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rNI this book I ofier a discussion of the logical structure of
I cxplanation as it is given in ordinary histolical writing. As
I the title suggests,I attempt to d6al only with a certain
lnDect of this pioblem: the extent to which the giving of exnlanation in historv requires knowledge of laws. Certain coniributions to a qeieraf theory of explanation do emerge at
vf,rious staqesof the arEument, but my main purpose is to
rrhowwhv Ilhink a very irevalent view of the relation between
lnws and' explanation dnicceptable. The immediate argument
nrises out oT a consideratioi of the views expressedon this
xrrhiectbv a number of contemporary philosophers in Britain
,,nd A-.tica, and especially by Mr. P. L. Gardiner in The
Nature of Historical ExOlanatioz, which was published in the
( )xford ehssical and Philosophical Monographs Series a few
ycars ago.
'
lt is-a pleasure to be able to acknowl.4g. lttS ygry-gTe3t
rlcht I o"re to my teacher in philosophy, Mr. W. H. WaJsf'
Without his euidince, and the stimulitibn of his orvn w-orkin
nhilosophy of history, this book would have been much worse
ihan it^is. Without his ettcoutagement, it would not have
cxisted at all. My thanks are also due to Jhe lpny friends,
enncciallvProfessbr D. G. Brown and the Rev. D. D. Evans,
who toofi time to dispute wilh me on a number of points; to
Itrofcssor G. Rvle arid Professor H. H. Price, who gave me
vrrhrahlecriticisins of the whole work in typescript; and to my
rvilc, rvho added understanding and forbearanceio active help
ol'nranv kinds. I am grateful, t6o, to the Humanities Research
('ouncii of Canada flr assistancein the form of a research
rrnnt. and to the Warden and Fellows of Nuffield College,
(lxf,ri,l, for making me a member of their society during the
lirr:rlstaseof the work.
'l'he 6ook is a shortened version of the greater part of a
tlrt:siswhich was submitted for the D.Phil. iiegree at Oxford
I lrrivcrsityin MichaelmasTerm, r955.
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T HE CO V E RI NG L AW M OD EL
t, Staternentof the Model
T N recentyearsphilosophersof history have had to reckon
I with a generaltheory of explanationwhich, in spite of its
I prcstigeamong logicians,has often appearedto fit rather
nwkwardlythe explanationshistorians actually give. To put
it in a summary way, what the theory maintains is that explrrnationis achieved,and only achieved,by *bt
what is
-ti"S of the
to he explainedmder a gmqal /aar. Such an account
busicstructure of all explanhtionis sometimesreferred to as
'thc regularityanalysis';but becauseit makesuseof the notion
of bringing a caseunder a law, i.e. 'covering' it with a law, I
rhall often speakof it hereafteras 'the coveringlaw model'.r
ln the chaptersto follow I shall arguethat whether or not it
Itusa usein other fields, it is a dangerousmodelfor the philorophy of history. For it commonly leads its advocatesinto
tnlking about explanationin history in ways which are either
rudicallyincorrect or misleadingin important respects.
Covering law theory is to be found variously formulated.
Indeed, one of the difficulties in the way of any attempt to
nusess
its adequacyis that of discoveringexactlywhat its exponentsintend to assertwhen they move beyond such summary characterizations
as the one given above.Let me begin,
thcrefore,by drawing attentionto someof the things covering
luw theorists have actually written.

ProfessorK. R. Popper,who claimsto be the author of the
tnodel,having put it forward as a generaltheory of explanation in 1935in Logik der Forschung,and againten yearslater
in The OpenSocietyand lts Enemieswith particular reference
t P. L. Gardiner calls it "the regularity interpretation" in The Nature oJ
I listorical Explanation, Oxford, 1952,p. 65. See also pp. 7o, 82. For a hint of
'r:ovcring law' terminology see R. B. Braithwaite's Scientifu Explanation, Ctmhridgc,r953,p. r.
'1080.10
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to history, puts his central doctrine thus: "To give a causal
exfulanationof a certain event means to derive deductively a
statement (it will be called a prognosis)which describes that
event, using as premises of the deduction some uniaersal laws
together with certain singular or specific sentenceswhich we
may call initial conditions." He continues: "The initial conditions (or more precisely, the situation described by them) are
usually spoken of as the causeof the event in question, and the
prognosis (or rather, the event described by the prognosis) as
theeffect...."r
In The Open Sociefy Popper goes on to draw some consequences from this theory. One important consequenceis the
discovery of a close logical connexion between explanation,
prediction, and confirmation. According to Popper, "the use
of a theory for the purpose of.predicting some specific event is
just another aspect of its use for the purpose of. explaining
such an event", and the notions of confirming or testing are
related in a similar way. In terms of this logical pattern it is
'possible
to distinguish three sorts of sciences,all using the
covering law model, but for different purposes and in different
ways. The 'pure generalizing sciences'(e.g. physics, biology,
sociology) use it to test, and hence to establish 'universal laws
o6hypotheses', referring to specific events only in order to do
this. The 'applied generalizing sciences' (e.g. engineering)
are interested in the prognosis, i.e. a prediction of a specific
event, using the universal laws as means only, and taking their
truth for granted. The 'historical sciences',on the other hand,
are "interested in explaining a specific or particular event",
rather than predicting or testing. Historians are not concerned
to formulate or es{ablishlaws; what they do is 'assume'them.
Popper believes that this analysis shows both why history has
been said to be a study of the'particular, and why this fact
nevertheless cannot be cited as a reason for denying that the
historian, like the natural scientist, uses general laws.
Popper's accountof explanationwould, I think, generallybe
spoken of ps 'positivist'. It appears in various guises in the
r Quoted in The Open Society, London,

1952, vol. ii,p, z6z.
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wr.itirrgsof analytic philosophers influenced by the logical
po*rtivist movement of the twenties and thirties; and it is
arrlit'ipltcd in the work of the nineteenth-centurypositivists
. ( 'orrrlt':rrrdMill. Its advocacyis part of a reforming approach
lu t lrc soc:ialstudies,a deliberateattempt to make history more
'rcit'lrtilic'-in the present instanceby insisting on rigorous
hrgicll standards for what may count as explanation. Its
gnrcr irl intcllectualgroove,of course,can be traced back farther
lirr instanceto the classicaldiscussionof causalityby Hume.
Irrrk'ctl, many modern exponents of the model explicitly
nlktrowlcdge their indebtednessto Hume. Popper states his
rr'lntionto Hume thus:
view)that we cannot
, , , llltrnrc] pointedout (asagainstthe Cartesian
Ittrrw lrtything about a necessaryconnectionbetweenan event A and
lttnllrer cvcnt B. . . . Our theory fully recognizesthis Humean criticism.
f fuf if (liflcrsfrom Hume (r) in that it explicitly formulatesthe uniaersal
hyptilhrsisthat eventsof the kind A are alwaysand everywherefollowed
lry r.vcrrtsof the kind B; (z) that it assertsthe truth of the statementthat
I tc thc r:auseof B, providedthat the universalhypothesisis true. Hume,
tlr rrtfrer words, only looked at the eventsA and B themselves;and he
r'nrrlrlnol find any trace of a causallink or a necessaryconnectionbelwrr.n llrcsetwo. But we add a third thing, a universallaw; and with
rrrpc('l to this law, we may speakof a causallink, or evenof a necessary
t rl ttttcr'l i <l n.r

l'opprt:r's point is taken irp and developed by Professor
('. (;. llcmpel in a lucid and influential article entitled,'The
lirrrrctionof General Laws in History'.z Hempel generalizes
llre.t'ovcring law model beyond the strictly causal form, and
rtlrl('ilvolrrsto show in more detail how it can be successfully
npplir.rlto historicalcases.His formulation of the ideal, which
rr nr()rcrigorousthan Popper's,readsthus:
'l'lrccxplanation
of theoccurrence
of an eventof somespecific
kind E
rrtn lr.rt:rinplaceandtimeconsists,
asit is usuallyexpressed,
in indicatlrrgtlrc c:urses
or determining
factorsof E. Now the assertion
that a set
rrl r.v1'111.-eny, of the kinds Cr, Cs, . . ., Cr-have
caused the event to
lx, rxpllincd
amounts to the statement that, according to certain general
r ( )l ). (.i t., p.
3.{3.
I l{r.prirrtcd in Readings in Philosophical Analytis, ed. H. Feigl and W. Sellars,
New York, 1949, pp. 4sg-7r,

T H E C O V ER IN G L A W M O D E L
ctt. r
+
laws, a set of events of the kinds mentioned is regularly accompanied
by an event of kind .8. Thus, the scientific explanation of the event in
question consistsof
(r) a set of statementsassertingthe occurrenceof certain eventsCr, . . .,
Cnat ceftain times and places,
(z) a set ofuniversal hypotheses,such that
'
(a) the statementsof both groups are reasonablywell confirmed by
empirical evidence,
(6) from the two groups of statements the sentence asserting the
occurrenceof event Z can be logically deduced.
In a physical explanation, group (r) would describe the initial and
boundary conditions for the occurrence ofthe final event; generally, rve
shall say that group (r) states the determining conditions for the event to
be explained, while group (z) contains the general laws on which the
explanation is based; they imply the statement that whenever events of
the kind described in the first group occur, an event of the kind to be
explained will take place.r

It will be noticed that the model outlined is said to give
the logicalstructureof 'scientific'explanation,particularly that
found in the most develop€dof the natural sciences:physics.
But, as I have already suggested,it is generaltypart of the
purposeof advocatesof the model to vindicatethe 'scientific'
characterof history---or, perhaps more accurately, to forestall the conclusion that history may operate successfully
wifi proceduresand criteria of its own. Hempel's scientism
appearsin uncompromisingform in the dichotomy which he
draws betweenscientifu andpseudoexplanation.Any alleged
explanationmust be either one or the other. Thus, when he
goes on to consider historical cases,the only peculiarities he
finds reduceto matters of precisionor articulation.
Hempel givestwo reasonsfor the cortmon failure to reahze
that generallaws"fiave a theoreticalfunction" in explanations
given in history as well as in science.He points out, first, that
the laws in questionare not only taken as known and established, i.e. used rather than discovered,but as so well known
that in most casesthey arenot mentionedat all. They areto be
regardedas only implicit in the proffered explanation. This is
t pp.459-6o.

sacT. r
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particularly the case,he believes,with generalizationsabout
human nature. In'The OpenSociefyPopper makesa similar,
althoughnot identical,suggestionwhen he writes: "Although
an eventis the causeof anotherevent,which is its effect,only
relative to some universal law, in history the latter are often
so trivial that as a rule we take them for granted instead of
making conscioususe of them." And he adds the following
illustration:
If we explain, for example, the first division of Poland in ry72 by
pointing out that it could not possibly resist the combined power of
Russia, Prussia and Austria, then we are tacitly using some trivid universallaw such as: 'If of two armies which are about equally well armed
and led, one has a tremendous superiority in men, then the other never
wins.' . . . Such a law might be described as a law of the sociology oI
military power; but it is too trivid ever to raisea seriousproblem for the
etudents of sociology, or to arouse their attention. Or if we explain
Caesar's decision to cross the Rubicon by his ambition and energy, say,
then we are using some very trivial psychological generalizations which
would hardly ever arouse the attention of a psychologist.r

The secondreasongven by Hempel for the widespread
failure to recognizethe historian'suse of generallaws is that
it is usually very difficult to formulate the laws in question
"with sufficient precision and at the sametime in such a way
that they are in agreement,with all the relevant empirical
evidenceavailable".For what the historian offersunder these
conditions Hempel coins the term, 'explanationsketch'. The
sketch,he says,"consists of a more or lessvague indication
of the laws and initial conditions consideredas relevant, and
it needs'filling out' in order to turn into a full-fledgedexplanation. This filling out requires further empirical research,for
which the sketchsuggeststhe direction." The important point
is that althoughthe laws may only be vaguelysuggested,they
could be statedmore preciselyif the historiandid his job more
thoroughly. The logical theory of the covering law consequently stands^unassailed;the difference between the historian's sketch and an ideal 'scientific' explanationis in the
former's lack of precision,not in its logical form.
t Op. cit., pp.264-5.
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Hempel's analysisis designedto convinceus that in so far
as explanationis given in history, it is given, in spite of appearancesto the contrary, on the coveringlaw model. On one
question, however, he professeshimself "entirely neutral":
whether explanationin history is a specialkind, achieved,for
example,by meansof "specificallyhistoricallaws". It is to this
question that another covering law theorist, ProfessorM. G.
White, turns in a carefully arguedarticle entitled 'Historical
Explanation'.' Having registered his approval of Hempel's
essentialthesis, White asks: 'What, then, is the nature of
specificallyhistoricalexplanation?' And he goeson to consider
variouspossibilitiesin the light of coveringlaw theory.
One possibility which suggestsitself is that the distinguishing mark of an historical explanationis referenceto the past,
i.e. "a historical explanation explains facts at one time by
referenceto facts prevailing at an earlier time". Thus one
might distinguish betweentwo kinds of laws which can perform the covering function: those which contain some referenceto a lapseof time, and thosewhich do not. But White
arguesthat to definehistorical explanationin terms of the use
of temporal laws only is to adopt too broad a criterion. For
there are laws which we now rightly regard as belongingtb
o4e or other of the natural scienceswhich would have to.be
called historical if this test were accepted;and "we do not
want our analysisto result in the statementthat one explanation is both mechanicaland historical".
In the hope of finding a more satisfactorycriterion of 'historical' explanationby contrastwith, for example,'mechanical'
or 'physical' or 'biological', White askson what principle we
ordinarily decideghat explanationsare of a certain kind, i.e.
belong to a certain science.The distinction, he maintains,is
made on the basis of the essentialemployment of technical
terms native to the scienceconcerned.Thus a chemical explanationis identified by the occurrenceof 'element'words
like'hydrogen',andno explanationin which suchtermsdo not
occur essentiallycan be countedas specificallychemical.It is
I Mind, 1943,pp. zr2-2g.
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to say 'essentially'in order to rule out purely analynecessary
tic truths accidentallyemployingtechnicalterms, and alsoto
allow for the fact that rnost sciences,becausethey are related
to eachother in a logicalhierarchy,presupposeother sciences,
and thus terms of the presuPposedsciencesoccur (although
'unessentially')in the statementsof the presupposingsciences.
by most other sciences;
Physics,for instance,is presupposed
logic is presupposedby all, while itself presupposingnone.
The exiitence of historical explanations,therefore, depends
on the existenceof specificallyhistoricaltermsl and any explanation in which such terms occur essentiallywill properly
be regardedas an historical explanation.
But whereasthe first criterion consideredhad the disadvantageof allowingtoo many explanationsto be called'historical',
Wtrite doubts that any could qualify on the presentone. For
history is the polar oppositeof logic in that it presupposes-all
the oiher sciences,and has zo specialtechnical terms of its
own; they are all borrowed.Terms which may at first appear
to be specificallyhistoricalones,e.g. 'revolution', usuallyturn
out to Lelongto the scienceof sociology.Like most positivists,
and as Popper had alreadycontended,White concludesthat
history diffirs from sociologyonly in applying rather than discovering the laws of social phenomena.The answer to the
questio;: 'What is the nature of historical explanation?'is
t-herefore:'There are no suchexplanations.'Theexplanations
which historiansgive, in so far as they are reputable,must be
'scientific' (and generallysociological)ones.
z. Receptionby Philosophersand Historinns
The statementof the coveringlaw theory and its implications which has been given aboveis drawn from the writings
of three contemporaryphilosopherswho have been in the
forefront of recent controversyin the philosophy of history'
But, as I have alreadysuggested,their view of the nature of
explanationib far from being an isolatedone, and something
tiki it can, in fact, be found in the work of many American
and British philosophersand socialtheorists,with and without

8
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referenceto the authorsalreadymentioned.The theory might,
indeed,be said to haveachieved,in many quarters,the status
of accepteddoctrine.
Thus, accordingto ProfessorC. J. Ducasse,"explanation
essentiallyconsistsin the offering of a hypothesisof fact,
standingto the fact to be explainedas a caseof antecedentto
caseof consequentof some already known law of connection. . .".' Accordingto ProfessorF. Kaufmann,"it is elliptical to speakof a causeof a given event without referring
explicitly to the law in terms of which it is a causeof the
event".z According to ProfessorR. B. Braithwaite, "to ask
for the causeof an event is alwaysto ask for a generallaw
which appliesto the particular event".3Similar statementscan
be found in the work of many other writers, to someof whom
referencewill later be made.The unassailabilityof the model
appearsto have reachedthe point where an extremeversion
of it can be introducedapologeticallyinto a symposiumof the
Aristotelian Society as "a rather obvious point to be made
about causalexplanationin general".+
Opposition to covering law theory, or at any rate to the
hind of thinking about history which it represents,has come
mainly from philosopherswho could be called 'idealist'. The
most uncompromisingopponentssimply declare 'the autonolny of history', claiming that the historian has no dealings
whatever with general laws, and yet explains his subjectmatter quite satisfactorilyin his own way. If we ask for more
detailsabout the way explanationsshould proceedin history,
we are likely to receivean answerdrawn from a view of the
peculiar nature of the historian's subject-matter.Thus ProfessorM. Oakeshott,in Experience
and lts Modes,having em.
phasizedthe inexHlustible particularity, the uniqueness,of
historical events,representshistorical explanationas simply
t 'Explanation, Mechanism and Teleology', reprinted in Feigl and Sellars,
Readings in Philosophical Analyis, p. 54o.
2 The Methodology of the Social Scierces, New York, 1944, p.
93.
3 Op. cit., p. a.
4 R. S. Peters,'Motives
and Causes', Proceedings of the Aistoteliatr Society,
Supp. Vol,, 1952, p. r4r.
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,,a full accountof change"-the most completeand detailed
descriptionof what is to be explainedthat the historian is capableoi giving. For Oakeshott,not only hasthe notion of 'law'
no placi in iistorical explanation,but the categoryof 'cause'
itsif is,,replacedbythe exhibitionofaworld of eventsintrinsically relatedto one anotherin which no lacunais tolerated".'
In The ld'ea of History R. G. Collingwood dispenseswith
,law' in the light of a different asPectof t]re histhe notion of
torian's subject-matter:the fact that it is past human actiort,
which has a lthought-side'. In history "the object to be
discoveredis not thJ mere eventbut the thought expressedin
it. To discoverthat thought is alreadyto understandit'"z It is
collingwood's contention that once the thought-side of the
action is revealed,bringing the action under law can add
nothing to our understandingof it. For "the value of generalizationln natural sciencedependson the fact that the data of
physicalscienceare given by perception,and perceivingi1 not
understanding". In the caseof human actions,where direct
understandingis possible,we therefore demand more than
that intelligilitity wnich comesfrom recognizing"the relations
betweengJrr.r"f types".3Lihe Oakeshott,Collingwoodclaims
that explination on the covering law model, if it were given
in history, would be in one way or another inappropriateor
out of place.
But few idealist writers-even the two unquestionably
vigorous ones mentioned-have succeededin.putting their
in a form comparablein clarity and precico-unter-argument
sion with lhat of their opponents,and their position has in
recent yearstended to go by de{au!. There have, nevertheless,been some attempts to do justice to both sides,giving
qualified acceptanceto covering law theory,-blt seekingto
modify it in ihe light of idealist doctrines. Thus Professor
M. Mandelbaum, in The Problemof Histmical Knowledge,
althoughappearingto accePtsomethinglike the coveringlaw
analysisof elphnation, and a similar analysisof the concePts
,importance', at one crucial point insists
of ,ielevance'-and
t Cambridge,1953,p. r43.

t Orford, 1946,p, zr4.

3 Op. cit.' pp,222-3.
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that the historian's task is to exhibit eventsin their "actual
determining relationships". And he denies that such "full
causalexplanation" is reducible without remainder to subsumption under coveringlaw.'
In An Introduction to Philosophyof History Mr. W. H.
Walsh also arguesfor a compromise.2Against Collingwood's
apparentclaim that human actionsareunderstood"in a single
act of intuitive insight", Walsh points out that in order to
graspand understandthe thought of historicalagentswe have
to interpret historical evidence,"and this processof interpretation is one in which we make at least implicit reference
to generaltruths". Unlike Collingwoodand Oakeshott,Walsh
recognizesa wide sphereof applicationfor the covering law
model in history; yet he makesit clear that he regards the
laws implicit in the explanationof most individual actionsin
history as peculiar in important ways. What the historian
bringsto his studyof the past,Walshmaintains,is a basic,nontechnical knowledgeof human nature-a kind of 'common
sgnss'-rvhich it is very difficult to regard as arrived at by any
ordinary processof induction. For this would do "less than
justice to the subtlety and depth of insight into the possibilities of human nature shown by the great historians".3
The reception of the model by historiansthemselveshas
also6eendivided. A few, like ProfessorR. M. Crawford, have
hailed it with enthusiasm-less as a faithful reflectionof the
way historical inquiry proceeds than as an instrument of
emancipationand progress:one more step in a century-long
march "in the direction of making historical studies more
scientific". In an article entitled 'History as a Science',a
having confessedthat theoretical problems of his subject
drove him to "turn for help to the philosophers",Crawford
deniesthat we can ever speak,of'actualdeterminingrelationships' without assumingthat the events concerned represent instancesof regular relationshipsformulable as laws-

although the prudence of an historian leadshim to add that
such a contention does not require the exact repetition of
events. Crawford has no hesitation in using the model to
assessthe adequacyof explanationswhich historians have
actually given, and he clearly expectsa marked improvement
in historicalwriting to result from a more generaldetermination amonghistoriansto make the coveringlaws assumedby
their explanationsexplicit.
The persuasiveappealof the model to reformersmay also
be seenin a remarkablebulletin published by the American
SocialScienceResearchCouncil, entitled Thcoryand Practbe
in Historical Studies.'This pamphletoutlinesthe conclusions
reachedby a committeeof historianswho had the temerity to
call upon a philosopher,ProfessorS. Hook, for light on their
subject. The essentialsof covering law doctrine are plainly
expoundedin Hook's declaration: "An event or processis
explainedif it can be shown that it follows from a set of relevant antecedenteventsregardedasdeterminingconditions.. . .
[It] always involves the assumption of some general laws or
statistical genenlizations relating classesof phenomena, to
one of which the event or processbelongs."zThe only peculiarities of explanationin history are said to be (r) that its
subject-matteris confined to "human activity in social contexts", (z) that the laws lnvolved are comparativelyvague,
and (3) that the historian's researchtechniquesare autonomous, although the logic of evidenceis not. Hook's account
was incorporatedinto a final 'statementof faith' by his historical colleagues.
As a rule, however, historians tend to resist the model as
in someway irrelevant to what they are trying to do. Unfortunately, they do not alwaysmakeit clearwhy they think this
is so. Someregistertheir protest in metaphoricalrather than
argumentative terms. Thus Butterfield has deplored the
attempt to write history on "geometricalpatterns with clean

I New.York, 1938,p. r4.
' London, r95r, chap.iii.
t I shall show (in Chaps. II and V) that both Mandelbaum's and Walsh'e
views are suggestive of ways in which covering law theory requires modification.
4 Historical Studies,Australia and Neut Zealand, ry47, pp. rS3-+.

t BdletinNo,
54, NowYork, 1946.
t Op. cit., p. rz7. Hook is here outlining just one of wo possible views, but
we are left in little doubt that it is this one he accepts.
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white spaces(where there ought to be a rich, thick undergowth) betweent"helines".' And Trevelyan has insistedthat
Clio is a Muse, without showingpreciselywhat is wrong with
a 'scientific' approach.tOther historians,unable to deny that
the model has a certain a priori plausibility, concede the
logical point, and make its inapplicability to history only a
matter of difficulty in practice. And, of course, there are
alwayssomewho find it attractiveto retreat to an older positivist view of the nature of historical inquiry: that it is simply
not the historian's businessto give explanations;his concern
is only to describe and narrate. Such a view, it might be
mentioned, does not usually prevent these same historians
from offering perfectly satisfactoryexplanationsin their untheoreticalmoments.And the prevalenceof explanatorywords
and expressionsin what, in the preface to this book, I called
'ordinary historicalwriting', would in any casemakethe view
a rather odd one.
It would be rash to try to read a great deal into the reactions of historians to the model. Practitioners are not always
the best theoristsabout:their own practice; and, in any case,
the evidenceis conflicting. Yet it appearsto me highly suspicious that the model is acceptedmost readily by thosewho
are admittedly dissatisfiedwith history as it is at present.
Before joining in the demand for a revolution in historical
method, it might be wiseto insist on a more sustainedattempt
to show exactlyhow, and to wtrat extent, the model does,or
could, apply to the explanationshistoriansalreadygive.And in
addition, it might be prudent to ask whether, if the model
were strictly and deliberately applied, anything would be
abandonedwhich is essentialto what historians at present
acceptas explanation.Tlempeland Popper have both offered
hints and suggestionsin this connexion; but it seemsto me
thrt a great deal more would need to be said before it could
be claimedthat a convincingcasefor the acceptanceof cov€ring law theory in history had beenmade.
I Tlu Eiglislnan otd his Histary, Cambridge,
1944, p. r38.
' Clio, A Mzse, London, r93o.
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3. A Defmceof the Model
In his recent book The Nahne of Historical ExpLanation
Mr. Patrick Gardiner has attempted to provide some of the
sustainedargumentwhich coveringlaw theory would seemto
require if it is to make good its claim. Gardiner takesup the
problem where Hempel left it; he recognizesthe fact that an
argument of some subtlety is needed,since it is not at all
obvious that the model appliesto historical cases.He mainto the contrary.
tains that it doesso, despiteappearances
The book is divided into four parts, in the first of which the
coveringlaw modelis representedasrevealingthe logicalstructure of explanationsgiven in both formal scientificinquiry and
everydaylife. According to Gardiner: "We explain our headaches,our insomnia,our goodhealth,and so forth by correlating them with other happenings like sitting too long in the
sun, drinking strong black coffee,and taking regular exercise,
which havebeenobservedto accompanythe eventsand states
differ from such
to be explained...."' Scientificexplanations
cornmonsenseonesin requiring "a closestructural analysisof
the phenomena",and this showsitself in the use of technical
conceptsbeyond the precision of the languageof common
sense.Yet the differenceis bnly one of degree:"the explanation of the physicist and tlre explanationof the 'plain man'
both dependupon observedcorrelationsin experience."2
In Part II Gardinerpreparesthe ground for the contention
that explanationsin history are of the samegeneraltype, by
considering and rejecting some familiar a priori objections
based on peculiar views of the historian's subject-matter.
This very useful discussionis intended to shaheup common
prejudicesand disposethe readerto consideron its merits the
positive argumentfor the model. Of four ways of arguing for
'the autonomyof history'which arethus attacked,three are of
particular interest here.3
I Op. cit., p.
5.

I Op. c i t., p.24.

t The fourth argument is that history is, by definition, concemed with events
that arc past, and past events cannot be known as present ones can(and, afortiori,
cannot be explained)--a view attributed to Oakeshott.
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The first is that historical eventsare unique and henceunclassifiable-a view attributedto Croce.If true, thiswould rule
out the possibility of bringing them under general laws at
all, for laws governtypes or classesof events.In meetingthis
objection,Gardiner doesnot deny that there is a certainpoint
in sayingthat "the historianconcentratesupon the eventin its
uniqueindhtiduality"; but he doesdeny that "historical events
possesssome absolute uniquenesswhich necessitatestheir
being known and explainedin an especialway".I Indeed, he
regardsit as obviousthat, sincethe historianuseslanguageto
refer to the events he studies, he does in fact manage to
classifythem. The a piori objection that he cannot do this
must therefore be dismissed.
The secondobjection is that historical events are, or involve,thoughts,and thoughtscannotbe brought under lawa view attributed to Collingwood.OnceagainGardiner admits
that the objection has some force, for in history "we view
human behaviour not only in its reactive aspects,but also
under the aspectof being purposive, calculated,planned".,
And when we do this, he agrees,we do not look for causesor
bring the actionsunder law. But although "the two forms of
explanationare different [and] it is a mistaketo try to conflate
them", we should not conclude that the giving of a nonca.rs"l explanation rules out the giving of a causal or lawcoveredone. Nor should we allow ourselvesto think that the
'insides' of actionswhich the historian seeksto discoveraie
"queer pbjects, invisible enginesthat make the wheels go
round". For we understand actions in the non-causalway
largely by taking accountof overt behaviour,and our procedure in giving the explanation (which Gardiner discusses
further in Part IV) arffountsto subsumingwhat was done, if
not under a 'law', then at leastunder a 'lawlike' statement:a
statementimplying that the agentwas disposedto do things
of a certain sort.
The third objectionis that historical eventsare irredricibly
rich and complex,so that, whether there really are any regu' O p . c i t . , p D , 4 0 ,4 2 .

2 Op. cit., p.
47.
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larities in them or not, we cannot discern any. This view is
attributed to Fisher, and perhapsalsoto B,rry.And Gardiner
agreesthat when we cometo considereventslike the English,
French, and Russianrevolutions, it is tempting to conclude
that "the 'things' or eventswith which history deals aretoo
big and unwieldy, too complexand various, to be generalized
about". They seem to "overflow the edgesof any precise
classification".rBut we must not imaginethat it is a peculiarity
of the eventsthemselveswhich thus setslimits to our ability
to generalize.For there is a linguistic side to the problem;
terms like 'revolution', which indicate what it is we are to
generalizeabout, are "accommodatingterms, able to cover a
vast number of eventsfalling within an indefinite$ circumscribed range".' The 'language of historical descriptions'
consequently does not adrnit of the framing of precise
generalizations.But this is not at all the sameas concluding
that historical eventscannotbe generalizedabout at all.
Such a summarydoesscantjustice to Gardiner'sdiscussion
of some very common and troublesoineopinions about history. Even where the argument itself is rather sketchy, its
approachis often illuminating. Gardiner doesnot try to refute
these various philosophical objections outright; his aim is
rather to show that, taken in an ordinary sense,the propositions which formulate them expresstruisms about history,
the historian's interests and his problems, and that they
need not be interpreted as setting up metaphysicalbarriers
against the use of laws in explanation. But he wishes, of
course,to establishmore than this negative thesis. The remainder of the book is thereforedevotedtp showingthat the
covering law model doesfunction in history-indeed, that it
mustdo so,
As might be expected,in view of his treatment of the objections noted, Gardiner's positive accountgoesconsiderably
beyond Hempel's in making concessions
to thosewho object
to the model asunrealistic.His major departureis in allowing
a secondtype of explanation,which, far from being'pseudo',
I Op. cit,, p.
58.

r Op. cit., p. 6r.
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is perfectly proper when we are concernedwith humar conduct of a purposive rather than a 'reactive' kind. Having
denied that "an explanationof the form, 'r did y becausehe
wanted.a.. .', refersto the existenceof a causalrelationbetween
two events", Girdiner goeson to arguethat the "function of
the 'because"' in such explanationis to set the agent'saction
"within a pattern, the pattern of his normal behaviour".t The
particular actionis explainedin termsof a dispositionalcharacteristic of the agent, and this, he admits, cannot strictly be
regarded as subsuming what was done under a covering
generallaw.
It seemsto me that the departurefrom the covering law
model here is a major one, both in what it assertsand what it
suggests.Gardiner does, it is true, represent dispositional
explanationas not a very seriousfalling-awayfrom covering
law respectability.The explanatorystatementwhich attributes
the dispositionalcharacteristicto the agentis at least'lawlike'.
But although he does not emphasizethis, a logical discontinuity is neverthelessrecognizedin the field of explanation
which other covering law theorists have been most anxious
to avoid. Such an admission can scarcelyfail to strip the
model of a little of its pristine, a pri.ori plausibility---oneof
the,barriers to getting serious considerationfor alternative
acc<iunts.It invites the question: 'If one, why not many such
logicaldifferences,proVidedthat recognitionofthem is forced
upon us by a consileration of the way historians'explanations
go?' Gardiner does not explore such possibilities; the dispositional analysiswhich he gives in Part IV is hurried and
schematic by comparison with his earlier discussion.His
chief concern appearsto be to narrow the front which exponentsof the mod"f teq,rire to defend,and then to set about
defendingit.
Yet even in the remaining cases,where a covering law z's
held to function in any given explanation,Gardiner hasmuch
to add (in Part III) to Hempel'sremarksqboutthe 'looseness'
of the law in historical contexts.He points out that "an event
I Especiallyop. cit., pp. r?4-5.
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in history is frequently not so obviouslya caseof a given type
as is an event treated by scienceor by common sense".tHe
calls our attention to the fact that the historian'sexplanatory
statementoften comesas a kind of summingup, after the real
work of the explanationhasbeendone,so that that statement
itself, if it is to be properly understood,must be referredback
to the details on which it rests.2And he maintains that the
word 'cause' itseH, which appearsin so many explanations
given by historians, is vague in its own peculiar way. In
ordinary life, "to give the causeof an event is to selectone
from a number of conditions"-notably "that conditionwhich
enablesus to produceor Preventthat €v€[t" 13and in historyr
ttcontextualreferencett.
too, the word tcause'has a
For theseand other reasons,the function of coveringlaws
will appearvery different in scientificand historical cases.In
history, Gardiner warns us, the laws will have a number of
'levels of imprecision'.aThe historian, as we saw, usesordinary language;and the componentterms of his laws, unlike
the conceptsof science,are 'loose and porous'. White was
thus misguidedto look for 'specificallyhistorical terms'; his"
tory employsnone-not even sociologicalones-in the great
majority of cases.In additipn, there is often a wide ceteris
paribus clauseto be read into the historian's laws, leaving a
certain play betweenlaw and case.Indeed, when the laws are
formulated with sufficientcare,it may be found necessaryto
include in them some such qualifying term as 'usually'; for
it is not "implied that the5ralwayshold". Small wonder then
that in history there is "always a risk in moving from the
generalhypothetical or 'law' to the particular case,the risk
that in the particular casefactors unknown to us may have
beenpresent".s
Confrontedwith Gardiner'sanalysis,a true positivist might
very well say: 'So much the worsefor history asit is presently
studied'; and he might intensify his demandthat the subjectbe
mademore 'scientific'.But Gardinerinsiststhat it is a mistake,
r Op. cit., p. 87.
a Op. cit,, pp. 93-94.
4880.10

2 Op. cit., p.
9o.
C

t Op. c i t., p. ror.
5 Op. cit., p. 92.
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and damaging to historical writing, to draw too close a parallel
between explanation in history and in the formal sciences.
For we do not always want to talk about the world the way
a physicist does; in history the precision of scientific language
is out of place. The covering law model is no more than a
kind of logical 'marker' or ideal, to which actual explanations
in history can be shown to approximate to a limited degree.
The extent to which they do so depends upon the interests of
historians, and these not only allow, but positively enjoin, a
general loosenessof structure of the kind Gardiner explores.
To those who urge that historians speak more precisely, and
thus become more 'scientific', Gardiner recommends the
functional view o-f language: a view which holds that the only
'right' way of tailing ii th"eway which enables the speaker tL
get on with the job in hand.
Y
4. Aim of the Present Discussion
Gardiner's discussion of the nature of explanation in history seems to me a most useful one. It puts the case for the
covering law model with a moderation llearly induced by a
desire to illuminate what the historian actually does. It candidly admits that the model "may suggest an artificial picture
of what the historian is doing, an over-simplified, too tidy
accbunt".' No doubt Gardiner advancesfar enough beyoni
the cruder forms of the theory to produce an analysis which,
in many respects, historians might themselves find illuminating. Yet even in allowing a second type of explanation, he
insists that it, too, is analysable in terms of some kind of
'regularity', and in abandoning the claim that history is
'scientific'in any technical sense,he doesnot give up, but only
blurs, the logical pattern of explanation which his piedecessor"
claimed to derive from scientific procedure.
For all his concessions to the peculiarities of historical
practice, I think it is clear that Gardiner remains, in essentials,
a covering law theorist. His modifications of the model, like
r Op. cit., p. 88.
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those allowed by Popper and Hempel, are all designedto
ehow that, even in the most unlikely cases,the real force or
point of the explanationswhich historiansoffer is only to be
brought out by emphasizingtheir resemblanceto the covering law ideal. There is, of course,nothing necessarilyvicious
about approachingthe subject with the question: 'To what
extent do actual explanationsin history approximateto the
structureof the coveringlaw model?' But the dangerof doing
this will obviously be that more will sometimesbe read into
an historical examplethan is actually there, and, just 4s unfortunate, that important features which are there will pass
unnoticed. In spite of his repeateddeclarationsof the historian's right to determine his own way of dealing with his
eubject-matter,it seemsto me that Gardiner has not escaped
the dangersof such a procedure.
In the chaptersto follow I shall arguethat if we are to produce a helpful accountof the logic of explanationin history,
more is required than a mere 'looseningup' of the covering
law model. This model is, in fact, so misleadingthat it ought
to be abandonndrc a basic account of what it is to give an
explanation.This is not to saythat no traceof it will be found
at all in the explanationshistoriansnormally give, for it is an
odd philosophicaldoctrine which can be shown to be completely false. But the traces, I shall argue, are almost always
misdescribed.To bring thesetracesinto proper perspective,
I shall suggestthat we constantlyask ourselvesthe question:
'What is the point here of saying that a generallaw has an
indispensable
function in the explanationgiven?'
The general course of my argument will be as follows.I
In Chapter II, I shall investigatethe notion of an 'implicit'
appealto law asit is usedby coveringlaw theorists;and I shall
deny that there need be anything properly so-called in an
historian's explanation.The discussionof this question will
forcea reconsiderationof the problem of the uniquenessof the
I As the above chapter outline will suggest, I try, as far as possible, to discues
vurious reasons for dissatisfaction with the model independently. Thus failure to
bc convinced by the argument of any single chapter should not be taken as indicuting that the general case against the covering law theory has broken down,
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objectsof historicalstudy, and of the role of the judgement of
the historianin giving an explanation.In Chapter III, I shall
go on to askwhat should in generalbe said about caseswhere
a coveringlaw is known, and perhapsevenmentioned; and I
shall arguethat appealingto the law in such casesis not iptso
facto explaining what falls under it. This argument will direct
our attention to the question of the logical type of the term
'explanation'. For it will be an essentialpart of my general
thesis that positivists have wrongly taken it to be a term of
formal logic, whereasit is really a pragmatic one. Further
light will be thrown on this pragmatic dimension in subsequentchapters.
In Chapter IV, I shall consider the logical structure of
specificallycausalexplanationsin history. dbsidesexpanding
Gardiner'svery useful discussionof the 'contextualreference'
of the word 'cause', I shall try to show why knowledgeof
causal laws is especiallyirrelevant to the giving of causal
explanations;and I shall suggestthat it is often the erroneous
view of causalanalysiswhich the coveringlaw theory tendsto
support which lies behind campaignsfor the elimination of
causallanguagefrom historicalwriting altogether.In Chapter
V, I shall turn to the restrictedrangeof explanations-mainly
of individual human actions-which Gardiner calls 'noncatisal',and for which he offers a dispositionalrather than a
strictly larv-coveredanalysis.My argument here will be that
most of our explanationsof such actions are indeed of a
speciallogical type, which I call 'rational', but that the covering law doctrine is especiallybesidethe point when applied
to such cases-on both its necessaryand sufficient condition
interpretations. And the peculiarities of such explanations
cannot be brought"out by dispositional analysis either, although dispositionalexplanation;it will be admitted, constitutes a special type whose relation to rational and causal
explanationshas sonletimesbeenmisunderstood.
Finally, in Chapter VI, a type of explanationwill be discussed-rather more briefly-which standsquite outside the
normal 'Why? Because. . .'pattern, and whoselogical struc-
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ture departsquite radicallyfrom the coveringlaw model. Such
dcpartures,I shall argue,can only be appreciatedif wg attend
closely to the questions which the explanationsconcerned
may be regardedas answering.
To bring out the natureof my disagreementwith Gardiner's
modified covering law theory as sharply as possible, I shall
from time to time deliberately use exampleswhich he has
already discussed.I have no desire, however, to exaggerate
the extent of our disagreement,or to deny the obvious debt
which my discussionowesto his. And I should like to express
aubstantialagreementwith him about the kind of inquiry
nceded.Our concern is with the logic of historical thinking,
interpreting 'logic' in the broad sensemade familiar by contemporary analytic philosophers.It is not epistemologyor
psychology,as some opponents of the covering law theory
appearto believe.Gardiner, himseH,having drawn attention
to the historian's use of causaland near-causalexpressions,
formulatesthe nature of the task quite satisfactorilyin these
words: "We must try to discover what in general are the
criteria which govern the historian's usageof expressionslike
these,and under what conditions it is justifiable to saythat a
'historical connection' exists.betweentwo eventsor statesof
affairs."t And again: "We must . . . considerwhat it is that
historiansare doing when they speakof two eventsas causally
relatedto oneanother,and under what conditionsit is deemed
legitimate in history to say that two facts are connected."2
Like Gardiner's book, the present discussionendeavoursto
clicit someof thecomplicatedcriteria of 'giving anexplanation'
acceptedand acceptablein historical studies. And it is my
contentionthat covering law theory fails to give them.
I Op. cit., p.7o.

2 Op. cit., pp. 8o-8r.

