
PHIL-GA 3009, Fall 2011

STRUCTURE EXPLANATION

Place Second floor seminar room, Philosophy Building (5 Washington Place)

Texts Some readings can be found by following the links embedded in the
reading list; the remainder will be posted online at
www.nyu.edu/classes/strevens/ExplnF11. A user name and password
are required (to be announced in class).

Content In the first part of the class, we will study various approaches to
explanation in the philosophy of science, in particular, expectability,
unificationist, and causal approaches. Special attention will be given to
the role of dependence, abstraction, and idealization in explanation. In
the second part of the class, we turn to explanation in areas other than
science: mathematics, metaphysics, ethics, and perhaps aesthetics,
looking for differences and especially similarities to scientific
explanation.

Evaluation Your grade is based on two papers (50% each).

The first paper should be 10 to 12 pages long. The second paper may
be another essay of the same length on a different topic, or a 20 to 24
page extension and rewrite of the first. If you pursue this latter option,
then, you will submit a 12 page paper and then a 24 page paper that
is based on (and may incorporate all of) the shorter paper.

The first paper is due on November 1st. The second paper is due on the
last day of term, which is December 16th.

In the event of your taking an incomplete, all coursework must be
submitted before the first day of classes of the spring semester, or you
will receive a failing grade. No extensions: this is a fixed deadline.

Contact Office hours are Wednesdays 11:00 to 12:30 and by appointment.

Room 603, 5 Washington Place, phone 8-3559

strevens@nyu.edu www.strevens.org

212-998-3559 (work)

http://www.nyu.edu/classes/strevens/ExplnF11
mailto:strevens@nyu.edu
http://www.strevens.org


PHIL-GA 3009, Fall 2011

READINGS EXPLANATION

Sep 6 Hempel’s Deductive-Nomological Account
B Strevens, M., “Scientific explanation”
B Hempel, C. G. and P. Oppenheim, “Studies in the logic of explanation”

(NYU Proxy), Part I
B Salmon, W. C., Four Decades of Scientific Explanation, 46–50

Sep 13 Pattern Subsumption and Unification
B Strevens, M., Depth, §1.32
B Friedman, M., “Explanation and scientific understanding” (NYU Proxy),

5–15
B Kitcher, P., “Explanatory unification” (NYU Proxy)

Sep 27 Causation and Dependence
B Strevens, M., Depth, §1.4
B Salmon, W. C., “An at-at theory of causal influence” (NYU Proxy)
B Woodward, J., Making Things Happen (NYU Proxy), §1.3
B Strevens, M., Depth, §2.1
B Salmon, W. C., “A new look at causality” (NYU Proxy)

Oct 4 Difference-Making
B Strevens, M., “The causal and unification accounts of explanation

unified – causally” (NYU Proxy). (The view is elaborated in chapters
two and three of Depth.)

B Strevens, M., Depth, §4.4

Oct 11 Understanding and Explanation
B De Regt, H. W. and D. Dieks, “A contextual approach to scientific

understanding” (NYU Proxy) (§4 is most important)
B Strevens, M., “No understanding without explanation”

The Pragmatic Account of Scientific Explanation
B van Fraassen, B. C., The Scientific Image (NYU Proxy), chap. 5, from

§2.7 onward

Oct 18 Explaining Laws
B Strevens, M., Depth, chap. 7 except §§7.34–7.36

http://www.strevens.org/research/simplexuality/Expln.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/185169
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/185169
http://www.mcps.umn.edu/philosophy/VolumeXIII.htm
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2024924
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/2024924
http://www.jstor.org/stable/186834
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/186834
http://www.jstor.org/stable/187348
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/187348
http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/oso/public/content/philosophy/9780195155273/toc.html
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/oso/public/content/philosophy/9780195155273/toc.html
http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/0195108647.001.0001/acprof-9780195108644-chapter-2
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/0195108647.001.0001/acprof-9780195108644-chapter-2
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2004.00466.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2004.00466.x/abstract
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2004.00466.x/abstract
http://www.jstor.org/pss/20118553
http://www.jstor.org/pss/20118553
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/pss/20118553
http://www.strevens.org/research/expln/illuminatio
http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/0198244274.001.0001/acprof-9780198244271
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/0198244274.001.0001/acprof-9780198244271


Oct 25 Robustness
B Railton, P., “Probability, explanation, and information” (NYU Proxy)
B Jackson, F. and P. Pettit, “In defense of explanatory ecumenism” (NYU

Proxy)
B Strevens, M., Depth, §11.2

Nov 1 Mathematical Explanation in Science
B Baker, A., “Are there genuine mathematical explanations of physical

phenomena?” (NYU Proxy)
B Strevens, M., Depth, §§8.13, 8.4

Nov 8 Mathematical Explanation in Mathematics
B Steiner, M., “Mathematical explanation” (NYU Proxy)
B Lange, M., “Why proofs by mathematical induction are generally not

explanatory” (NYU Proxy) (optional)

Nov 15 Explanation in History
B Hempel, C. G., “Explanation in science and in history”
B Mink, L. O., “The autonomy of historical understanding” (NYU Proxy)
B Velleman, J. D., “Narrative explanation” (NYU Proxy)

Nov 29 Metaphysical Explanation
B Rosen, G., “Metaphysical dependence: Grounding and reduction”;

§13 is optional

Dec 6 Moral Explanation
B Leibowitz, U. D., “Scientific explanation and moral explanation” (NYU

Proxy), §§1, 3, 4
B Lance, M. and M. Little, “Defeasibility and the normative grasp of

context” (NYU Proxy)

Dec 13 Aesthetic Explanation
B Beardsley, M. C., “On the generality of critical reasons” (NYU Proxy)
B Sibley, F., “General criteria and reasons in aesthetics”, up to p. 113
B Mathers, R. and G. Dickie, “The definition of ‘regional quality’” (NYU

Proxy) (read this two-pager for the definition of the term regional
quality, used by Sibley without explanation)

Dec 20 TBD

No classes: Sep 20; Nov 22 (Thanksgiving week)

Papers are due on November 1st and December 16th.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20115660
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/20115660
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?aid=1851496
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?aid=1851496
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?aid=1851496
http://mind.oxfordjournals.org/content/114/454/223.short
http://mind.oxfordjournals.org/content/114/454/223.short
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://mind.oxfordjournals.org/content/114/454/223.short
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4319237
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/4319237
http://analysis.oxfordjournals.org/content/69/2/203.extract
http://analysis.oxfordjournals.org/content/69/2/203.extract
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://analysis.oxfordjournals.org/content/69/2/203.extract
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2504434
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/2504434
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3595560
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/3595560
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2010.00775.x/abstract
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2010.00775.x/abstract
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2010.00775.x/abstract
http://www.springerlink.com/content/v625514836wk21ll/
http://www.springerlink.com/content/v625514836wk21ll/
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.springerlink.com/content/v625514836wk21ll/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2023219
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/2023219
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2022876
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/2022876
https://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://www.jstor.org/stable/2022876
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