
Contents

Preface ix

1 W H A T  D O E S  I T  M E A N  T O  E X P L A I N  S O M E T H I N G ?  I

i . i T h e  histo rical m ode : p ro logue i
1.2 P re lim inary  pessim ism  3
1.3 D efin itions and  contex ts 4
1.4 E xp lanation  and  u n d ers tan d in g  7
1.5 D eductive-N om olog ica l exp lanations 9
1.6 P robab ilis tic  exp lanations 12
i .7 T h e  asym m etry  betw een  exp lana tion  and  p red ic tion  13

2 W H Y  ‘ N A T U R A L N E S S ’ D O E S  N O T  E X P L A I N  A N Y T H I N G  15

2.1 O n ‘n a tu ra l’ sound  changes : genera lities 15
2.2 A n a tte m p t a t a ph o n e tic  exp lana tion  17
2.3 O n  the  sta tu s  o f  p robab ilis tic  exp lana tions 20
2.4 F u rth e r  epistem ological considerations : th e  ‘stochastic  fac to r’ 24
2.5 T h e  sta tu s  o f  excep tions, 1 : th e  nu ll stra tegy  p rob lem  29
2.6 T h e  s ta tu s  o f excep tions, 2 : O p tim iza tion  and  nu ll stra tegy  32
2.7 M u ltip le  stra teg ies and a ‘law o f assim ilation ’ 35
2.8 Is  there  a d istinction  betw een  m arkedness an d  na tu ra lness ? 42

A P P E N D I X  T O  C H A P T E R  2 \

N A T U R A L N E S S ,  ‘ U  N I F O  R M I T  A R I A N  I S M  ’ , A N D

R E C O N S T R U C T I O N  4 5

1 T h e  p rob lem  o f  h isto rical know ledge 45
2 T h e  cen tral paradox  49
3 U n ifo rm ita rian ism  and  h isto rical t ru th  53
4  A n exam ple an d  som e ob jec tions 58
5 T w o  closing reflections 61

3  T H E  T E L E O L O G Y  P R O B L E M :  C A N  L A N G U A G E  C H A N G E  BE

‘ F U N C T I O N A L ?  6 4

3.1 In tro d u c to ry  64
3.2 G ro u n d -c lea rin g  : function  an d  the  ‘how  else ?’ s tra tegy  66
3.3 F u nc tiona l exp lanation , 1 : p reservation  o f c o n tra s t 69



vi Contents

3.4 F unctional explanation, 2 : m in im ization  o f allom orphy  71
3.5 Functional explanation, 3 : avoidance o f hom ophony  75
3.6 ‘T eleology of fu n c tio n ’ and  ‘teleology o f p u rp o se ’ 81
3.7 H ow  do we define a function  ? ‘S urv ival’ and  ‘fitness’ 83
3.8 ‘P aradigm atic  na tu ra l goods’ and  the  p rob lem  of ‘d y sfunc tion ’ 86
3.9 A note on teleology and  the  system  concept 88
3.10 Som e prelim inary  conclusions gg

A P P E N D I X  T O  C H A P T E R  3 :

F O U R  P R O B L E M S  R E L A T E D  T O  T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  F U N C T I O N  9 1

1 F unctiona l load (̂ I

2 V ariation and function  93
3 L ocating  functions : the  unobservab ility  paradox  94
4 A re functions ind iv idual o r collective ? 96

4  C A U S A L I T Y  A N D  ‘ T H E  N A T U R E  O F  L A N G U A G E ’ 9 8
4. i W here do we go from  here  ? 9g
4.2 Som e im plications o f the  positiv ist view  IOO
4.3 C ausality  in living system s I03
4-4 P relim inary  im plications o f M ay r’s analysis 108
4.5 E xcursus : Scriven on non -p red ic tive  explanation  ю 9
4.6 Som e reasons w hy language change o ugh t to  be indeterm in istic

(Saussure) Г][̂
4.7 A radical au tonom y thesis x I9
4.8 E xplain ing  change in an au tonom ous theo ry  I2 6
4.9 W hat really bo thered  Saussure  I2 9
4.10 Functionalism  in a cultural perspective !33
4 .1 1 H isto rica l un iqueness, em ergence, and  ‘red u c ib ility ’ 137

5  C O N C L U S I O N S  A N D  P R O S P E C T S :  T H E  L I M I T S  O F

D E D U C T I V I S M  A N D  S O M E  A L T E R N A T I V E S  143
5.1 P rospective sum m ary  I43
5.2 Som e criticism s o f positiv ist ra tionality  ! 47
5.3 DifiFerent k inds o f ‘know ing’ : p rivate, com m unity  and  public

rationality  I ^ 1

5.4 In te llig ib ility  : n o n -‘scientific’ com ponents 156
5.5 N  on-exp lanato ry  insigh t : em pirical and  rational com ponents 160
5.6 In  conclusion : new  hope for the  L aodiceans 169

R E F E R E N C E S  l 7 3

182I N D E X


