumptions, and then, when those assumptions are challenged,
can reply, “Well, what 15 causality anyway, but a metaphysical notion?”

It 18 instructive i thig regard to look at the notton of genetic causal
1ty which is used m these discussions When 1t 1s clavmed that 1Q 15
caused by genetic differences, the notion that 1s being used 15 a statist
cal notion, herttabiiity

The claum which 1s made for popular consumption as “genstics
causes soo1al position” 1s more accurately stated as “differences in social
posttion are heritable » This notion of hentability 1s crueial to the
clamms of the contemporary social Darwinists [ wil not attempt here a
full discussion of this notion It ig certamly a fascinating case study m
the philosophy of science and 15 perhaps the best example of the failure
of statistical, correlational concepts to capture causal notions 7 My
purpase here 15 to focus on a single aspect of that 1ssue

The heritability of a trait in a population 1s defined as the amount
of vanation m that trait which is due to genetic vaniation The trouble
with the definition 15 that 1s uses the concept “due to,” a causal concept
Thus causality 1s analyzed away statistically by talking instead about
correlations between genetic variation, on the one hand, and vatiation
in the trait, on the other

But thus slide mto correlationism 1s fatal because 1t suppresses just
the things we need to know the true causalities which underhie these
correlations In the case of the society which discrirminates agamst
redheaded people, poverty has a high heritability because 1¢ 1s lughly
correlated with a genetic trait, red harr But this 18 musleadig In
turtively, there are two distinct types of situation on the one hand,

7 See R Lewontin, The Analysis of Vartance and the Analysts of Causes;’
in Black and Dworkin eds The JQ Argument for a discussion of the relation
between herttabiity and causabity
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the situation where there really 1s some genetic cause of poverty, and on
the other, the type above, where the cause of poverty 1s social discrim
mation By its nature the concept of heritability cannot distinguish
between the two Since 1t 1s a correlational notion, 1t cannot distinguish
between two different causal configurations underlying the same co
variance of the genetic trait and the social property

We can begin to recognize a certain fallacy at work 1n the social
Darwinist argument. A property-1s considered which 1s really a structural
property (e g , being poor) Then the structural condition 1s quetly
presupposed, and one begins to ask how mdividual differences contrib
ute to differences with respect to that property The structural condi
tion 1s thereby “built into” the individuals

In addition to its other defects, an explanatory frame like this gives a
false picture of the causalities involved and hence a false picture of the
ways in which we could intervene to change the situation

How to Explam Social Stratification Structurally

I argued 1n the previous pages that there cannot be an individualistic
answer to the question Why 1s there a given social structure? and,
therefore, that social stratification cannot be explained by appeal to
an antecedent “natural” stratification The question then arises of
how one does-explam social structure, in particular, how we are to ex
plain social stratification?

The social Darwinist kind of explanation of stratification proceeds by
postulating differences among the individuals who are assigned to dif
ferent strata The kind of explanation I am going to suggest 1s unusual
in that 1t makes no-such assumption, I will sketch an explanation of
social stratification which assumes an underlying homogeneity, an
explanation which assumes no. significant individual differences
Later I will discuss the importance of this First 1s the explanation
itself

Consider the protocapitalist market, the ur market of the early
classical economusts like Adam Smith As we discussed in chapter 3, 1ts
essential features are that 1t 1s a collection of small entrepreneurs in
a competitive market, a homogeneous collection of traders engaged n
competition with one another for resources or markets The crucial
fact about this situation 1s that 1t 1s unstable In fact, as the degree of
competition sharpens, the homogeneous situation becomes:less and
less stable Many factors contribute to this situation
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1

The fact that the system 1s competitive means that small dif
ferences will be reinforced m a positive feedback If A and B are
competing entrepreneurs, a small advantage which A might

gain over B enables him to gain a greater competitive edge over
B, and thereby to imcrease the gap between them For example,
if A has a larger stake than B, he can set his prices below cost,
temporarily, in order to drive B out of business This strategy,
predatory pricimg, was ong of the main strategies John D' Rock
efeller used to bwld up Standard O1l Or he can use this larger
stake to buy up more:modern machmnery or to corner-or partially
corner markets or raw materials

The existence of econonues of scale also contributes to the m
stability Large scale pzoductlon 1s simply more efficient than
small scale, more automation can be used, supplies can be bought
m larger quantities, and so on Hence a small advantage tends to
become bigger

There are other advantages to the larger firm which help make 1t
still larger and to drive out the smaller firms The larger firm
can buy advertising, legal representation, and political influence
that the smaller cannot

There 1s also the sensitivity of the situation to what aie called
coalitional strategies Anyone who has played Monopoly knows
that as the game advances, 1t becomes more and more tempting
to the players to form coalitions, 1n which A and B pool their
resources to wipe out Cand share the spoils This 1s another m
portant factor reducing the number of competitors and pro
ducing a concentration of holdings (The rules of Monopoly
prohibit such coalitions, but no serious player feels constrained
by the petit bourgeois moralism of Parker Brothers )

All these factors, working together, result in the mstability of the
society of homogeneous small entrepreneurs It necessanly stratifies
because each of the entrepreneurs s trymg hard to use these methods
and, more, to eliminate the competition This 1s not a statement about
their psychology as much as 1t 1s about the rules of the game If A de
clines to attempt to eliminate the competition, this contnibutes directly
to the likelthood of A’s being eliminated “Get them before they get
you” 1snot a prior psychological malady of the traders, 1t 15 2 theorem
1n the strategy theory of the game
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So the initial situation of equality 1s unstable and, like a-supersaturated
solution, 1t tends to crystallize into a more stable mode consisting of a
large number of more or less impoverished people and a small residue
into which the origmal capital has agglomerated In the mitial state every
one 1s a small entrepreneur, but the force of competition has made
that state unstable Most of the small traders get wiped out and become
sellers of {their) labor On the other hand, capital concentrates in the
remaining few ® This gives the resulting system a different overall dy
NAamics

The form of this explanation 1s important It says that, under given
conditions, the market will develop mto a new mode in which there are
a few holders of capital and many sellers of labor, but 1t makes no
attempt to say who they will be It explains a stratification without
assuming a prior difference 1n the underlying medium

In a way this may seem mmpossible, a violation of causality or of the
principle of sufficient reason How can differences emerge from the un
differentiated? Does this not violate classical determinism? In a certain
sense the answer 1s yes Classical determimism tells us that there must be
some differences 1n the underlying medium or the mitial state

Nevertheless, I think this principle should be rejected The reasons
are essentially those of chapter 2 even 1f there 1s supposed to be a
complete underlying determunism, 1t 1s-so unstable as to be useless
What we want to know are the stable relations, and for this we must
renounce the possibility of explaining deterministically why the system
differentiated at this point rather than that

Such explanations are very powerful because they show that the
stratification 1s really explained by the structure, not by the individuals
An explanation which gives us a purely structural answer to the ques
tion Why s there social stratification? tells us that such stratification is
part of the inherent dynamucs. of the system, a consequence of the
geometry of social relations By explaming the existence of stratifica
tion 1n the absence of any individual differences, 1t tells us that strati
fication like this would occur even if there were no individual differences
of any consequence This pulls the rug out from under individualistic
explanations for stratification because 1t shows that the stratification
would have taken place in any case

8 Itisinteresting to note how concentrated capital has become In 1969
there were 300,000 U S corporations The 500 largest (1 , one sixth of 1% of
the total) had 60%. of the total sales and 70% of the profits
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And yet the question will not go away Must there not be some
difference between the individuals who become members of the one
stratum rather than the other?

Recall our distinction between the two different questions that can
be asked about a social structure

1 Why 1s there this structure? (structural question),
and

2 Why, given thus structure, does an individual come to occupy a
given place 1n 1t? (individualistic question)

We can agree that “individual differences’ cannot answer the structural
question, but must 1t not be the answer to the second question? The
structural explanation, in addition to giving us an answer to the first
question, also suggests the weakness of individual differences explana
tions even as answers to the second question

Consider a substance in supersaturated solution, cooled to a tempera
ture 7" We know that for values of T beyond some critical value Ty,
part of the substance will be precipitated out as a restdue Suppose Ag
1s one of those molecules Then, analogously to the social case, we
may ask

1 Why did the solution precipitate? (Answer because T was less
than To)

and
2 Why did 1t precipitate out Ag?

It looks as 1if the answer tothe second question would have to be m
terms of individual differences, something that distinguished A, from
the other molecules

The problem 1s that there may be no such property or, at least, 1t
may be unknowable whether Ay actually possesses such a property
After all, as T approaches the critical point, the necessary differerice
between a molecule and 1ts neighbors, 1n virtue of which 1t will be
selected as the precipitate, becomes less and less and eventually vanishes
tozero The system, we might say, becomes less and less choosy about
where 1t 15 going to precipitate Near the limit, anything will:do Micro
scopic differences, finally even quantum differences, will select out a
molecule as part of the residue
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S0,1n a case like this, the struetural answer may be all the answer
there 15, even to the individualistic question The best answer that can
be given to the question Why did 1t precipitate at Ay ? may be “because
it had to precipitate somewhere * It will not help to msist “but there
must be some difference, else why there?” because this difference may
be infinitesimal, of a kind which 1s unknown, and whose nature cannot
be nontrivially stated

The explanation of social stratification 1s stmilar If we do have a
good structural explanation of why a certamn kund of stratification must
occur, we can say that such stratification will be imposed on whatever
mndvidual properties there are If there are not any significant difference:
the system will find some, 1nvent some, or elevate some msignificant
differences to a decisive role To the extent to which there 15 a structural
explanation of inequality, the individual differences explanation be
comes less and less plausible

So there may be good reasons for avoidng the mndividual differences
model altogether In the presence of a structural explanation of stratifi
cation, the continued insistence that there must be individual differ
ences begins to sound 1deological ® What 1s more, the structural mode
of explanation 1s the only one sumtable m cases where we have decided
for one.or another a priorn reason, that we want an explanatory frame
which does not differentiate ‘or discriminate among indviduals As we
will see later on, there can be perfectly good methodological, even
ethical, reasons for 1nsisting on this But for now, the primary justifica
tion for these structural explanations lies in their explanatory power
and in thewr ability to show how much stratification 15 the result of
system structure

There 1s a certamn objection which Marxists might make to this kand
of explanation, for 1n 2 way, most Marxists agree with social Darwinists
that mdvidual differences explain why someone ends up in one class
rather than another They disagree (fundamentally) about what those
differences are They would cite a host of bad qualities to explain why
someone becomes:a capitalist rapactousness, greed, willmgness to-cheat
or exploit others, willingness to enter the slave trade, and a host-of
other charactenistics And, on the historical question of the actual
evolution of capitalism they would poimnt out that the homogeneous

9 Especially when these differences are supposed to be the primary justifica
tion for-the distribution of holdings
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market of Smith never existed There were always asymmetries in €co
nomic power, they point out, and these became the basis for stratifi
cation i capitalism, together with a number of straightforward acts
by the powerful to ss1ze even more power land grants, the Enclosure
Acts, and the like

This 15 true, yet I.do not think 1t undercuts the explanation I have
been urging, because - Tocusing on those mmdividual differences wall lead
to the mcorrect concluston that those differerices caiise stratification
The structural explanation has the virtue of beimng able to accept dif
ferentiating factors wihile correctly relegating them to their secondary
role And second, 1t 1s. applicable 1n cases where those individual dif
ferences do not obtain 1°

Human Nature Biology and Phulosophical Anthropology
Human nature explanations have a long history in social theory, there 1s
hardly a phenomenon that someone lias not tried to explain by appeal
to- human nature Sometimes these natures are conceived philosophically
Hobbes’s view of man’s natural appetites and aversions, Hume’s account
of the passions, the “state of nature” conceptions of Locke and the
social contractanans, Smith's homo-economicus, anda long list of others
Another type of human nature explanation, not entirely distinct from
thus, finds the human essence 1n biological nature This type of explana
tion has become very popular in certain circles, and we have seen
attempts at biological explanations of war, aggression, social stratifica
tien, competitiveness, and sex role differentiation

The object of explanation 1n such cases 1s not, as'n soctal Darwinism,
indsidual differences Here, what 15 being explamned 1s a uniform char
acteristic of society The basic structure of these biological explanations
15 that they seek to show that the given social phenomenon arises-out
of some trait inherent in the nature of the human indvidual The overall
socia] fact 1s seen as the product of collecting individuals each of whom
has the mdividual trait Social space 1s the product of N copies of an
mdividual space, whose shape 1s given by individual nature

10 Torexample, in the Soviet Union i the years immmediately after the revolu
tion land .eform wasg carried out by breaking up large estates mto small indvid
ually held plots with the usual structures-of capitalist agricnlture Within ten
years the size of land holdings had reverted to the prerevolutionary sort There
were a few large holdings-and many who had been driven out altogether It
seems natural to try to explaimn this structurally
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The explanatory frame, then;,1s basically the same one that we con
fronted 1n the case of the 1deal gasn thermodynamcs first-an in
dividual nature 1s postulated, and then the system properties are ex
plained by aggregation Let us review some of the pioblems of that
example which are relevant here The individual “nature” was that of
tiny, Newtonian, elastic particles, and the aggregation of a number of
such independent particles was supposed to produce the overall
properties of the gas

The problem was that the overall properties of the gas, like the Boyle~
Charles law, did not arise simply from this individual natue, we had to
make additional assumptions:about the form of sacial orgamization of
the molecules, assumptions that amounted to a nontrivial sociology
For example, we had to assume that the spacing among the particles
was large enough that sntermolecular forces played no.role and also
that certain kands of energy exchanges took place The indmdual natuie
produced the overall result only i a definite range of social forms

The same thing 1§ true 1n the case of society We are told, for example,
that people have an 1nnate aggressiveness which 15 used to explain
war But surely the individual trait agpressiveness (whatever 1t is) does
not produce war in every conceivable range of soctal environments, 1t
must be somewhat sensitive to the range of environments in which 1t
finds itself We can imagine forms of social organization in which aggres
siveness would not surface in war, say, by mamtaming some kind of
social spacing or by channeling the aggression somehow

This dependence on social structure means that any attempt to ex
plan a soctological irait by appeal to a biologieal trait will be at best
elliptical There 1s always a structural presupposition, so we can say once
agan that the explanatory frame 1snot

biology — sociclogy
but rather
biology X sociology ~— sociolopy

The effect of suppressing the structural presuppositions 1s that the
resulting statement gives us a false picture of the causalities mvolved
Consequently, many of these “human nature” explanations are like
explaining the existence of restaurants by saying that people have to
eat We can grant that 1t 1s human nature that people have to eat, but,
we want to ask, why should that necessitate restaurants? Think of
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all the specific content which 1s contained in the notion .of a restaurant
a store selling prepared food for cash, to be served to the buyer and
consumed on the premmises All that human nature requires 1s some way
of getting food to people, hence that additional content 1n the notion
of a restaurant 18 not necessitated by indvidual nature but rather by the
need to satisfy that nature within a very definite context of social re
lations

The general point here 1s that individual nature radically underdeter-
nunes the form of social organization, and hence the actual behavior,
of the individuals This point holds more widely than just in social
systems In many cases in the nonsocial sciences we also find that the
laws whuch specify mndividual nature do not univocally determine the
gctual behatvor of the mdinduals but allow a number of different
behaviors consistent with them

For example, i the simple case of the solar system, sumpltfied to the
three body problem of classical mechanics, the law of individual be
havior 1s given by Newton’s law of gravitational interaction The actual,
elliptical orbit of the earth 15 only one of several possible solutions to
these “mdividual nature” equations Other possible behavior forms in
clude hyperbolic trajectonies (like a comet) and even bizarre.orbit shapes

A similar statement can be made about one of the favorite examples
of human nature thearists competitiveness Many havetried to explain
the competitive features of society by postulating an 1nnate tendency
to selfish competition Rousseau provides an mteresting kind of objec
tion to such explanations, very miich in line with the underdetermina
tion thesis He distingwshes between two different notions amour de sot
(self regard) and amour propre (selfishness) He points out that self
regard 15 obviously deepet and more basic than selfishness and that 1f
we assume human nature to include self regard, then self regard requires
and becomes selfishness when placed 1n a competitive situation We
only have to make the weaker assumption of self repard, and then we
can explain selfishness nontrivially as the product of nature together
with a specific form of social organization M

11 Rousseau s explanation can be extended even further The'same self regard
which: produces selfishness m one set of conditions can produce cooperative
behavior in-another It should be fairly easy to model this kind of phase transifion
by using a game 1n which individual sirategies are viable for some values of a
crucial parameter but where, as the parameter passes a crifical point, coalitronal
strategies become optumal Explanations of this kind are especially deep because
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A-similar underdeterrmnation applies to the supposed bological basis
of sex role differentiation One hears slogans like “anatomy 1s destiny,”
but this 1s:absurd on the face of it The fact that women are anatomically
adapted to bear children n and of itself implies very little about the
kinds of social roles they can or will fill Considered in this light, 1t seems
absurd to claim, as some popular writers do, that there 15 imphcit in
the anatoray of the womb a complete sociology of the nuclear, mommy
makes dmner and daddy-comes home 1n the-evening famuly Itisan
other case of the fallacy of telescoping the structural presuppositions
into the biological premise

The same legson recurs 1n discussions of human nature i social theory,
biology, political theery, or:anywhere that this kind of argument
flourishes Scratch “‘natural man® and you find a complicated set of
soctological assumptions Bach model of the pure mdividual turns out,
on examination, to be more accurately a model of an mdividual 1n a
definite set of social circumstances A good example of thisis Hobbes,
whose Leviathen tried to derive a conception of soctety from a set of
assumptions about natural man, a set of phystological properties con
cerning appetite and aversion C B Macpherson’s Politienl Theory of
Possessive Indwidualism provides a good cniique of this derivation

It 18 commonly said or assumed, by those who take the traditional view
of Hobbes, that lus psychological propositions are about man as such,
man completely abstracted from society, and that those propositions
contain all that 1s needed for his deduction of the necessity of the
sovergign state

But, he says, such an argument commuis the fallacy of suppressed
structure, Hobbes’s natural mar is in fact the cluld of extensive socio
logical assumptions

If by his psychological propositions we mean those proposiions about
sense, imagination, memory, reason, appetite and aversion, in which
Hobbes describes the human bemng as a system of self moving, self-gpuided

they show how the ssmpler theory arises as a lumiting case of the more complex
theory Instead of assuming the behavior 1n question to be universal, they assume
some more basic property-and then show how the behavior in question arises in

a certain range of boundary conditions Such an explanation 15 deeper 1n two ways
Fust 1t explmns the behavior 1n question rather than simply assurung it Second
it shows that the behavior 1s not necessary for all possible cases and shows what
would have 1o be the case for 1t o be otherwise
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matter m motion, then Hobbes psychological propositions do not
contain all that 1s needed for the deduction of the necessity of the
sovereign state If, on the other hand, we use the term psychological
propositions to include Hebbes® statement of the necessary behavior of
men towards each other 1n any society, then they are not about the
human anumal as such, some assumptions about menin civilized society
had to be added And the further assumptions are tenable only
about the relations prevailling between men i a certain kind of soci-
ety Hobbes® state of nature or ‘natural condition of mankmnd’ 15
not about ‘natural” man as opposed to civilized man butat 1s about men
whase desires are specifically eivihzed 12

It 15 1nteresting to note that the move that I have been calling the
fallacy of suppressed structure has been offered by some as an explicit
foundation for methodology in social science For example, 1t lies
behind the standard conception of so called 1deal types Max Weber
mtroduced the term ideal type into socal theory mn his 1904 article,
““‘Objectivity’ 1n Social Science and Social Policy * He argues theie that
the socal seientist proceeds by abstracting from the concrete details
of actual social situations to arrive at an “ideal type” much hke the
natural scientists’ mass pownts and fiictionless planes In this early work,
these 1deal types are of holistic or structural states of affairs “mature
capitalism,” “the democratic state,” and so an

But there 15 a sipmificant shuft 1n Weber’s later writings 1deal types
become purely individualistic . J W N Watkins cites this:approvingly

In the Theory of Socigl and Economie Organization 1deal type consiruc~
tion means (not detecting and abstracting the overall characternstics of
a whole sitnation and organizing these into a coherent scheme, but)
placing hypothetical, rational actors in some simplified situation, and

in deducing the consequences of their mteraction 2

These individualistic ideal types are found throughout social theory
In the standard exposttions of the market, an 1deal type 15 constructed,
a utility maxunizing rational entreprensur, homo econormcus A collec
tion of siuch indinduals produces the usual econormes The same
method 15 used 1n rational preference models of palitical theory First,
the mndividuals chaose among social policies on the basis of self

12 (Oxford Clarendon Press, 1964) pp 17-18

13 J W N Watkms ldedl Typesand Historical Explanation m A Ryan
ed The Philosophy of Soctal Explararion (Oxford Oxford Unwversity Press
1973) g 92



136 Biology and Society

interest Then, an aggrepate “social chowe function” 1s constructed out
of the mdwidual preferences

In the example of the gas we said of the individual molecules what
Magpherson said of Hobbes’s natural men, that they contam structural
presuppositions In the case of the gas, one of the presuppositions 15
that the intermolecular spacing 1s sufficiently large that the other, non
mechanical forces do not come into play If that social spacing were not
the case, as in lughly compressed gases, intermolecular forces of atirac
tion would come into play, and the Boyle-Charles law would no longer
hold The defect of the pure mndividual in social theory 1s sumlar

We can develop a style of criticism based on this.observation whuch
would apply to all sorts of individualistic constructions The essence of
the criticism consists in learmng to agk, Can you find the structural
presuppostiions hidden in thus picture?

In social chotce theory each individual forms a preference schedule
independently of everyone else, independently of what others might
choose or desie Moreover, the choice 15 made purely on the basis of
the return to that individual My returns are independent of anyone
else’s returns We have already seen how this assumption distoris the
model It leaves out all the mteresting questions how those choices
came to be related to one another, and how there came to be those
choices at all Those are issues which are taken as given

When 3 model builds into the description of the 1deal individual
aspects which are really structural, 1t 1s dangerous to employ it asa
tool 1n soctal policy This is because 1t distorts the causalities i
volved and therefore gives a false picture of the possibilities for change
The tiny elastic particles model 1s successful m providing a reduction of
the Boyle-Charles law Impressed with the success of this reduction,
we mught think that we had really found the true nature of the gas mole
cules This would be a mistake The true nature of the molecules 1s real
1y much more compheated because they have several different kinds of
forces and bonds on one another, which operate only at short range If
we mferred from the successful reduction that the molecules really were

14 The classic sources are Kenneth Arrow, Soeial Chorce and Individugl Values
(New Haven Yale University Press 1951) J Buchanan and G Tullock The
Caleulus of Consent (Ann Arbor Unmversity of Michigan Press, 1962) A K Sen
Collective Chotce and Social Welfare (San Francisco Holden Day, 1970) and
M Olson The Logie of Collective Aerion (Cambridge Harvard Umversity Press,
1965)
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tiny, hard, elastic particles, we would end up concluding that 1t was 1m
possible for such molecules to become 2 liquid, after all, the hquid state
would violate mdividual nature!

We must be careful not to commut this fallacy A construction of an in
dvidual nature, even if 1t 1s suceessful i explaming some of the features
of a system, cannot be used as 2 basis for projecting what other modes
the systern may have, since, as 1 this case, a given model may explain
one aspect of the behavior yet faill completely to explam other aspacts

The reductiomist would, at this point, say something like thus Very
well, the stmpleminded atormstic modet of the gas 15 mustaken Buta
more complex one will work If the gas 1s not a collection of tiny elastic
particles, 1t 15 a collection of tiny elastic particles with hitle hooks,
which are unhooked 1 the gaseous state and become hooked m the
hiquid state

There are several problems with this reply First of all, note that the
new, improved theory of individual nature emerges only after we have
observed the new mode or phase, and that this mode or phase was pre
dicted mmpossible by the first theory So we are in a somewhat odd
situation ndividual nature-theory 1 predicts that the mode of social
organization must be X It turns out that this 1s false, that Y 1s a perfectly
possible mode of orgamzation But Y 1s mconsistent with theory 1, so0
we move to theory 2, which accounts for the passibility of Y and so on
The mdividual nature theory 1s always one step behmd the times

Such false predictions will not cause great problems in the case of
gases and other natural objects We can see easily enough that water
15 capable of a liquid phase and hence can mnfer to the sort of mdividual
nature that would at least mike such a phase possible In social theory
this 18 niot the case The prediction that some overall phase is not possible,
given mndividual nature, 18 #ot an invitation to falsify the claim by
actually producing the phase, as it 1s with gases ‘The prediction of 1m
possibility in the social case yields the imperative 1ot to try ta produce
the phase Forif 1t 1s impossible, attempts to produce 1t will be frus
trated and will produce unanticipated and wnwanted consequences The
pain of adopting individual nature methodology i socal theary 1s that
at each phase transition point, we would make the false prediction that
the next form 1s 1mpossible

A second reason that this method 15 not advisable m social theory has
to do with the extent to which individual behavior depends on social
forms In the case of the gas the number of overall modes 1s small solid,
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liqud, gas, and a few other extremal 'or transitional phases Moreover,
the gross theory of overall changes 1s fauly sumple and easy to. describe
empirically We know what the control parameters are and how the
overall state depends on them We know that the crucial parameters are
temperature and pressure, and that 1f we pass through certain critical
values of them, we get a change of state Yet, even though this théory 1s
relatively simple, 1t should be pomnted out that there 15, at this pount,
no satisfactory indwidualistic theory which accounts for this Few peo
ple are aware of this, and think surely there must be a decent theory
of the nature of the H, O molecule, from whach one can derive the theory
of the various phases and therr transitions But this 15 not true Such a
theory simply does not exst, and attempts to formulate one have fun
mto deep difficulties **

But 1n the case of social systems the situation 18 even worse for the
atorust In the case of the gas there 18 at least some theory on the
mdividial nature of the atoms, there 15.a theory of the chemical bond
But 1n the social case, even the kind of links which hold among the
indmviduals 1s a function of the mode of social orgamzation A covalent
bond 15 a covalent bond, m chalk or 1n cheese But to say that two
ndividuals are bound by the relation *“husband-wife’ or “landlord-
tenant™ 15 to say sometlung which dependsvery heavily on the par
ticular social structure m which 1t 1s found What the nature of the
relation 1s, and hence what sort of individual behaviors it allows, varies
from structure to structure

In other words the basic difference between the gas case and the
social case 1s thus In the gas-case1t makes sense to talk about mdividual
nature independently of the overall phase (Although 1t makes sense; it
1s still fraught with difficulties ) In the social case, on the other hand, 1t
does not even make sense: Human bewngs acquure in situ all their inter
esting capacities for behavior language, rationahty of various kinds, and
so on To be sure, the possibility of these things must be mherent 1n
the nature of the mndividual Individuals must have the perceptual ap
paratus necessary to discrimnate others’ speech, the brain capacity to
store a vocabulary and rules of grammar, and so forth But the kinds
of basic relations which obtain, the analogues of the chemical bond, are
themselves social, and their nature depends on the shape of the overall
social structure Relations like worker-employer, producer-consumer,

15 Seep 61 above
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and landholder-tenant all exast only i specific social forms and inherit
their dynamacs from those forins

The purpose of the last two chapters has been to argue agamnst 1n
dwidualism s a method m socal theory The kmds of complamts I
have been raising are factual or scientific It does not explam this, 1t
cannot answer that, 1t suppresses thus, 1t confuses that So far I have
avolded any excursion mto question of ethics and values

This cannot be avorded widefimutely Such questions are obviously
present But in order to assess the values at 1ssue n the question of
mdividualist vs structuralist explanations, we first have to discuss how,
i general, explanations reflect values



The Ethics
of Explanation

Value free Social Science

It 15 commonly said that social science can and sheuld be value free In
fact the1dea of value freedom is often held to be synonymous with being
objective and/or identified with the essence of the scientific spint 1tself
We often hear the call for a “serentific” socaal science, and generally the
view that lies behind 1t 15 that science 18 objective 1n that it 18 value free

In philosophy, this view 15 assoeiated wath the logical positivism that
dommated the philosophy of science n the first half of this century But
it 18 miore common these days among workimg social scientists than
among philosophers In fact something of an anomaly now exists Pos
itvist doctrines are reaching the hieight of thewr populanty in.certamn
areas of social science at the same time as their final rejeciton by plulos
ophers of science

The 1deal of value freedom has several sources Partly it stems from
a desire to build social science on the model of natural science, the wdeal
1s of value free mnquury “qust like in physics ”

But let us leave aside the question of whether physics really 15 value
free Let us also leave aside the question of whether the natural and
social sciences, 1 view of the difference 1n their subject matter, could
possibly have the same methods I want to examine the plilosophical
foundations of this claim to value neutrality, foundations which lie 1n
some form or other of emprrretsm 1f we were to press the queshion
of how social science can possibly be value free, the usual answer would
be some version of the empimncist view of science We would be told
that value free objectivity 18 possible because theories can be tested, con
firmed, and disconfirmed by means of objective ebservations These
theory neutral and pure observations serve as the standards agamst which
theories can be tested Consequently, the argument runs, theornes can
be accepted or rejected purely on the basis of objective observation and
formal logie, sanitized of the corruption of values

134
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This view 1s famihar enough Even m this extreme form one can find
explicit exponents, and 1n one or another modified form it commands
4 respectable audience 1 academic social science Thisis 1 spite of the
fact that the mam development 1n the philosophy of science m the last
twenty five years has been the thoroughgoing refutation of just these
empiricist doctrines Unfortunately, very little of the phidosophical writ
mg has been absorbed or even noticed by the soeial scientists The work
of philosophers hke Quine, Putnam, Hanson, and Toulmin 1s not well
known outside professional philosophy Kuhn’s Stricture of Scientific
Revolutions has had a certamn vogue but even that 1s not well under
stood Itas surprising how little social scientists know about the difficnl
ties ‘of the simple modsl of observation and the confirmation of theories
For example, the work of Putnam, Hanson, and Toulmui has helped to
show that observation 15 mevitably theory laden, and Quine and Rudner
have argued that the confirmafion of ‘theories necessarily mvolves values
Very little notice has been taken of these arguments

My concern here, however, 15 not to argue these 1ssues but rather to
make & parallel argument 1n the theory of explanation For there 15 an
other basic source for the idea of value free social science, another
empiricist doctnne, this one about the nature of causahty and causal
explanation

Its essence lies in a certain way of looking at the relation between
social science on the one hand and social policy on the other The 1dea
1s that the “factual” aspects of the policy decision can be separated
and distingiushed from the “value laden™ aspects In this view pure sct
ence comes packaged as causal statements which, by thewr nature as
causal statements, are value free The values are then added by the
pohicymaker If there are complamts about some application of the
scientific statement, those complaints should be addressed to the pol-
iéymaker or adviser, the one who made the practical decision, not the
scientist

Thus 1s, for example, the: liie taken by Hempel 1n Aspects of Scientific
Explanation In the chapter called “Science and Human Values” he
says that science yields only mstrumental judgments, that an action M
1s good or appropriate as a meansto a goal G

But to say this 1s tantamount to asseriing either that, 1n the cireum-
stances at hand, course of action M will defimitely (or probably) lead to
the attamment of G, or that failure to embark on course of action M
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will defimitely (or probably) lead to the nonattamment of G In other
words, the mstrumental value judgment asserts either that M 1s a (def
mitely or probably) sufficient means for attaining the end or goal G, or
that 1t 1s a (definstely or probably) necessary means for attainng 1t
Thus, a relative, or mstrumental; judgment of value can be reformulated
ag a statement which expresses a universal or probabilistic kind of means
end relationship, and which containg no term of moral discourse—such
as ‘good,’ “better,” ‘ought t&*~atall !

The idea 15 clear enough Séience gwes us only conditional statements
of the form “If  ,then  ” These statements are perfectly value
free, and the only place that values enter into the picture 1s when a pol
icymaker decides to detach an “af” m order to get a deswred “then ™

Thus view of the value neutrality of causal explanation 15 widely held,
it 15 the conventional wisdom among social scientists, who often invoke
the comparison to physics “Physics tells us only that an atom bomb,
for example, 18 possible It doesn’t tell us whether or not to builld one It
simply reports the true statement that certain causal relations hold m
the physical world ” It 1s a view summaiized by a famous dictum of Max
Weber’s (which Hempel cites approvingly) “Science s Iike a map, 1t
can tell us how to get to a given place, but it caninot tell us where to go ™

The basie claim 18 that a certamn dvision of labor can be effected The
causal reasoning 15 done by the value free scientist, and the value judg
ments are made by the policymaker The syllogism representing the piac
tical judgment can thus be analyzed mto a purely factual means end
premise and a purely evaluative end The examples of Hempel and others
have as thewr general form

A causes B (science)

B isdesirable  (value)

do A (policy)
or

A causes B (science)

B 1s undesirable (value)

avoid A, (policy)

There 1s a great deal that can be smd about when inferences of such

1 € Hempel Aspects of Scientifc Explanation (New York Free Press, 1965)
rp B4-85



The Ethics of Explanation 137

forms are valid ormvalid I will not attempt to do a general study of
such practical syllogisms My purpose here 15 to ask whether this division
of labor can really be effected and whether the fact that the scientist
makes. causal judgments means that the scientific premuse 1s value free

Suppose for a moment it 15 true that practical reasoning can be repre
sented as the sum of a causal premse and an evaluative one Does this
mean that the maker of the causal premise 1s engaged mn value free activ-
1ty? There 15 reason to-think not Look again at the quotation from
Hempel, notice what he says at the very end, when he 15 asserting that
the causal premise 1s value free he says that certamn words—"‘good,”
“ought,” and so on—do not appear 1n the causal statement The imph
cation 15 that a statement in which those words do not appear does
not have any values i 1t This 1s false Someone can do wrong by mak
ing statements in certain contexts which contain no moral words and
are causal in form

For example, 1if you know that Anne Frank 15 luding in the attic, 1t 1s
morally wrong to utter the statement, “If you look 1 the attie, you'll
find Anne Frank”™ m the presence of Nazi search parties It 1s absolutely
no defense in such a case to object that you were merely making a
causal and therefore value neutral statement Thus, even 1f a statement
has no value words 1t does not mean that maling the statementin a
paiticular context 1s necessarily a value free act

Simple as 1t 18, thas pomt seems to be missed by many people Positiy
15t philosophers missed 1t because of their emphasis on syntax over
pragmatics But others nuss the point for more self serving reasons sci
entists who want to forget about, or encourage other people to forget
about, the social contexts in which their research 1s being applied The
division of labor argument was very popular, for example, during the
Vietnam War, when certain scientists were criticized for domg war related
research “Look,” they would say, “all I'm doing 1s abstract research on
the relative effectiveness of defoliants (or the stability of helicopter gun
shap platforms, or the structure of field communication among the
Vietcong) If you have some ohjection to what the Army 15 doing,
shouldn’t you take it up with them directly?”

I thunk we:can reject this argument on the pnnciple that someons who
knowungly supplies a bad cause with scieniific know how, like someone
who supphes it with guns, does wrongn domngso There will be clear cases
for this prinerple 1n hughly apphed sciences, as i the examples above
The situtation gets more and more difficnlt to evaluate as the applica
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tion gets more remote and as the science itself pets more abstract Actu
ally, any fact may end up aiding some evil cause So what are'we to do?

It may seem natural to object that the values 1n cases like these still
arise outside science 1tself and that the “pure mquiry’™ does not embody
values Consider the sumple statement “A causes B ” Is that statement,
taken by itself, value free? I suggest that it 18-not

Partial Causality
It has been noted at least since Mill that 1f we look at the causal ex
planations that actually oceur in science and 1n praciical hfe, we see that
they are, 1n a:sense, tncomplete Explanations typacally will mention
only one or two causal factors of an event, yetcité them as the cause
We say, for example, that the strikmg of a match caused 1t to light
But the striking of the match1s only one of a set of factors all of which
had to occur mn order for the match to light All those additional fac
tors, like the presence of oxygen and the dryness of the match, are some
how relegated to the background or otherwise taken for:granted

What makes us:choose pne factor mstead of another as “the” cause of
an event? One answer 1s found i Collingwood’s Essay on Metaphysics,
where he pomts out that a number of systematic pragmatic principles
function to select out “the” cause The main one 15 that the factors we
cite as the cause are those over which we have some practical control
We typically will cite a factor which “1t 15 1n our power to produce or
prevent, and by producing or preventing which we can produce or
prevent that whose cause 1t 1s said to be 2

Thus, of my car fails to chmb a steep hill, and I'wonder why, I shall not
consider my problem solved by a passer by who tefls me that the top
of the hill 1s farther away from the earth’s centre than its bottom, and
consequently more power 1s needed to take a car uphill than to take
her along the level But suppose an A A man comes along, opens
the bonnet, holds up a loose high tension lead, and says “Look here,
sir; you’re runnig on three cylinders ” My problem is now solved

I know the cause of the stoppage It has been correctly 1dentified
as the thing that I can put right, after which the car will go properly

If I had been a person who could flatten out hills by stamping on them
the passer-by would have been right to call my attention to the hill

2 R G Colhingwood An Essay on Metaphysies {(Oxford Oxford University
Press 1940) p 296
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as the cause of the stoppage, not because the hil was a hill but because
I'was able to flatten 1t out (pp 302-03)

So the element which 1s brought mto the foreground as “the” cause 1s
the element over which we have practical control, whale the rest 15 rele
gated to a background which 1s taken for granted or presupposed It fol
lows that in other contexts, different practieal situations may call for
different factors to be selected as the cause of the same phenomenon

Samuel Gorovitz, m an extension of Collmgwood’s discussion, talks
about the example of the striking of the match and offers another sort
of context, m which a nonstandard factor would be cated as the cause

A match, having been pulled from the asssmbly hne mn a match factory,
15 struck 1n a supposadly evacuated chamber, the purpose bemg to test
the hardness of the match head But the chamber has not been properly
sealed, and the match hghts The cause can reasonably be said to

be the presence of oxygen, and not the striking ?

Thus, we have two different causal models, which we could represent
a8

striking % match lights
and
[striking ]

oxygen present match lights

Collingwood also remarks on the dependence of cause on context and
says, 1n effect, that when there are different handles on the phenom
enon, we may have different explanations, he calls this “the relatenity
of causes”

For example, a.car skids while comnenng at a certam pomt, stnkes the
kerb, and tums furtle From theé car driver’s powmt of view the cause of
the accadent was cornening too fast, and the lesson 15 that one must drive
more carefully From the county-surveyor’s pomt of view, the cause

was g defect 1 the surface or camber of the road, and the lesson 1s that
greater care must be taken to make roads skid-proof From the motor
manufacturer’s point of view the cause was defective design m the car,
and the lesson 1s that one must place the centre of gravity lower (p 304)

3 S Gorovitz Cansal Judgements and Causal Explanathions Jouwrnal of Pin
losphy 62 {1963) 695
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The pomt 15 clear but there 15 something odd about his story The
characters m the aute accident would shame Sartre 1n their mnsistence
on their own responsibibty Real peaple 1n auto accidents do not tend
to be existential heroes In fact the opposite 15 true In a real accident
the driver-would jump out of the car and blame the auto manufacturer
and/or the road burlder The road builder, of course, would reply
“You i1diot The roads are fine It’s the junk ears they’re making today ™
Perhaps, i the absence of the manufacturer, they could agree that
gwen the present state of the roads and given the drver’s tendency to
take comners fast, the cause of the accident was the poor design of the
car Of course the manufacturer will say, “What can you do? When
people dnive bike that  *»

The relation between causality and practical control 15 more compl
cated than Collingwood and the others have imagined In certain cases
the principle “Select as the cause those thangs over which you have
control” 1s replaced by “Minimize your own role 1n all this by selecting
as the cause those things over which you do-nor have control” The
standard accounts of causal selection do not acknowledge this mversion
of practicality But 1t 1s clear enough that it happens

Sometimnes, of course, the stanidard criterion 1s mvoked, where the
practical demands of the situation require an explanation in terms of
certamn vanables Suppose, for example, that you are hired by a team
as g strategist Your job 1s to explain to the team why 1t won or lost
each game If the team loses, you will niot be dotng your job if you say
somethung like “We lost because they have that great halfback, who
ran all over us, and scored. three touchdowns ™ Here Collingwood 1s:right
Your employers will say to you, “Don’t tell us that Tell us what we
could have done, but falled to do, to stop hum > The principle “Don’t
blame the other team, explain wins and losses in terms of team policy
vaniables” 15 a sound principle for an 1n house strategist What the team’s
publicist says can be quite different smnce the purpose 1n that case might
be to shift the focus away from the team’s weaknesses

And so, 1f a causal model separates the causal factors into foreground
causes and background conditions, 1t 18 evident that the choice of a
specific model may be motivated by a desire to locate responsiblity in
one place rather than another But the important thing 15 this Even
if this desire 1s absent, 1t can still make sense to speak of a causal model
as loaded or biased, independently of anyone’s motivations This en
ables us to avoid the question of the mtentions of the scientist, for we
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can say that a causal model 1s loaded 1n and of 1tself Thus 1s crucial for
understanding the role of such models m situations where the motives
of the scientists may be obscure or controversital What I am suggesting
15 that motives are irrelevant to: the assessment of the 1declogical “load™
in a parficular causal model The value ladenness 1s a fact about the
explanation not 1ts proponents It 1s value laden msofar as it insists, as
a prescientific requirement, that change come from this sector rather
than that

This 1s how 1deology becomes possible A womadn goes to a psycht
atrist and says that she has been having fights with her husband The
psychiatrist says something hke this “You are having fights with your
husband Let us see what you are domg that contributes to these fights
There must be something, for after all, 1t takes two to have a fight So
we have to work on whatever 1t 1s that you’re doing  Obviously, the
burden of change has been placed on the woman, for the psychiatrst
has written the: caisal model

wife’s actions M[husband] fights

Such a choice of framework, | want tosay, standsin need of justifica
tion, and we have not so far been given one Why has one causal factor
been let off the hook? Sometimes, this will be justified by the state
ment that 1t 15 the woman, after all, who 1s the patient, not the husband,
and one must work where one can, or 1t may be accompamed by fash-
ionable admonitions to the woman to *“take responsibility * But the end
result 1s the same Employing this framework amounts, in practice, to
exempting the husband from responsibility

Even at this very sinple level we can find examples of this phenome
non at work 1 soctal science Consider the case of the wage-price spiral
We are told that the cause of the rise in prices 1s a r1se 1n wages Writing
this as

[299]
wages r1se ——=—» prices rise,

we may ask, What factors are being absolved from causal responsibality?
Obwviously, one of the factors bemg held constant 15 the rate of profit
If profits were allowed to fall, a rise 1n wages would not produce a rise
mn prices When this1s pointed out, the response will be some further
reason why profits ought not to decrease In other words the defense of
a particular framework will be explicitly m ethical terms Something
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like “profits are necessary for growth” will be suggested as the defense
of this background condition, or perhaps “investors deserve profit as
a reward for investing ” I am not concerned here with the exact nature
of such defenses or with actually evaluatmg them [ want only to point
out that they are required In the typical case such justifications are
not offered or are offered only 1n response to obgections The student 1s
stmply told that a certain causal relation holds The fact that such
justifications are usually omitted 15 doubly significant, for the choice of
framework amounts to a choice of who 15 to bear responsibility

Consequently, if the “scientific” premuse, the statement “A causes B”
1s a statement of pariial cdusality and cites only some of the causal
factors, the whole syllogism will suffer In such a case; drawing the con
cluston “avoid A” from the prenuses “A causes B” and “B 15 undesir
able” 18 sumply fallacious, as i the case of the psychiatrigt.above (We
could call the fallacy the argumentum ad Valm ) If the woman’s
conduct, A, 15 somethung hke “wanting to take an eveniig class,” then
the result of the practieal syllogism will be that this must be avoided
Obviausly, this advice 15 heavily loaded and not at alf value free

So this 1s a clear case of what we had set out to look for .a mituation
in which the causal premise 1tself was not value free We could try to
elimmate this value ladenness by taking a certain way out: Because ex
amples like these are generated by serzing on one factor and holding
1t up as the cause, 1t seems natural to think that when we have brought
all the factors up mto the foreground and suppressed nothmg, we will
have achieved the kind of causal explanation necessary for value free
social science

The 1dea that we must elummate partial causes 18 very comumion amaong
wtiters on the subject The tradition begins with Milt limself, who
laments the tendency

to gve the name of cause to almost any one of the conditions of a phe-
nomenon, or any portion of the whole number, arbitranly selected

It will probably be admitted waithout longer discussion, that no one of
the conditions has more clamm to that title than another, and that the
real cause of the phenomenon 1s the assemblage of all 1ts conditions *

There 1s almost universal agreement that the way out of this unfortun
ate value ladenness 1s o fill out the partial causal model to the full causal

4 J 8§ Ml A System of Logic (New York Longmans Green :1936) bk 3
chap 5 sec 3 p 403
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explanation, 1n Mill’s terms, *the sum total of the conditions which,
being realized, the consequent mvariably follows ”

This 1s the sort of explanation which the positivist writers, especally
Hempel, cherished as the archetype of scteniific explanation The key
feature 1§ that, to rule out any partial causes, the thing cited as the
cause must really be sufficient for the effect In Hempel’s model this
sufficiency becomes complete logical sufficiency, the explanation
logically entails the thing to be explamned Because of this 1t 1s not sus
ceptible to the sort of fallactous usage that we saw mn the case of the
psychiatrist If A really entails B, and B really 1s undesirable, then we
really must avoid A (Supposing, of course, that other conditions have
been met There may, for example, be means-end problems, or prob
lems about balancing competing considerations )

So 1t looks as if the way te avoid the hidden ethics lurking m the
causal premise 1s to use the Hempehan model of explanation The model
presupposes that there 15, in some statable form, the “full” cause of a
gtven event 1suggest that there 15 no such thing and that there really 1s
no way out of this ethics of explanation

Are There Complete, Presuppositionless Explanations?
We are looking for an explanation which gives us the full cause and there
fore 15 not subject to charges that it has arbatranly (or worse) selected
one causal factor In order to see why such explanations are impossible,
we must return to the esarler discussion of sxplanatory relativity, and
ask the full explanation of what? We might be tempted to say of the
event or state of affairs i question But this 15 not so easy as 1t seems
Suppaose the svent m question 1§ the auto accident I had yesterday What
15 the full explanation of 1t? As we saw, if the object of explanation is
that very accident, there 18 no such thing as the full explanation of it, for
it would involve the whole lustory of the woild, back through Henry
Ford, the discovery of Amenca, ete If the object 1 question 15 4 con
crete parficular, there 1s m some sense a “bad mfimty” of causal factors

Chapter 1 argued that to avoid this bad infimity, we had to mtroduce
another piece of structure mto the object of explanation a sense of
what wall count as-a relevant (or an 1rrelevant) difference from the event
mn question Why this auto accident—rather than what? Rather than
another ten feet down the road? Rather than no accident at ail? Rather
than one which was fatal? Each requires a different explanation

Lacking this sense of what 15 to count as a relevant difference, there
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18 no single explanation “of E ™ In the typical cases m which 1t looks as
1f we have a full explanation, we can find an imphcit contrast space
and we will have the explanation of why E rather than the contrast

The effect of these contrast spaces 1s stmilar 1 a way to the suppressed
causal antecedents Both of them raise ethucal problems

Recall the Willie Sutton example Sutton was asked why he robbed
banks and gave as an answer, “Well, that’s where the money 15 ™ Sutton’s
answer, ] wanted to say, was really an answer to why he robs banks as
against rebbing some other kind of thing 1t does not explain why he robs
banks as agamnst not robbing things, which was the priest’s real question
The contrast:space builds into its structure what 15 to count as a relevant
alternative to the phenomenon, and the explanation explams E only as
aganst the Timited alternatives i the contrast space The consequence of
this 1s that once again certain possibilities are bemng exeluded a priori
from consideration This will stand 1n need of justification

The way m which the contrast space can slant the analysis 15 already
obvious m the Wilhie Sutton case, and 1t 15 worth looking at 1ts funetion
1 more serious cases Recall the discussion of explanations of unem
ployment, we discussed a number of examples m which the explanation
sought to explain unemployment by citing factors whuch differentiate
employed people from unemployed people, saymg that S 1s unemployed
because S has property F Now we said that such explanations do not,
m fact cannot, explain why there 1s unemployment at all Rather, they
explain why, given that someone 1s to be unemployed, 1t 15,5 mstead
of someone ¢lse To put 1t another way, all the elements 1 the contrast
space had some people being unemployed, they differed.only asto whom

When we use explanations like that mn practical reasong, 1t has the
obvious consequences Because the existence of unemployed people 15
common to every element n the contrast space, 1t 1s presupposed by
the explanation and therefore 1t 15 taken as unavoidable, practically
speaking All advice generated by this contrast space takes for granted
that sorneone 15 1o be unemployed, 1ts problematic 1s hrted to shift
g around the names of the unemployed

Such a constrast space allows us to ask only certain questions about un
employment and prevents us from askung others As a consequence the
judicious choice of a contrast space, as in the Sutton case, has an effect
sinilar to the suppression of antecedents Both lumt the field of possi
bilities by what amount to prescientific requirements

It will be clearer how such a limitation of possibihity 1s value laden 1f
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we recall how explanations function m practical reasoning Thetr role 18
to give us mformation on how we can produce or prevent the object
m question But then 1t follows that what exactly 1s taken to be a rele
vant alterantive to the object in question 1s going to have a profound
effect on what sort of methods will be allowable ways of producing and
preventing 1t Recall, for example, the “preventng” syllogism This
syllogism enables us to go from the explanatory premise “A causes B”
to the adwice “To avoid B, avoid A But 1f the object of explanation,
B, 1s relativized to a definite range of alternatives, the allowable “nega-
tions”of B will be only a limited set For example, suppose we con
strue the object of explanation m the Sutton case as why he robs banks
rather than robbing some other thing and hence receive the explana
tion that banks have more money Now 1if we plug that into the practical
syllogism, we get the advice that, in order to prevent Sutton from rob
bing banks, we must make it be the case that something else has-the
most money, perhaps by placing large amounts of cash 1 grocery stores
But that 1s absurd

The pomnt 1s thas smce an explanatory framework allows only certain
aliernatives to B, any advice which the theory generates will be advice
only on navigating among its recognized alternatives And so an explan
atory framework can be value laden by having a truncated or deformed
sense of possibility Thus feature plays the same role as the suppression
of antecedents i the case of the woman and the psychiatrist 111 requiring
that change come from thus factor rather than that

This phenomenon 1s deeper than the value ladenness associated with
the Collingwood-Gorovitz model and 1ts suppressed antecedents The
way out of rhar relatiity appeared to be the msistence on the complete
antecedent Whether or not there 1ssuch a thing and whatever it mught
look like 1f there 15, such a move does not work against explanatory rela
tinity For, 1if | am right, we can speak only of the complete antecedent
of B relative to X, where X 15 some definite range of alternatives The
relativity to a contrast space (or more elaborate form of explanation
space) 15 an additional dimension of relatity, distinet from the sup
pression of antecedents

Nevertheless, one might be tempted to take a stmilar line 1n response
to1t That 15, one:mught try to derelativize the object of explanation
Why not try to get the full explanation of E as the explanation of why
E rather than not E? Such an explanation would not be subject to
explanatory relatity
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The problem 1s that there 1s no such full explanation In order fora
why question to be determinate, some nontrivial contrast space must be
supplied If E 1s the event being explamed, then the “full” question
Why E rather than not E? has as its answer the totality of history up to
that pomnt As we saw, 1 order to get a manageable explanation we
have to supply a contrast as an additional piece of structure This means
that there 1s an nescapable way 1n which explanations are value laden

We saw how this makes for practical syllogisms which are “loaded” in
the case of the negative mood (**A causes B” entalling “To avoid B,
avolrd A”) A sumilar situation 1s found 11 the posttive mood, mn which
the causal premuise “A causes B” generates “In order to get B,do A ™

There are many reasons why inferences of this form might be mvahd
Foreven if B 1s desirable, 1t does not follow that we ought to do A It
15, for example, sully to burn down the barn in order to roast the pig,
even 1f we do want to have roast pork and even 1f burning the barn down
really would cause that to happen There may be problems about bal
ancing the means against the end But even leaving those aside, 1t still
doesn’t follow that we should do A to get B, for the simple reason that
there may be some better way of getting B For example, 1t might be
worthwhile to walk all the way across town (A) 1n order to hear a.con
cert (B), but 1t.does not follow that we should do A, because. there
may be some A’, which would also bring about B and which 1s better
than A (say, taking a bus across town)

Consequertly, if we are really going to generate an wjunction to do
A, we must m some sense be able to say that A 1sthe best, the optimal,
of all the potential causes of B And here we face the problem that
we have just appealed to the totality of all ways of getting B But any
explanation of B gives no such thing but only a small budget of ways
of getting B rather than-something else Value consequences follow
from the choice of what is to count as a relevant alternative to B

Recall Weber’s dictum “Science 1s like a map, 1t can tell us how to
get to a gven place, but it cannot tell us where togo ™ We can now
see how mustaken thus 1s, first asa claim about maps and.second as an
analogous claim about sctence Realize that any map gives us only a
handful of ways of bringing about a given B (say, “getting to Philadel
phia” or “heading north out.of San Francisco™) The typical map
gives us only major, paved, automobile roads as possible means to.the
end Alternatives like strikirig out over land or burrowing through
the earth, to say nothing of more serious possibilities like flying or
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taking a dirt road, are disqualified from consideration The presupposi-
tionless map, the map that would be truly value free, would have to
make no such “arbitrary” choices But that 1s clearly impossible Ina
way unntended by the positivists, science really s like a map and dis
plays the same selectivity and relativity to purposes that maps do

Laws in Explanations and How They Are Value Laden
So far I have been talking about explanations in terms of their explana
tory relativaty structures It might be useful, n addition, to talk about
the ethics of explanation 1n a more familiar setting, the conception of
explanation as proceeding via laws

In the classical account of Hempel and Oppenheim an explanation 1s
a deduction (C, L) = E, where E 15 a sentence describing the event to be
explamed, C1s a statement of antecedent conditions, and L 1s a law

But C and L, while they are both premuses in the deduction of E, do
not function equally 1n practical reasoning about E The difference
comes out when we seek to avoid or negate E Ordinary logic tells us
that, since C and L logically imply E, then, if E 1s to be false, either
C or L must be But in Hempel’s account of the role of causal explana
tion 1n practical reasoning and 1n his (and others’) example of 1t, this
1s not the case The negation of E yields, not the expected “not C or not
L,” but sumply “not C ” The practical syllogism does not recognize the
possibility of the law’s being false Indeed, 1f 1t were possible that the law
be false, 1t would not be a law

In order to see the effect of this, we must look more closely at the
notion of a law Whatever else laws are, 1t 18 crucial that a real law be
distnguishable from a mere accidental generalization which just happens
to be true All wrters on the subject take pains to pomt out that al
though a law 15 a true statement of general form, say,

All F’s are G’s,

not every such statement, even if true, 1s a law, 1t might just be accident
ally true Thus, although

Everyone 1 this room 15 under 6'5"

may well be true, 1t 1s not a law This 1s important because only a law
can function ag an explanation of anything You cannot, for example,
explam why 1 am under 6’5" by deducimng 1t from the statement above
and the antecedent condition that I am m this room
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The difference between such accidental generahizations and real laws
1s that aceidental generahzations do not give us any mformation about
counterfactual possibilities Real laws entail counterfactual statements
From the law “Sugar s soluble,” we can-derive the counterfactual state
ment that 7 this piece of sugar were to be placed 1n water, 1t would
dissolve No such thing1s true of an aceidental generalization, the corre
spondng counterfactual

If anyone were to be i this room,
he or she would be under 6’5"

15 simply false

All this 1s clear enough and can be found 1n any standard account [t
15 much less clear what counterfactuals are and how their truth 1s:ascer
tamed This much at least seems to be true a law must hold, not only
mn the circumstances which happen to obtain but also n a class of pos
sible situations There 15 a space of possible worlds i which the law
retamns its validity

The difficulty arises when we try to say of what range of possible
worlds the law must be true Obviously 1t cannot be all possible worlds,
for this would make the law mnto a logical truth and therefore vacuous
So the space 15 not just the actual world, and 1t 15 not all possible worlds,
1t 15 therefore some mtermediate space

Let us imagine a simple law of the form

All F’g are Gs,

functioning 1 a simple explanation of why X 15 G, namely, that X 15 an
F and all F’s are G’s We can say that the law must retain its validity
under certain perturbations of the actual situation, that 1s, 1t must retam
1ts valtdity i some neighborhood of X 1 the space of possible worlds
If X was just a little bit different from what 1t actually 1s, the law should
stil apply to 1t We can thus imagine a region in that space which 15 the
domain of validity of the law, we can call this, with some justification,
the essence of X As long as the actual situation remains essentially the
sarmie (in thus sense), the law, and hence the explanation, retdins its
force The size and shape of the space, therefore, tell us how much 1s
bemg presupposed about X

Conaider, for example, the case of explaming the final position of an
object by appeal to an mtial position and the law of falling bodies The
explanation therefore has the form
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X was m position F
All F’s are G’s
X1s m position G

Now consider the law all F’s are G’s Notice (as was pomted out on
p 39) that the relation between F ness-and G ness does not hold for
all things, only for physical objects If X 15 a shadow, the law does
not hold So m this case the essence of X 1s that 1t 15 a physical object,
for that 1s the region n which the law retains 1ts validity

Obwviously, by taking a small space of possibilities as our intermediate
or essence space, we can get an explanation wluch features a law vahd
only 1n that space This method can be used to generate the “biased ad
vice” cases we have been talking about Recall, for example, the case
of the woman and the psychiatrist If we take as our space of possibil
1t1es only those situations i which the husband’s behavior remains
the same, we have a “law,” valid mn that space, according to which con
tinued behavior of the same (innocent) kind by the woman will lead
mexorably to fights In general, what 15 wrong in such cases 1s that they
feature too narrow a sense of possibility, hence too narrow-a concep
tion of the alternatives This 1s especially sigmficant mn social theory, for
there the laws are typically ones whose domain of validity 1s quite
limited and whose. projection across differences m time, place, culture,
or social structure is at best hazardous

Let us study an example to see how thus works Consider the eco
nomic law called the Phillips curve, which asserts that there 1s a fixed,
ineliminable trade off between unemployment and inflation A low
unemployment rate will cause a rise in the rate of inflation, and a high
unemployment rate will cause a drop 1n inflation This 1s the theory
behind typical government economic policy

Now [ am not saying something controversial when I say that such a
law 1s not valid for all possible social systems For the primary mechan
1sm which accounts for the Phillips effect 1s something like this If
unemployment 1s low, workers will feel bold about pressing wage de
marids because they do not fear the possibility of having to find an-
other job' Moreover, low unemployment means that employers are
bidding against one another in somewhat stiffer competition for labor,
and so on These factors make for higher wages The transition from
“higher wages” to “mnflation” 1s effected silently, on the theory that
employers will be forced to raise prices in order to meet these high wage
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costs Now whatever else we want to say about this law, 1t 1s clear that
this law 1s not valid 1n every possible economic system There must,
for example, be a market 1 labor and a price system If those things are
lacking, the Phullips effect does not hold Thus 1t 1s trivially false m a
slave economy; where *full employment without inflation” 15 easily ac
complished Nor, on the other hand, does the effect hold m a socialist
economy

Thus policy reasoning using the Phillips law will be reasoning under 2
strong set of given constraints and will take the basic structural features
of the economic situatton as mven Because those features are not really
fixed once and for all, it will amount to a kind of value rudgment to
act-as1f they are Suppose, for example, that someone carries out some
practical reasoning using the Phillips law and concludes that 1f infla
tion 15 to be lowered, unemployment must be raised Then we could
reasonably ask, Why must unemployment be raised? Are there no
possible worlds in which we could have both low mflation and low un
employment? What gives'vou the right to suppose that the law s true
for-every possible soeial world? The reply would be that of course the
law 15 not true mn every possible soctal world, the person 1s not claim
ng that 1t 1s. Rather, what 13 bemng claimed 1s that 1f 1s-vahd 1n #hs world
and i the neighborhood of praciical possibilities, “live’ possibilities,
“realistic” possibiliies Such a person declines to accept certain possible
worlds as really possible and refuses to allow for their possibility 1n
practical reasoning

The problem 1s that what 15 “realistic” to one may look myopic to
another There may be genuine disagreement about whether an alterna-
tive econamic system 1s “possible,” not i the abstract sense of pos
sibibity, but m the practical sense a possibility as something that must
be taken into account in practical reasoming And so one person will
say that a certain alternative 1s possible and take 1t into account in prac
tical reasoning, whereas another demes that 1t 18 practically possible
What shall we say 15 the nature of the disagreement between two such
people? Is it a “factual’” disagreement or 2 “value” disagreement?
There does not seem to be any clear separation between the two The
question of whether something 1s possible has many of the features
of “factual” questions yet obviously has value consequences

Sometimes these value consequences are denied, as when advocates of
a small possibility space defend that choice as the purely personal de
cision to study one area rather than another “Look,” they will say,



The Ethics of Explanution 151

“someoné who chooses to study African history 1s not criticized for not
studying European history People get to choose what they want to
study The Phillips law 1s valid 1n a capitalist-economy We happen to
live in a capitahist economy, and so the law 15 valid here and now I
choose to study the laws of capitahst economies, partly because that s
the actual situation and partly because what I want to study 15 my
free choice If others wish to study the laws of socialist economues, let
them do so, nerther of us should be blamed for not domg the work
of the other

What 15 wrong with this response 1s that what we take to be ulta
mately possible has a significant effect on what we say about things here
and now The relation between unemployment and mflation, for ex
ample, 1s fixed only 1f we assume that the situation cannot go outside
the boundaries of the capitalist economy, the economist who employs
the Phillips curve 15 not just making the assumption that we are now
mn such a situation but rather that we will always, for the forseeable
future, be n such a situation This assumption about the future affects
the kinds of causal statements and policy prescriptions that the sci
entist makes here and now

For example, 1if we were willing to accept the possibility of the situa
tion gomg beyond the confines of the market, unemployment could
decline without prices nsmg This would, however, entail the curtail
ment or outright suspension of the-market Perhaps 1t-would be worth
1t Perhaps it would not My point here 1s only that this 1ssue must be
confronted, and one’s choice defended We cannot escape this require
ment by pretending that the choice of framework 1s a harmless or
“practical” decision

In general, someone who sees some distant future state as a real pos
sibility and takes that possibdity mto account i practical reasonimng
will end up acting differently from someone else who does not take that
possibility seriously, or does not take 1t to be “really” or “practically”
possible One’s horizons affect one’s immediate actions

Thus'we see one way mn which explanations come to-have values The
choice of a larger or smaller contrast space makes for different applica
tions to practical situations

Individualistic versus Structural Explanations in Social Theory
Let us apply these observations about values 1 explanations to the con
troversy between mdividualistic and structural explanation in social
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theory In the grading example of chapter 1 the teacher had decided 1n
advance to grade on a curve, m fact, to give out exactly one A It turned
out that Mary was the person who got the A because she wrote the

best final We were able to distmguish two different questions that could
be asked about this situation

Q1 Why did exactly one person get an A?
and
Q2 Guven that one person got an A, why was it Mary?

We called these, respectively, the structural question and the individual
1stic question The important thing about these two questions is that
the second one presupposes the first The given clause of the second
question amounts to presupposing that we have a satisfactory answer
to the first Tlus presupposition can be seen on the logieal or hngus
tic level as a relation between the questions themselves But the linguis
tic presupposition also has practical consequences, for 1t turns out that
what 15 hinguistically presupposed 15 also practically presupposed What
1s taken as given 1 the logic of the statements 15 also taken as given in
practical reasoning

The indindualistic question takes the structural conditions as given
In particularat requires that we not question why the structural condi
tions are what they are but that we hmit our questioning to states of
affairs consistent with the structure The consequence of this 1s that the
indmduahstic question does not 1 any sense challenge the structure,
rather, 1t chooses to accept the structure and sees 1ts own problematic
as navigating within 1t

And so the mdividualistic framework ends up, in practice, supporting
a promstitutional bias Thus 1s true in spite of (really because of) a
tendency to view such:questions as the practical question. There 152
tendency to think of the individualistic problematic as the nonmoral
or value free approach, and this 18 how 1t 15 generally advertised One
hears things hke “We can’t take up the question of whether the overall
strueture 1s:fair-or just ‘We have to be practical and avoid the ethical
and philosophical problems We must ask what can be done given the
givens * This Thrasymachean outlook, of course, 1s not really the non
moral approach 1t pretends to be 5 The theory that accepts social

5 CI Republic bk 1
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structure as given and seeks only to maneuver within it 18 not.an gltefna
tive to moral theores, 1t 18 one-among them ‘Socrates 1s right ‘to argue
that Thrasymachus 15 as much a moralist as he, they differ only in that
Thrasymachus tries to disgoise his moral choices as nonmoral “prac
ticality *

But this practicality 1s:.purchased at the expense of commutting the
questioner to certain courses of action This s espectally clear 1f we look,
for example, at individualistic explanations of unemployment Here
the nature of the indindualistic problematic could be put as Given un
employment, why 1s 1t this person ratherthan that who 1s unemployed?
Someone operating within thus problematic 15 seeking, n effect, to
make sure that someone else gets unemployed Each individual can
adopt the advice generated by this framework and seek to get employed
by having enough of the requisite individual predicates, but this advice
caninot be simultaneously successfully followed by everyone Each per
son follows the advice only by preventing someone else from follow
wmg 1t Hence there 1s a deep kind of mconsistency wvolved 1n saying to
each person, Improve your mdividual properties

Moreover, while: people are running around trying to tmprove their
mdividual predicates, the structural condition remains unaddressed The
effect of this 1s:that the structure has received a silent blessing, accom
plished by presupposing 1t and thus panting 1t out of the picture

The result of thus 15 to guarantee, automatically and by methodolog:
cal fiat, that the “cause” of these problems 1s located in the indiniduals
1n 2 given situation, and not m the situation itself This methodological
shifting of responsibility can be carried out generally If we are given
an wmstitution and a collection of people within 1t, we can take any effect
of this mteraction and ask what 1t 15 about the mdwiduals (given the
mstitution) that 15 responsible for the effect This methodological bias
constitutes the foundation of large areas of contemporary social sct
ence, especially social psychology

Thus, If a group of children 15 fathng mn school, we can ask what about
them causes this faillure Notice how natural that last sentence was, how
easly the question suggestsatself, and how hard 1t can be to see the
promstitutional bias that 1s built mto 1t The very use of the cne place
predicate “failure,” and others like “1s violent,” “1s maladjusted,”
masks the fact that all of these are relational praperties It takes two to
tango, and the “discovery™ that there 15 something about the individ
uals m virtue of which they are at fault 15 not a discovery at all but a
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decision to view the situation through the eves of the institution It
amounts to the decision to blame the individuals for the problems of
the mteraction

In extreme cases there 1s little eise going on than these a prion require
ments, the empiricat part has actually shrunk to:zero After the so called
riots in Detroit 1n 1967, Dr Vernon Mark and Dr William Sweet, writ
ing in the Journal of the American Medieal Assocution, had this to say

If slum conditions alone determined and mitiated riots, why are the vast
majonty of slum dwellers able to resist the temptations of nnrestramed
wiolence? Is there something peculiar about the violent slum dweller that
differentiates him from his peaceful neighbor? We need intensive
research and clinical studies of the individuals committing the violence
The goal of such studies would be to pinpomt, diagnose; and treat these
people with low violence thresholds before they ¢oninibute to further
tragedies

The “treatment” they propose 18 psychosurgery lobotomy and other
surgical techniques severing vanous connections 1n the bram and pro
ducing a passive (and therefore “nonviolent™) subject Given such a dras
tic treatment, one would think that they would proceed with surgery
only where there 1s very hard evidence of specific bramn damage or an
other, real, physiological condition, but this 1s not so In faet the only
evidence that exists 1s the overt “antisocial” behavior The inference
to an underlying physiological condition 18 purely a priort there must
be something wrong with them because—look at how they're acting!
This move 15.an ethical disagreement disgumsed as a medieal diagnosis,
together with a kind of mecharustic reductionism, n effect saying,
“After all, all behavior ultumately has a physiological basts, and so this
does too ”

In fact therr entire position consists of methodological artifacts First
they set out a clear example of the individualist problematic

1 There must be some difference between imndividuals who “riot”
and those who do not

Notice the must the sure sign of a methodological requirement rather
than an empincal discovery

The second key methodological move, after this ndividual difference
has been eovertly postulated, 1s to announce that this difference, what
ever 1t 15, must be the cause of the violent behavior In Collingwood’s
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terms it 1s the factor which we manipulate to bring about the desired
effect Here the desired effect 1s pacification

Let us take the first pomt first Must there be some difference be
tween those who: “riet” and those who do not? The answer, as we saw
m chapter 4, 15 not necessanily There may be no sigmficant difference
between the indmviduals who engaged m violence and those who did
not, just as there 1s no sigmficant difference between the molecules which
are precipitated out of a supersaturated solution and those which re
main in solution We can explain why X percent were precipitated with
out beng able to explam, of those X percent, why 1t was they

A similar situation seems to exist m ghetto rebellion The significant
question 15, Why do large numbers of people engage n such actions? zot
Why fhese people rather than those?

In the second move, assuming that the wdividual differences are the
cause of the violence and hence the element that 1s to change, they are
commutting the same fallacy we saw working 1n the case of the woman
and the psychiatrist Even if there were factors 1n those individuals
which were part.of the causal account of why they rebel, 1t does not
follow that they ought to change, for they may be morally desirable!

[t may be, for example, that the people who rebelled (niote the shift in
terminology) had a greater capacity for-moral outrage at the system or
less passivity or fatalism This view 18 ruled out of consideration by
the problematic as the doctors frame 1t

And so we see a striking, and tragic, example .of how an indivadualistic
problematic allows the scientist to blame the individual and absolve
the mstitution All this 15 achieved by choosing the right contrast space
for the explanation The same sort.of thung will happen whenever (as,

e g, 1n educational psychology) the choice of explanatory frame amounts
to a choice-of who 15 to bear the burden of change and “adjustment

In these cases 1t 13 very impartant to see how these causal explanations
are artifacts of the scientists’ political and ethical values, prescientific
requirements rather than scientific facts
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Does Explanatory Relativity Imply Relatvism?

Suppose-there dre values mherent 1 any explanation. Does this mean
that all explanation 15 therefore subjective? That no explanation.is
better than any other? These are the questions I pursue m thas chapter

I have been argming that there 15 an ethics of explanation Choosing
one explanatory frame over another has value presuppositions and value
consequences As a result of this the traditional conception of scientific
objectivity as value freedom 1s untenable Thus has been the thrust of
recent philosophy of science

Let us suppose that the positivist conception of mechanical, value free
objectivity 1s impossible What are we gomng to put i 1ts place? If the
postitvist model -of scientific knowledge does not work, does 1t mean
that there 1s something wrong with the model, or 1s there something
wrong with the very 1dea of scientific objectivaty 1tself?

Opmion 18 divided Some think that the error lies 1n thanking that
there 18 such a thing as objectivity at all In this view the very 1dea of
truth 1s the villain The cure 1s a thorough going relativism Nothing
15 “true * You have your values and 1 have mine From your perspective,
X1s “true,” from mune, Y 1s, and nothing more can be said

Such a view certainly rejects positivism but 1t also rejects a lot more
the notion of scientific knowledge itself This kind of position has be
come much more popular recently -among critics of science and amounts
to an outright antisclentism or antirationalism

The srtuation that has arisen 15 that the notion of scientific knowl-
edge has become suspended between two extreme posttions the positv
1st conceptions of truth and objectivity vs the antiscientific attacks on
them The truth, I think, lies with neither

Consider, for example, the debate about whether scientific observation
1s objective The positivists behieved 1n a theory neutral observation
which would serve as the universal foundation for accepting and rejecting

136
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theories The critique of this 1dea and the rejection of “immaculate per
ception” then lead to the oppostte extreme, the view that all perception
1s subjective and personal and can validate nothing but the beliefs of
the perceiver

The same sort of opposttion can be found 1n the controversy over
how theories get corroborated Some think that theory testing can be
yirtually mechamzed, with formal procedures for telhng us degrees
of confirmation Others think that theories are never really tested at
all, that any evidence can be mamntamed n the light of atiy theory

In the debate over the nature of explanation the positivist models
explanation as formal deduetion 4 sihgle, uniform model of a single,
complete, correct explanation for a given phenomenon Once we see
how untenable that 15 and how much of a part values play m explana
tion, 1t can be tempting to go to the opposite, subjectivist extreme and
deny that any explanation 15 better than any other After all, what
conld make one better? From the point of view of one set of values,
thus and such may be the right explanation, from another set of values,
somethung else may be right You pays your maney, and you takes
your choice, nothung makes a given explanation objectively correct

There 1s an 1mportant suppressed premise here; for the argument be
gins with the observation that explanations depend on values and
proceeds to the conclusion that therefore there can be no fact of the
matter about whether 1t 15 3 good explanation: The suppressed prem
18¢ 15, obviously, that values are purely subjective, that there 13 noth
ingto say about whether one value 15 better than another This seems
to-me to be mistaken Explanations can be dependent on values without
thereby becoming merely relative For insofar as we can say that the
values of one explanatory frame are more appropriate to the situation,
or more just, or more conducive to human welfare than another, we
can argue for the supenonty of the relevant explanation

Perhaps the sumiplest case of this sort 15 one in which the value pref
erence 15 based on straightforward ethical considerations Recall the
example of the psychiatrist and the woman who was having fights with
hier husband Suppose that the source of the fights was that she warnted
to take a class one evening a week, and her husband insisted that she
stay home to do household chores and respond to his requests for snacks
Now, from one point of view, the cause 15 the woman’s insistence, from
the other, the husband’s refusal But is that all there 15 to be said?

Some sumple considerations can derelativize this situation People
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have a nght to certam kinds of self ‘expression and self development, no
husband has a right to demand that sort of subservience from lus wife,
no sertous competing considerations have been advanced by the husband,
only trivial ones Considerations like these lead us to reject the husband’s
pomt of view and to hold the other explanation as the correct one

Some will object that I am simply begging the question against ethical
relativism Perhaps I am Perhaps 1t ought to be begged We would need
a major excursion mto ethical theory for a general discussion of what 1s
wrong with relativism Fortunately, we do not need ethical theory to
tell that the husband 1s wrong

Of course, more complicated cases will not be so easy There may be
sertous controversy about the superiority of one set of values to another
and hence about what the right explanation 1s If a man 1illegally carries
a bomb on a railroad car and the bomb goes off, causing a heavy scale
owned by the railroad to fall on Mrs Palsgraf, 1s the railroad’s scale part
of the cause of Mrs Palsgraf’s injury? How we rule in this depends on
whether we feel the railroad 1s responsible, 1n some ethical sense, for the
myury This can be debated There may also be general policy consider
ations that suggest that the radroad should or should not be held respons
1ble One could argue, for example, that if railroads were to be held
responstble, they would not be able to survive economically Since 1t 1s
mn the public interest to have railroads, the railroad should not be held
part of the cause [Here, what the correct explanation 1s can be a function
of general theories of the public mterest *

A similar statement can be made about the ways in which explanations
depend on purposes We saw 1n the previous chapter that one explana
tion can work for one purpose and another for another Sometimes pur
poses are equal and orie has no claim over the other, as1n the case of
the home team versus the visitors But are alf purposes equal? Some
times there are clear pragmatic reasons for preferring one purpose to
another In the discussion of reductionism 1 chapter 2 the argument
was that there were certain important purposes for which reduction
1st (micro ) explanations: could not serve equally well as the explanations
they were supposed to be reducing Recall the example of the foxes
and rabbits: Asan answer to the question Why did this rabbit die? there

1 H L A Hartand A M Honore s Causation in the Law (Oxford Oxford Um
versity Press 1959) contains an excellent analysis of these kinds of questions (see
e g , thewr-discussion of Palsgraf v Long Island R R )
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were two possible explanations, a microexplanation in terms of the
positions and movements of the individual foxes and rabbits and a
macroexplanation m terms of the fact that the fox population was high
at that time

These two explanations did not serve our purposes equally ‘well
Furst, the microexplanation was completely unusable because of the
staggering unwieldiness of an equation 1n thousands of vaniables, whose
mitial conditions must be known with impossibly great precision, and
the computation of which would take years No human bemng could ever
employ such an explanation Here, then, the purposes which make the
one explanation superior to another are not specific or parochial ones
but rather the general human purpose in seeking explanation ttself

Then there are other, more specific purposes which force a choice of
one explanation over another The microexplanation of the rabbit’s
death had as 1ts real object the rabbit’s being eaten by that particular
fox at that particular tumne, and this 1s all the local equations can tell
us If we wanted to know what would have happened if things had
been shightly different, the microequations are not much help, because
they are hyperspecific In particular, if we wanted to know what would
have had to have been the case for the rabbit not to get eaten (by any
fox), the microéquations are useless On the other hand the macroex
planation does give us an answer to that question

So, 1f our purpose 1s avoiding the death of the rabbit and not just 1ts
death at the hands of a particular fox, we must choose the macro over
the microexplanation But who 1s to say that this purpose 1s the decisive
one? Well, we are It 1s definitely more useful to be able to prevent the
rabbit’s death than to be able merely to prevent its death at a specific
time and place

Derelativizing Explanation
So there are at least two ways-of arguing that one explanation 1s superior
to another It may proceed from values which are superior, or it may
serve purposes which are more appropriate to .our context In this sec
tron I continue this lme of argument by proposing additional criteria
for deciding whether an explanation 1s a good one or 1s better than
another The previous section concerned ethical and purposive grounds
for preferring explanations But here my subject 1s stmply what makes
an explanation a good one

My goal 1s twofold first, to discuss general criteria for when one
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explanationis bétter than another, and second, to apply these criterta
to the question of the relation between mdviduahistic and structural
explanation 1n social theory

In the previous chapter the conflict between these two forms of
explanation was left at a certamn pomt The indvidual and structural
problematics were distinguished as bemng explanations n answer to
different questions 1 argued that those different questions had differ
ent value presupposttions and consequences But the problem was
left there we did not have the right to say that one was beiter than the
other, they were just—different But I think that the structural explan
atton 15 1n some sense better than the individualistic one; and this 1s what
[ will try to show here 1 wull apply the criterta for successful explana
tion toargue that 1n many cases the structural explanation s strictly
better

Let us begin with an observation about the foxes and rabbits We
noted mn that case that the more detailed mdmdualistic explanation of
the death of the rabbit contained many factors irrelevant to that out
come Therefore, the outcome would have occurred whether or not the
antecedent of the explanation actually happened

In the previous section this was presented as a fact about the unsuit
ability of the mucroexplanation for certain purposes The general form
of my complant 15 thus Let us represent an explanation by the formula
“Pexplams Q" Then 1f P'contains many irrelevant factors, it follows
that we cannot tell from this explanation what could cause Q not to be
the case In other words such an explanation does not tell us how to
avord or change Q

The practical consequences of this are already clear in: the foxes and
rabbits case The individualistic explanation gives us information suffi
clent to ensure that the rabbit gets eaten but says nothang about what
rught prevent the rabbit from being eaten In particular, it certamnly 1s
not true that if the rabbit had not started out mn this spot, ete , 1t would
not have been eaten, for 1t 15 likely that the rabbit would have been
eaten by some other fox On the other hand the structural explanation,
which explams the death of the rabbit by appeal to the hugh fox pop
ulation, does tell us what would have to be otherwise for it to be hkely
that the rabbit not be eaten

So the structural explanation tells us what the mdvidualistic one does
not how to prevent the consequent How important 1s this? Often,
especially 1n social theory, the difference 15 crucial In such cases we
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have a pragtical interest, like preveating or eradicating various social
conditions (say, poverty or unemployment) But 1f the explanation 1s
of the mdividualistic type, 1t offers us only a set of conditions which
are mechameally sufficient to produce the outcome, we are not given
precisely what we need

There 1s an 1nteresting lack of consistency in this regard i the writ
mgs of mdividuahsts like Karl Popper One of the primary goals of
s The Open Socrety and Its Enermes was to defend “methodological
mdividualism™ agamst “holism » Although these are methodological
doctnnes 1 the philosophy of science, Popper argues them largely on
the: grounds of the political consequences they have Holists are total
itarians, he says, from Plato through Hegel and Marx, whereas mdt
vidualists are hiberals who belhieve m the “open soelety * The link between
these methodological views and the political views they are supposed
to represent 15 something like this Holists believe that social change re
quires & change of the whole soaial system Since such revolutionary
change 1s obviously bad, says Popper, we can1nfer that holism 15 false
(a very curtous form of argument) The political approach associated
with individualism Popper calls “piecemeal social engineering”, find a
specific, concrete evil and work to eradicate 1t

The paradox s that indvidualists in general, and Popper in particular,
subscribe o a model of explanation which would make this impossible
For individuahstic explanations are of the mechanical sufficiency type,
and such an explanation gives us no formation on how to eradicate
or prevent the effect It would, of course, give us:a recessary condition
for avoidmg the effect, i the sense that, 1f P 1s sufficient for Q, and Q
15 to be avorded, then P 'must be also But we have absclutely no 1dea
what to doin order to avoid Q, or which of the alternatives to P will work

The reason why mdividualistic explanation doesnot work in these
eases1s that soctal systems typically have redundant causality The re
dundancies in the ecological sysiem ensure that the rabhit will be
eatenin a large class of mitial conditions, and this redundaney 1s typical
of social systems Remove a few individuals and the system remains
essentially the same Change the mutal conditions or the nature of the
mdividual dynamics over a wide range, and the overall system structure
and dynamics remaun the same

Obviously, m cases which display high redundancy, explanations m
terms of sufficient conditions will not tell us how to change their objects
This entads a serious objection o Popperian analyses of social systems
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We are supposed to engage n plecemeal social engineering, but the
problem hes precisely in the impossibility, in typical cases, of proceed
g piecemeal The problem 1s that the phenomenon 1n question 1s
connected 1 a redundant way with other phenomena Therefore we
have to know how the whole thing 15 wired up1n order to see how
to change Q ‘Otherwise, our attempts to change Q are likely to have
untoward effects elsewhere or even to resuit an making Q be the case
ofice again

Attempts at piecemeal social engineering are notorious for this kind
of problem There 15 a problem, letussay, about traffic congestion
on the old 2 lane road, so a4 lane road 1s bwmlt This piecemeal change
works for a short time, but soon the attractiveness of the 4-lane road
draws more people to useit, and soon we have heavy traffic:.on the new,
wider, road The reason for thus 1s that there 1s a feedback mecharsm
operatmg, which the piecemeal approach could not take mto account

But the difference between explanations which provide counterfactual
mformation and those which do not 1s important for more than “merely”
practical 1easons, m fact 1t 15 connected to the very 1dea of what a
causal analysis 1s We need a knowledge of how to prevent the effect,
and hence need negative counterfactuals, 1n very basic kinds of scientific
mnvestigation

We know, for example, that smoking causes lung cancer Right now
all we have 1s a causal explanation of the sufficient conditions type 1if
someone smokes enough, the probability of lung cancer 1§ much higher
But what we would really ike to know 1s what about smoking causes
cancer, that 1s, what 1t 18 in the cause that is crucial or essential to the
production of the effect We need a general account of the allowable
variations mn the effect By means of something ike Mill's methods, vary
g the causal factors orie by one, we try to factor out the inessential
until we have arnved at the kernel or the essence of the situation, that
18, those thungs which are such that, had thep not oceurred, the effect
would not have either

Iam saymg, therefore, that there 15 something wrong with modeling
the causal explanation as simply the giving of sufficient conditions
Moreover, what 1s wrong with 1t 1s not something which shows up only
when we: attempt to apply the explanation in practical affairs, 1t 15
wrong even as a model of pure scientific explanation Ths 1s:a defect
of reductionist arguments, to be sure, but 1t even goes against the
abstract Hempehan model of explanation tself, for the heart of that
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miodel 1s the fact that the antecedent constitutes a sufficient condition
for the consequent

There are two distnct strams mn the hustory of analyses of causality,
whach can be roughly distinguished as focusing, respectively, on neces
sary conditions and on sufficient conditions Interestingly, both take
their modemn ongin from an asserfion by Hume

We may define a cause to be an.object, followed by another; and where
all the obj2cts sumilar to the first are followed by objects simalar to the
second Orin other words where 1if the first object had not been, the
second never had existed ?

Now what can he possibly mean by “in other words”? Those two elauses
have very litile to do wath each other and certamnly do not say the same
thing The one speaks of sufficiency, the other of necessity

David Lewss notes this in a recent paper, remarking that “Hume de
fined causality twice over ”* He observes that most modern writers have
stuck wath the first clause, sufficiency, and suggests & number of dif
fieulties st faces distinguashing causes from ommipresent effects, epiphe
nomena, and preempted potential causes Clawnng that “the prospects
look dark” for a sufficiency analysis of causality, he offers mnstead an
analysis based on necessity, that 15, on the negative counterfactual In
such an analysis the explanation of the death of the rabbit 1 terms
of such factors as mifial positions turns gut to be no explanation at all,
since the counterfactual

If the rabbit had not been at x 2, , he would not have been
gaten

15 stmply false In the corresponding causal claim, the antecedent s not
necessary for the consequent

2 D Hume, dn Enguiry Concermng Human Understonding 2d ed,ed L A
Selby Bigge (Oxford Oxford Unwversity Press 1902), VIL u (emphasis added)

3 G H von Wnght wn Explanation and Understandmg (Ithaca New York
Cornell University Press, 1971) p 184, notes this juxtaposition and calls sta con
fusion He cites Mill as subject to a similar confusion Imyself am confused as
to hdw Hume and Mill could have been so confused One 1s naturally reticent to
attribute howlers to Hume and Mill, yet how are we going to make sense of
what they say?

4 D Lewts Causation, Journalof Philosophy 70 {1973) 556-67
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The Proper Object of Explanation
Qur first complant against the microobject i the foxes and rabbits case,
that it did not lend 1tself to certam practical purposes, 15 coninected
to 2 more general clam about causal explanation per se The source of
the defect in the microobject 18 the fact that the system displays re
dundant causality

In general, redundant causality makes for levels of explanation Even
if there 15 2 microanalysis of the overall system, with each state of affans
assigned a microstate, the explanation of a given state wall often be
that the microsystem realizes a particular macrostructure

Good examples of this phenomenon may be found mn the attempts to
explain social structures Levi Strauss’s Elementary Structures of Kin
ship,® to choose an example, 15 the classic study of kinstup structures
ways of dividing socteties into family groupings and relations, especially
for the purposes of marriage Kinship structures divide society mto
different classes, by means of whach the ebgibility of two people to
marry each other may be determined Gaven the class of an indwvid
ual, the structure divides the rest of society mto possible and forbidden
spouses

Anthropologists neticed that many kinship structures did what ap
pearstoustobe an odd thing they distinguished between what are called
cross cousins, that 1s, between the daughter of mother’s brother and
the daughter of father’s sister We are likely to wonder what eould pos
stbly explamn such a distinction

In an appendix to Levi Strauss’s book the mathematician Andre Weidl
proved a very imteresting theorem

Suppose we have a kinship structure such that
(1)} For each person, there 1s exactly one type that he or she can
marry,
(2) For each person, the types of allowable marriage are deter
mined solely by sex and the marniage type of the parents,
Then, if the structure 15 to be artatranly perpetuable, 2 man will
have erther the daughter of his mother’s brother permissible, or
the daughter of his father's sister, but not both

In other words, any system satisfying the assumptions which did not
draw the cross cousin distmnction would find after time that there were

5 (Boston Beacon Press 1969)
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mndividuals who could not be given a kinship status m a consistent
fashion. So the distinction 1s necessitated by the requirement of stabil
1ty over tune

Is this an explanation? 1 think 1t 15, one of an interesting kind an
explanation of a structural fact (the cross cousin distinction) by appeal
to another structural fact (the requirement of stability over time)

One property of a structure 1s explamned by citing some other structural
property

Notice that 1f we look solely on the mdividual level we will muss this
explanation altogether The usual mucrereduction considers the actions
of individuals to be basic ThusJ W N Watkins says that we can re
duce a social structure to “mdividual dispositions to mamtain 1t *’ But
where do these individual dispositions come from? How are they to
be explained?

Of course we cannot explam these individual dispositions.as dispost
tions to maintam the structure The natives in the tribe do not know
Weil's theorem, and they need not have any motivation, conscious or
otherwise, to maintain the overall system The struetural explanation

stability = cross cousin distinction

has no reality at the level of ndividual psycholagy

What we do find on the individual level 1s mdividuals, acting for the
sorts of local reasons that typically motivate mdviduals If we look at
the actions of person A, we find that hs reason for drawing the dis
tmetion 1s that he was taught that 1t was important by person B Her
reason for thinking 1t important refers back to her relation with per
son C, who It is impossible, on this level, to see where this ends or
when we have 4 genume explanation

Typically, explanations on the mdividualistic level display a certam
circularity We look at mdividual A domg X, and the mucroexplanation
1s that A 1s doing X because--everyone else 1s' This 15 often the only
true explanation for why A 1s Xing But then, of course, “everyone else”
isjust Band Cand  , and for each one of them, we have a similar
explanation B 15 Xmg because everyone else 18, and so forth

The circulanty of the individuahistic explanations makes them unsatis
factory It does not help to be told that everyone 1s Xing because every
one else 15 What we want to know 15 not “Why 1s everyone Xing?”’
taken one by one but rather in the sense of Why does this practice of
Xing exist?
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The answer to this structural question gives us an explanation of the
overall practice and, importantly, tells us how to go about changing the
practice Notice that the strategy of changing the X behavior of ind1
viduals one at a time 1s futile For each mdividual the pressure of the
others 1s sufficient to guarantee the Xmg On the other hand, if we
have a structural explanation for the overall practice, we get an 1dea of
how to go about changing everyone’s behavior

The phenomenon of each mdividual’s behavior depending on every
one else’s 1s found 1n all interesting cases of social practices Ineconomics,
for example, the behavior of any single participant in an economic sys
tem must be explamed i terms of what everyone else 1s:doing Yet this
1s unsatisfactory as an explanation In the market, for example, each
mdividual sets a price which 1s a function of the prices set by everyone
else Marx complains that 1if this s taken to be an explanation of prices,
1t 1s circular (He calls 1t a tautology ) What he wants explamed 1s why
there 1s a given price system at all, and the individualistic level will not
provide this

The basic problem 1s that the phenomenon of interest disappears when
the system 1s resolved into 1ts individual components This 1s not some
mysterious fact about social systems but a very general property of levels
of analysis 1n various kinds of complex systems

Consider, for example, a vibrating string, whose resonance patterns
we wish to study The usual procedure 1s-to assume that the stringisa
continuum and that 1ts position 1s a contmuous function of time

In a sense this 1s false Strings are not continua, infact there gre no
continug A string “1s really” a very large number of molecules held
together by binding forces of various kinds The very idea of a physical
contmuum 1s, i1t 4 sense, a fiction

But 1t 1s a useful fiction For suppose we descend to the level of
analysis of the string as a billion body problem in-particle mechanics
We get no better explanation of the gross properties of the string than
we had before, and to the extent to which the billion body problem
does explain some property of the string, 1t 1s only because the billion
bodies approximate a continuum!

Moreover, the continuous string, asa level of analysis, permits analy tical
techniques not available on the microlevel Forexample, we can speak of
the denivative of the string function and analyze various causal facts about
the string as factsabout the dervative of the function f Such statements
are obviously meaningful only on the macrolevel of analysis
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Constderations like these imply that some questions are only askable
at a certain level of analysis This, m turn, means that not all objects
of explanation are created equal Some give rise to relevant causal reg
ulanties and some do not

This has been true in a number of the-examples we have been review
g The overall form of these cases 15 as follows Furst there 1s an indi
vidualistic level, a state space of huge dunension By making various
structural assumptions, we are able to reduce greatly the number of
dimensions of the problem In the case of the foxes and rabbits, for ex
ample, the problem can be reduced globally to a twe dumensional space
(U= number of foxes, V"= number of rabbits) with a global equation
relating them This equation says, n effect, that the only thing that 15
causally relevant to the (U, V') level 1s the previous (U, ¥)level Thus,
1n turn, enables us to define an equivalence relation, “differs messen
tially from™ two microstates dre equivalent if they have the same (U, ¥)
value What 1s important m this case 1s that the equivalence relation 15
an equivalence from the point of view of causality equivalent micro
states have the same dynammcal properties

In such cases an explanatory advance 1s made by collapsing by means
of this equivalence relation If X 1s a given equivalence class [a set of
mcrostates having the same (U, ) value] , we can answer the question
that has the form Why X? without knowing which of the underlying
mucrostates 15 1 fact the case Moreover, if we know the current macro
state, we can explain future developments of the macrostate We can
say that some member of the class Y will be realized We cannot, at thus
level, say which member of Y 1t will be but then we do not want to
The 1dea 15 to forgo a certain specificity i order to get explanatory
power, for 1t will be much easter to explain why some member of Y will
be realized than 1t 15 to explain why, given that some member of Y
must be realized, 1t 15 this one rather than that one

Essentially the same phenomenon can be found in the other examples
of the earlier chapters The thermodynamucs of gases, for example,
illustrates a similar pomnt In that case the individualistic level consists
of the locations and velooities of the individual gas molecules Every
molecule has a certamn veloeity, but the question

Why does mg have velocity v4?

has no real nontrivial answer because the causal history which led to
that state was a chaotic and unstable one The shightest perturbation of
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of the init1al state of my would have resulted 1n a completely different
hustory, at which we cannot even guess When we pass to the statistical
level of description, we forgo a great deal of specific explanatory power,
the power to answer mdividualistic questions, but we gain another
kind of explanatory power, the power to explain and predict certamn
patterns 1 the overall ensemble

This becomes especially important i social cases, where 1n a similar
fashuon the choice of explanatory level affects whether we get a non
trivial explanation at all We saw this in considering the analyses of
economic distributions by Jencks et al There the individualistic level
consisted of questions like

Why does Ag have economic status Py?

and the answer Jencks proposed was chaotic and random factors We
see now how this was produced by a focus on the wrong question If we
ask for the explanation, not of particular fortune and misfortune but
of patterns of inequality, there are nontrivial explanations

So the question 1s one of the proper object of explanation The view
I am suggesting denies the relatvistic compromise of saymng that one
explanation 1s good for one object and another for another, because 1t
holds that some objects are superior to others

The general criterion relevant mn the cases we are dealing with 1s that
an object of explanation should be chosen which 1s sftable under small
perturbations of its conditions In the whole microspace of the foxes
and rabbits system there 1s a point corresponding to the death of that
rabbit at the hands of that fox, at that place and time, and so forth
Now imagme a kind of mesh laid over the space, which determines what
is to-count as relevantly the same as that event (Thus 1§, in efféect, the
contrast space of the explanation ) If the mesh 15 very fine, the resulting
causal relations will be relatively unstable Perturbing the imtial con
ditions slightly will result in a situation which 1s different, mequivalent
If, however, we choose a mesh large enough (and cleverly enough) we
can capture a stable relation, like the one between high fox populations
and high likelihoods of rabbit deaths

The weakness of the microreduction can then be put this way Not
only are the outcomes 1 the micromodel unstable under perturbations
of the boundary conditions, but, what is worse, the size of the per-
turbation necessary to destabilize the prediction 1s less than the degree
of ervor mtroduced by the idealizing assumptions Real foxes will
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never correspond exactly to the ideal foxes of any model But if the
difference between foxes and 1deal ones1s large compared to the
sensitvity of the model, the. model becomes-essentially and inherently
useless

Thus, all objects of explanation are not equal Some give rise to stable
causal relations or laws, and others do not

Stability
The general criterion 1 am using, that a good explanation should be
stable under perturbations of 1ts assumptions, 1s worth discussing 1n 1ts
own nght

It ocours m an early form, and 1s explicitly defended, n an excellent
account in Duhem’s 1914 The Aim and Structure of Physical Theory
He says that a real fact s represented by a theoretical fact, which: 1s
therefore an approxumation to 1t The position of an object, for example,
1s represented by a mathematical powit in a Euchidean space But the
real fact can be known only approximately, there 1s-always some rough
ness m any measurement Therefore, he says, the explanations we frame
of the behavior of these quantities must be stable under small pertur
bations

Suppose, for example, that we wanted to explain why a certamn group
of masses, the system of the Earth, the sun, and Jupiter behaved as
they do (Thus 1s the usual approximation to the solar system ) Suppose
we are imterested in why they have a trajectory of kind T Suppose
further that we could show that any three masses that had properties
Py, ; P, would move 1n a T trajectory, and, lastly, suppose we
have ascertamned through observation that the Earth, the sun, and Jup:
ter actually have properties Py, P, Itlooks, then, as 1f we have
an explanation of 7, based on the deduction

Pla :Pn
(L) Py, Py =>T
T

Yet this may fail as an explanation Consider the law L It might be the
case that, while L carries the pownt Py, ,P, mtoa T trajectory,

1t 1s unstable at such a pomt and that pomts near Py,  , P, are carnied
into trajectories which do not have T If this is the case, the above form
1s unsurtable for an explanation of T, because we cannot know that

P, , Py, are exactly correct, and 1f they are not, the explanation fails
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Duhem gives an example of this derived from Hadamard A particle
moves on a surface under some forces There are some protuberances or
horns on the surface The possible world lines or trajectories for the
particle run all over the surface Some wind around one horn, some wind
around another, some wind around one horn for a number of turns
and then depart for infinity

We might try to employ this model to explamn an actual trajectory,
say, one that winds forever around one horn, by citing 1ts initial con
dition and then proving that the trajectory through that mitial post
tion winds forever around that horn But this would be fallacious as an
explanation, Duhem says, if the law 15 not stable at that point In the
stmple case studied by Hadamard, this actually happens “The [trajec
tory] which remains at a finite distance while turning continually
around the night horn will not be able to get r1d of those unfaithful
companions who, after turning like 1tself around the night horn, will
go off indefinitely ” (p 141) Thus 15 true no matter how tightly we
restrict the bundle of trajectories passing near the one in question His
conclusion 1s that

a mathematical deduction 1s of no use to the physicist so long as it 18
Iimited to asserfing that a given rigorously true proposition has for

its consequence the rigorous accuracy of some such other proposition
To be useful to the physicist, 1t must still be proved that the second
proposition remains epproximately exact when the first 1s only epprox
unately true ©

Rene Thom generalizes Duhem’s criterion into an axtom for all math
ematical models since the real object 1s known only approximately,
the model must be shown to be stable ’

It seems possible to give a general argument for such an axiom, an
argument which 1s essentially Kantian what are we justified 1 assuming
mn order that the situation be modeled at all? What must the objects
of knowledge be like 1n order that knowledge of them be possible? In
this case the problem 1s one of fitting 1dealized models to real objects

Science, after all, deals in idealizations We assume that there 1s no

6 P Duhem The Aun and Structure of Physical Theory (New York Atheneum
1977).(p 143 emphasis.original)

7 Cf Structural Stability and Morphogenesis Abraham s Foundations of Me
charucs (st ed ) contains an excellent discussion of the axiom of stability apphed
to models of the solar system
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air resistance or friction, that spheres are perfectly round, walls perfectly
hard, collisions perfectly elastic We assume that there are no transac
tion costs or that each player has perfect or-total information We assume
that energy 1s conserved, that the diameters of the molecules are small,
that intermolecular forces are negligible We assume that the effects of
any one trader on the market can be ignored, that the number of traders
15’ large, or that the system 1s bemng viewed 1n the long run

Of course, all of these are false There 15 actually air resistance, spheres
are nevel perfectly round, and so on In the happy cases these idealiza
tions worlk That 1s, the fact that reality 1s not exactly as supposed by
the 1dea] theory does not mntroduce any essential problems

Thus 1s not always true Sometimes the 1dealizing assumptions intro
duce fundamental error into the model In such cases the theoretical re
sults may be artifacts of the idealzing assumptions and hence inapplhicable
to the real world In extreme cases, the idealizing assumptions make the
model completely mapplicable to a given problem or produce paradox
1cal results

Thus, we may study the collision of bilhard balls by assuming that
there 15 no friction For certamn purposes this idealization mtroduces no
fundamental error If the real world s tolerably close to the model,
the collisions will be: tolerably similar to the theoretical predictions But
for other purposes, for examniple, studying the long run behavior, the
dealizing assumptions render the problem incoherent On a frictionless
billiard table, all games last one shot

Often, paradoxical conclusions can be drawn from the idealizing
assumptions: We may assume that we are interested 1n the long run be
havior of the economuc system, but, as Keynes observed, in the long
run we are all dead We may assume that space and time are infinitely
divisible, yet this leads to Zeno’s paradoxes We assume 1n the 1deal
gas that the molecules have negligible diameters, yet this leads to Khin
chin’s paradox, described 1n chapter 2 mfinitely small molecules must
be bumping into one another with great regularity! We assume that a
player assigns a utility to an outcome which 1s a real number, yet the
probability of assigning any particular real number 1s zero

The problem, then, 1s to be able to say when an 1dealizing assumption
has mtroduced essential error for a particular apphication and when 1t
has not One condition clearly necessary for appheability 1s the require
ment of stabibity 1n a certain characteristic form Generally speaking,
the 1dealizing assumption can be put i the form of an assumption that
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some parameter = 0 This may be the friction, the viscosity of a flud,
or the deviation from sphernicality of a sohd object The question 1s
then, Suppose the parameter 18 perturbed to a value e, where €15 small
but dafferent from zero What does the model look like then? If 1t 15
qualitatwely diffarent, our assumptions may lead to trouble We can
therefore say that one object of explanation 1s superior to another if
1t displays stabality with respect to crucial perturbations ®

The Pragmatics of Explanation
One objection 15 hikely to anse to discussion of explanations and pur
poses It stems from a conviction that practical consderations should
not be confused with logical ones and that purposes are really extra
neous to a logical analysis of explanation The positivist would say
something ke *Your criteria for good explanations, being pragmatic,
are not really part of the logic of explanation, but rather of its psy
chology or thetonc If, for example, a microexplanation exists in a
particular case, reductiomism 1s true Whether vou find such an explan
ation converuent for your purposes is another matter altogether ™

This point of view 18 hard to justify in the case of explanations, which,
as we have seen, are essentially pragmatic The art of explanation is the
art of throwing away almost all the data and forgetting almost all the
conditions How can we distinguish between what 15 necessary and what
18 (merely) conventent m the case of explanations, which are by their
nature conveniences? The posttivist wants-to say that the explanations
promused by microreduction are perfectly good ones, just mconven
tent, since each one would be fatter than any telephone book But ex
planations are functional things, they have a job to do and as such
herst the same “less 15 more™ gesthetic that any functional object has
With such objects there can be no ngid distinction between something’s
domg 1ts job badly and 1ts simply not domg 1ts job If I offer you a car
rot as a letter opener, 15 the carrot just a poor letter opener (one which
15 “mmgonvenient™), or do we want to say that 1t 15 no letter opener at
all? There 15 not a sharp distinetion to be drawn

8 If the model does not display this stabihity for ¥ =0 we must go to a more
complex maodel, m which ¥ = € % 0 and which approximates the origmal madel
as€-+0 Thus such cases are examples of a generalized correspondence princi
ple, by analogy with the correspondence of special relativaty to classical-mechan
1cs “at =0 The more complex theory 15 superior to the theory at I'=0"
because it contang the latier as a limiting case and shows the domain of vahidity
and mvahdity of the simpler model



Beyond Relatism 173

The positivist separation of logic and pragmatics meant that for many
years pragmatics was the Cinderella of language, forced to stay home
and do the dirty work while sisters syntax and semantics received all the
attention It was penerally relegated to a mention i passing in the carly
pages of an author’s work, usually consisting of the remark that pragmat-
1c considerations such as friction and air resistance m mechanics would
be 1gnored This attitude was common to formal logicians like Carnap and
Hempel, as well as natural linguists ike Chomsky

Wittgenstemn and Austin led the criticism of this view, arguing that
many of the crucial features of language, especially meaning and reference,
could not be captured except by looking at the situations and contexts
mn which a particular piece of language functions and the uses to which 1t
15 put there They emphasized language as an actvity, as mherently
functional

The earlier, positivist, view had seen pragmatic considerations to be
the sorts of things a scientific model would abstract from In thus new
view they were the heart of the matter ‘“We have got on to shppery
1ce where thére 1§ no friction and so m a certamn sense the conditions are
1deal, but also, just because of that, we are unable to walk We want
to walk so weneed friction Back to the rough ground ™

My claum 1s that explanation 1s 8 sumilarly pragmatic notion If what
we want 18 a theory of explanation which accounts forwhen (and why)
an explanation is not nformative, not relevant, or beside the point,
ar begs the question, or 18 tautologous, or has the wrong presuppositions,
or 1§ useless to a certain purpose, or s not the sort of thing that could
be an explanation, or does not have the right form, or asks the wrong
question, then our theory will have to take mnto account the ways i
which contexts-affect the meaning of what 15 saxd

For example, the discussion of contrast spaces and the relativity of
explanation was a discussion from the point of view of the pragmatics
of explanation All the notions invoked there, hke mformativeness,
speaking to the question, relevance, being “about” different thinigs or
the same thing, and utihty in practice, are all pragmatic notions A
stmilar thing can be said abont the requirement of stability The 1dea
that an explanation should remam “qualitatively” sumilar under *“small”
perturbations nvolves two pragmatic notions *

9 Pragmaric 1 this context, means that these notions are not sumply functions
of the meanings of the words mvolved but depend on the behefs, purposes, and
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I want to explore further one of the dimenstons in which explanation
1s pragmatic the way in which the object of explanation reflects what
15, and what1s not, bemg explaned 1n a given case

It 1s natural to want to say that an explanation is gbout the world Ex
planations of the Civil War or of why the vase broke are 1n some sense
about the Civil War and the vase It also seems natural to try to explicate
this concept of “aboutness™ by the traditional notion of reference The
explanandum, the object of explanation, has a term which refers to a real
object 1 the world

But this real object 15 represented within the explanation as an ideal,
theoretical obyect Explanation s caught, and lives, 1 a tension between
these two requurements On the one hand, explanations.are about the
world and so must refer to real things On the otherhand, every explan
ation must have some generality, and so 1ts object must 1n some sense
be abstract

In the simplest possible case the explanation concerns some concrete
particular and explams why it has some property: why the vase broke
orwhy these mice developed tumors In such cases, as we have seen, the
penerality 1s expressed by the presupposttions, which reflect the domain
m which the explanation 1s vahd

Serious difficulties occur as soon as we move away from this simple
case to question the presuppositions themselves Because the presupposi
tions reflect the domarn of validity of a particular form of explanation,
questioming the presuppositions amounts to askung why the form 15 valid,
that 1s, asking why a particular pattern holds Scientific activity con
sists essentially in activity of this kind If mouse X develops a tumor, the
question

Why did mouse X develop a tumor?
may be answered
because 1t was imected with agent Y

But this answer wins no prizes What we really want to know s a higher
order question

so on of the speakers on a particular occasion See R Stalnaker ‘Pragmatics,” mn
D Davidsonand G Harman eds Semantics.of Natural Langutage (Dordrecht and
Boston D Redl 1972) pp 380-97 and S Cavell MustWe Mean What We
Say? in Must We Mean What We Say? (New York Scribner s 1969), for two dif
ferent accounts of the pragmatic.dimension
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Why do ammals (mice? mammals?) injected
with agent Y develop tumors?

Seientific explanation questions the presuppositions of ordinary first
order explanation We want to know why various patterns are the case
why people behave as they do, why 1ce contracts when heated, or why
the levels of foxes and rabbits undergo oscillations

The structure of the explanation of patterns 1s almost completely
unknown Hempel, for example, confesses that “the precise rational
reconstruction of explanation as apphed to general regularities presents
peculiar problems for which we can offer no solution at present ¢

I want to examine further the nature of such explanations, beginning
with a lmgwistic difference between the explanation of patterns and the
explanation of particulars

Suppose someone asks the question

Why 15 Joan’s husband a Democrat?
and recetves the following two different answers to 1t

Answer 1 “Because he's a iberal, you know, and liberals tend to
vote Demacratic ™

Answer 2 “Why 1s her husband a Democrat? Oh, she’s a lifelong
Democrat herself Her husband would have to be a Demo
crat, she’d never marry anyone who wasn’t *’

In answer 1, the speaker 1s construing the term *“Joan’s husband” to
referto-a certamn person and 1s explaiming why he (however we refer to
him)1s a Democrat In answer 2, on the other hand, the speaker takes
as.a live part of the explanation the fact that he 1s Joan’s husband In the
first case there 1s substitutivity of co referential terms, for the first
explanation works equally well to explain why he, Harold, Sam’s brother,
and so on 18 2 Democrat But in answer 2 there 15 a failure of substitu
tivity  Explainiog why Joan’s husband 1s a Democrat 1n thus sense daes
not also explam why Sam’s brother is a Democrat, even though they are
the same person

The refernng phrase *‘Toan’ hushand™ 1s occurring m a different way
m, the two different cases In the first case the function of the referrmg
phrase 1s merely to mark the thing bemg discussed The fact that the

10 Aspects of Scientsfic Explanation p 273
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thing bemg talked about (Joan’s husband) actually has the property used
to refer (bemg married to Joan) 18 not an 1ssue for this explanation In
the second question, however, 1t 15 a live 1ssue why the thing in question
has that property

The two different waysin which the refernng term can occur 15 very
close to a distinetion drawn by Donnellan, who speaks of referential vs
attributive occurrence ! When a term occurs referentially, 1ts function
15 only to pick out the subject of discourse, but when 1t accurs attripu
tively, 1t 1s a live 1ssue that the thaing i question has the property
Although Donnellan does not treat the case of explanations, the structure
seems close enough to warrant borrowing his terminology

Questions 1 which referring terms occur attributively have a structure
completely different from those m which the term occurs referentially
The fact that we cannot substitute one referring term for another which
refers to the same thing 1s only the most obvious symptom of what 15
in fact a different kind of explanation

For example, suppose someone asked 1n 1936, “Why 1s Roosevelt’s
running mate a southerner?” and received an answer, “In order to balance
the ticket ™ The person giving the:answer has construed the referring
expression, “Roosevelt’s running mate,” to be occurring attributively
The:syriptom of this 15 the falure of substitutivity Although

Roosevelt’s running mate = John Nance Garner

1t 1 false that the explanation explains why John Nance Garner was a
southerner (Indeed, 1t 1s hard to imagine what could possibly count
as:an answer to that question )

What the attnibutive question 1s really asking can be put several different
ways We could say that the “the® that (implicitly) occurs in these
referring phrases (the runmng mate of Roosevelt, the husband of Joan)

15 not the usual “the’ but rather the generic “the’ that occursin phrases
like “the whale feeds on plankton * This 1s a statement about ‘whales,
not about some particular whale, as “the whale was pursued by the
Pequod” would be

But.appealing to the notion of the generic “the” 1s not really an analysis
of the phenomenon The crueial features of this kind of question are as
follows First, when someone asks why the X 1s G 1n thus sense, they are

11 X Donnellan, “Reference and Definste Descriptions, Philosophical Review
75 (1966) 281-304
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asking for an explanation of a general state of affairs Why 1t 1s that
arpthing which 1s-the X must also be G- Second, they are asking whya
certamn causal connection helds Why it 1s that anything which 1s the
X must be G, not just why 1t happens to be G What 1s really being asked
1s why a cértain general causal connection holds between the property
of being Jean’s husband and the property of bemg a Democrat, or the
property of bemg Roosevelt’s running mate and the property of being a
southerner

Nothing m the traditional discussion of the logic of explanation equips
us to handle this kind of case,1t 15 2 new variety of explanation, whose
true nature 1s very different from 1ts surface logic The real nature of
such questions cannot be brought out on the logical models because what
they are asking 15 why a certain causal relation holds In other words
their object of explanation 1s

Why X causesY

This 15 not a well formed object from the point of view of traditional
logic According to that viewpoint one should not explamn why some
thing causes something else, rather, one should explain why something
happened by citing something which caused 1t The notion of cause 1t
self cannot appear among the things to be explamed * But that 1s
just the point of the attributive question to ask why a certamn causal
relation holds

In fact we have been lookimng all along at examples of this type of
question The structural explanations that I have been defending are
nothing more than answers to .questions mn the attributive sense This
distinction between these kinds of questions may help cast some
light on the real difference between individualistic and structural explana
tion

Structural Explanation

In individualistic explanation a question about a thing really 1s about that
thing We want to know why Harry 1s unemployed, why Mary got the
A,and so on As questions about those very mdmiduals they take a stan
dard form A property of the mdividual 1s sought which. differentiates
that mdividual from the other mndmiduals who do not have the trat

12 This 1s another legacy of empiricism, according to-whch causahity 1s not
something i the world but only 4 mental judgment about the world
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bemgexplamed The term wiich 13 used to refer to that mdividual 15
unmateral, that 1s to say, the term occurs referentially If Mary happens
to be the oldest person in the class, we can use that to refer to her and
ask the question

Why did the oldest person wn the class get the A?

If we really want to ask just the question why she got the A, the answer
13

because she wrote the best final

Notice that 1s what we want to know 1s why this person got the A, the
referring term “‘the oldest person™ must be construed to occur referen
tially

Ii'we read the: occurrence n the:attribittive sense, we get a.completely
different guestion, for now the person 15 asking why a certam connection
holds between being the oldest person and getting the A In thus reading,
the answers are very different If the question 1s

Why did the oldest person in the class get the A?
one possible answer 1§

Well, you know Arstotle says that ethics requires a certain level of
maturity Maybe bemg the oldest really helped her

Or we mmght think that there really 1s no explanatory connection between
being the oldest and getting the A Then we would have to answer the
question with something like

Why did the oldest person get the A® Gee, [ don’t know No reason,
really, 1t just happened that way

Perhaps the most sigmificant thing we can say about the structural
question 1s that istamounts to questioning why the individualisticexplana
tion s an explanation Suppose the form of our question 15

why the F1s G

I “the F” 1s ocourring referentially, the answer will be some explanation
citing a property-of the F, neluding, possibly, the very fact that 1t:s

the F It may be that the reason why the F 15 G 1§ that 1t 15, indeed, the
F, and therefore, in that case, 1t would be nontrivial and explanatory

to cite that as the answer to the guestion i this sense
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But suppose more generally that we have asked why the F i3 G,n the
referential sense, and have received as an answer

because 1t 1s the X (and all X’s are G’s)

Here the person 1s saying that the fact that 1t 1s the X explains the fact
that 1t 18 G But suppose we could not accept this Suppose we did not
see why beiwng the X explained the fact that 1t 15 G, or suppose that some
how we wanted to question the explanatory force of citing X as an ex
planation Then the form that our further question would take would

be

Yes, but why 1s the X G?

but this time wath ““the X occurning artributively
So theattributive question 1s the one which enables us to

(1) question the presuppositions of the individualistic explanation
frame and
(2) ask why a general causal relation holds,

that 15, the one which enables us to ask the structural question

The vanous virtues which have been claimed for structural explanation
flow from this charactenization of 1t as mvolving such attributive ques
tions In particular this s true of what was said 1n chapter 2 about
structural explanation beingindependent of the nature of the substrate
When we ask why the F1s G in the referential sense, we are referning to
the F, and asking something about 1+ But if we are asking why F1s G n
the attributive sense, we are not really referring to the thing whach 1s
the F, we are asking why anything which holds that position (of being
the F) would be G, so our request 1s pot about that thing and hence 18
mdependent of the particular nature of that thing

In social theory the distinction between the two kinds of questions
18 most important, and here the mnterplay between them becomes even
more complex We can distinguish within social theory two different
types of explanation In one of them, which seeks to explain particular
soctal states, the object of explanation 1s some 1dentifiable individual’s
hawving some particular property, and the form of explanation 15 to cite
a spectfic antecedent condition and a general law or rule This was the
case for Nozick’s formulation of the market, in which the object of ex
planation 1s a set of actual holdmngs by 1dentifiable individuals, and whose
explanation took the form of an appeal to the laws of exchange and
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appropriation within the free market It wasalso the case for social
Darwinism, in which, agam, the object of explanation was a set of specif
1c people having specific social positions, and the explanation proceeded
via the “laws™ governing soctal mobihty in the given system

Of course, part of what 1s wrong with these explanations can be dis
covered only by loeking at their content One must look at exactly what
the market advocates say about how markets operate, or what social
Darwinists say about social mobility But my point 15 that part of what 1s
wrong with them can be grasped by an exarmination of theiwr form alone,
they are defective as explanations 1n the nature of their object andin
what they count as an acceptable explanation of that .object Thissso
becanse, by their nature, they do not allow for the critique of laws and
panciples but rather take them to be given once and for all, with all
explanation being explanation of particular configurations 1n terms of
those laws and prnciples

We need a form of social explanation in which social patterns and laws
are the objects of explanation, not just the things which are the givens
in explanation Thus 15, I sa1d, the advantage of Rawls’s approach over
Nozick’s, for Rawls the basic rules of society are to be explamed

Why do we need such a form of explanation? Why 1¢ 1t important for
us to be able to explain social laws and patterns? Perhaps the most
basic answer 15 that we want to be able to explam social laws because,
ultimately, we can change them The structuralistic point of view en
ables us to make social rules and mstitutions problematic m a way which
the indiidualistic mode simply does not Thus 15 especially valuable
when we are looking practically at future socal situations

For example, several years ago the University of X announced that
there would be a guota on tenure only 60 percent of the faculty could
be tenured We were also told that, in hight of this, some of the people we
had nominated for tenure could not get 1t And so the question arose
Which of the people nominated most deserved 1t? The dean turned to us
and saxd, Well, whuch people should 1t be? Don’t you want faculty con
trol over something like that?

It became apparent that there was something wrong with this question,
despite the fact that the question itself makes sense The question

Guven that some people will be demed tenure,
why shiould it be those people?

15:a perfectly reasonable question There are differences among people,
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and if only some could get tenure there were reasons why some of them
would have more of a ¢laim to 1t than others

Nevertheless, despite the meaningfulness of this question, 1t had to
be rejected mstead of answered What was wrong wath it was that 1t had
a presupposthion, a given clause, that we were not prepared to accept as
given, at any rate, at least not yet We could not see why only 60 percent
of the faculty should be tenured and, practically speaking, we did not
accept this as.a given We intended to challenge 1t and had at least some
confidence 1 our ability to affect the outcome, and so we saw the
structural condihion as problematic 3

But 1 order to succeed in our orpamzing against the fenure quota, we
had to set aside any sort of inquiry into the divisive question of who
should get tenure if we falled In order to buld a coalition that could
actually have an effect on the 60/40 rule, questions of individual daffer
ences had to be ruled out of order as counterproductive

For 1t 18 clear what would happen if those questions were opened One
person would say, *Well, certainly, if only some people can get tenure,
thus woman from History surely deserves 1t » And then someone from
English would say, “Oh yeah? What about the Barzino thing? You didn’t
vote for that then, when 1t was our candidate Ne, I think Ralph should
get 1t He's overdue ™

And what can you say? Heis overdue But you think other considera
tions are more important And what about the Barzino case anyway?

While we are thinking about this, we are doing nothing about challeng
mg the basic presupposition of this entire hne of nquiry And it 1snot
just that these questions take up time and energy that could be used for
a better purpose, that they are a mere distraction like a television pro
gram, rather, the pursuit of that question would causally undermine the
coahition which was nesded Consequently, by our very act of engaging
in that hine of questioming, we would have causally contributed to 1ts
presuppesition’s bemng true

We were able to resist doing this, refused to rank our candidates, and
instead organized agamnst the tenure quota Asit turned out, more
than 60 percent got tenure The mioral of this story 1s that there 1sa
certamn amount of existentiality to these situations We are presented
with a given, a putatve given, and then we get to decide whether to

13 The belef 11 our abihity to change the situation was necessary assumption
necessary for our activities to make sense
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accept that as given and therefore to reason within 1t :On the one hand,
nothing forces us to take 1t as given  Even 1f 1t looks unavoidable, there
15 always some chance that if we comrnutted ourselves totally to making
the presupposition false, we could succeed As a result some ethical
responstbility 1s always mcurred 1 accepting any situation as given 1
But, on the other hand, if the situation really 1s not going to be changed,
we ought to accept the structural condition and do the best we can
within 1t Afier all, suppose we had been wrong about our chances of
gettng nd of the tenure quota, suppose we had failed Then some people
would have been chosen without faculty mput and with at least some
risk that the wrong people woutd have received 1t There are obvicusly
cases n whuch 1t 18 wrong to try to challenge the presupposition, where
the only right thing to do is to accept the given and work wathin 1t

Cases like the tenure quota case give us a-new kind of situatton in
which the mdividualistic problematic 1s to be rejected We saw cases
where the question of individual differences was unanswerable for
sctentific reasons, cases where the mdividual differences were too small,
too obscure, or too hard to ascertam historically for the question to
be answered But i this case the reason for rejecting the mdmdualistie
problematic 18 really ethical or stratepic We decided that the question
of mdividual differences was divisive and therefore not a productive line
of mquiry The cunous fact, and one that needs philosophical explica
tion, 15 that by our decision not to aceept the individualistic problem
atic, we were able to prove that 1t had a false presupposition

This 1s true 1n all sorts of mdmidualist problematics One 18 never
sure that the given clauses are really given meluctably, and a decision
to accept 1t means that we have guaranteed that 1t will be true Thas
15-espectally true m cases of scarce resources problematics The general

14 Merleau Ponty s Humanism and Terrar contams a good example of this
situation The collaborators with Nazism said after the war, 1n effect Look, it
was overwhelmingly Iikely that the Nazis would win Taced with thas fact, we
resolved to make the best of this bad situation ™ Merleau Ponty s answer 1s inter
esting: He says roughly that the Resistance had the same information-and the
same pudgments of objective probability But they resolved that however small the
chance was, they would staketheir future on 1t, and would not acceptit:as given
He therefore rejects the 1dea that the virtue of the Resistance ligs in the fact that
they were better trendspotters than the collaborators, that they just had:a better
reachng of the future probabilities And so we have a curious situation. in which
someone 15 morally blamed for acting on a proposition which was 1 fact highly
probable
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form of such cases s as follows A group of peoples told that a certain
fixed quantity X of some desirable good 1s available The quantity X
will be divided among the group, and 50 individual interests are in
conflict The more of X’ one member gets, the less there 15 for the others
The group 1s then invited to find some method of dividing the scarce
respurce

It 1s natural, 1o such cases, to see the situation as essentizlly competi
tive The very 1dea of scarce resources seems to tmply that mdividual
mterests are n conflict The only guestion seems to be Who s going to
get how much of X?

But the very fact that X is all there 15, 15 1tself problematic After all,
who 1s to say that this 1s true? We are told that the only question s
the question of dividing X, but there 15 a prior question If the group
did not see atself asan mternal competition for the scarce resource,
would 1t be able to cooperate and thereby get more than X7

This point 1s fundamental for understanding the basic Marxist account
of classes and class ymity In Adam Smuth’s presentation of the market
1t 18 a set of mndependent, homogeneous entrepreneurs, each trading out
of self interest But 1t 15 not really homogeneous, for there are two
different kinds of traders those who own capital and are seeking to buy
labor power, and those who are selhng labor power because they have
no capital of their own The great-advantage for the buyer of labor s
that he is dealing with a number of people who are potentially in com
petition for jobs Consequently, he can say things such as Tam offering
X number of jobs at Y wages Mow 1f everyone accepts thus, they are
1n competition and have thereby guaranteed that there will not be a
higher 'wage After all, why should the employer pay more when com
petition ameng the employees makes 1t unnecessary”?

But suppose, on the other hand, that they organize a coalitional
strategy Then'they can collectively hold out for'a higher wage Thisis
the theory behund trade unions I mention i1t here not m order to
display Marx as the first game theonst, developuig a strategic outlook
for certain players in the job market game, but beeause 1t does provide
an mteresting set.of examples of how complex the relations are among
ethics, strategy, and modes of explanation

Forn order to organize the trade union, individuals have to renounce
egoism, that 15, to renounce egoistic claims against one another In
dividual differences are rejected as being of no account

Thus does not quite amount to an ethical rejection of egoism For one
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thing, the ultimate purpose behind formimg the coalition 1s-the further-
mg of the ndividual interests of the members Each member rejects
any conception of an individual good that 1s'not stmp y an guteome of
the overall group utility But the purpose of this 1s to further the good
of the indivaduals, of 1t d1d not have this effect, people would not do

1t On the other hand we cannoi simply reduce the group good to the
sum of the.imdividual goods and make the trade union ethic simply a
sophusticated form of egoism, because there 15 not a quite perfect fit be
tween the group utility and the individual utdities Generally, whatever
serves the group serves the individuals too But occasionally the coalt
tional stratepy may force a hardship on someone That person’s self
mterest would not be served by the coalitional strategy, but the person
would be asked to go along with the coalition anyway (The coalition
could try to show its good faith by making some compensation to such
people )

It also does not amount to an ethical rejection of egoism because,
well, 1t 1s not really etfiical 1 do not mean that 1t 1s unethical Tt would
be betiter to see 1t as strategic The mjunciion to reject individual
differences and to work for the collective good 15 not being argued for
on the basis of traditzonal ethical considerations Rather, 1t 1s & prin
ciple of strategy

Ultimately, considerations of this kind may be the most important
kind of argument for structural explanation in social theory
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