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This  p a p e r  at tempts  to  ana lyze  in detail  the  d i f ference  b e t w e e n  a pragmat ic  
a n d  non-pragmatic approach  to explanation Proponents  of a pragmat ic  
explanation ana lyze  it b y  m e a n s  of t h e  concepts of context or  audience.  
H o w e v e r ,  there  could  b e  v a r i o u s  d i s g u i s e s  of this  t y p e  of approach It i s  
poss ib le  to include pragmat ic  concepts into the  characterization of the  item to 
b e  explained or  the  i tem that explains.  O n  the  other  hand,  pragmat ic  approach 
m a y  focus  o n  the specif ic relation b e t w e e n  the  i tem to b e  explained or  the  item 
that expla ins  a n d  context or  audience.  Finally, t h e  p a p e r  under l ines  that  there  
is  a distinction b e t w e e n  a p r a g m a t i c  approach  to explanation a n d  the 
pragmatics  of explanation, w h i c h  s h o u l d  not  b e  ignored 

The etymology of a word, we have frequently been told, often provides 
the key to the analysis of its meaning. The origins of 'to explain' and 
of its French cousin expliquer go back to expressions used to speak of 
making smooth by removing folds and wrinkles. 

(Sylvain Bromberger, 'An Approach to Explanation', 34) 

When one tries to comprehend a theory of explanation, it is crucial to re
alize whether it approaches this concept as  pragmatic or non-pragmatic.1 

'Traditional' accounts of explanation (namely Hempel 's  models) focus 
o n  the logic of the non-pragmatic explanation. One branch of the critics 
of these models (e.g. M. Scriven, W. Dray, etc.) is convinced that explana
tion is in fact a pragmatic concept. That is why,  it is claimed, the covering 
law model (CLM) cannot provide u s  with a relevant analysis of explana
tion. It allegedly misses the point b y  explicating incorrect type of concept. 
But wha t  is the difference between pragmatic and  non-pragmatic concept 
of explanation? And  what  does it mean to deal with the pragmatics of ex
planation? Is it the same thing as to present an  analysis of the pragmatic 
concept of explanation? I shall consider these issues throughout the text. 
Although I cannot promise to provide exact definitions of these concepts I 
shall, at least, try to outline some useful distinctions and clarify them ten

1 It i s  i m p o r t a n t  s ince  t h e  absence  of s u c h  a cons ide ra t ion  m a y  resu l t  m a n  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  

a s s e s s m e n t  o r  cri t icism of t h e  t h e o r y  u n d e r  sc ru t iny  
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tatively. I shall not m a k e  attempt to propose, argue for, asses or even criti
cize a concrete approach  t o  explanation. The a im  of this pape r  is solely t o  

analyze differ ing approaches  t o  explanation. 

1. Non-pragmatic approach to explanation 

I shall t u rn  t o  the  ideas  of C. G. Hempel ,  K. R. Popper  a n d  W. C. Salmon t o  
give a n  introductory flavor of a non-pragmatic approach to explanation. All of 
t h e m  m a k e  efforts  to  separate  scientific explanation2  f r o m  the concept of 
familiarization a n d  similar concepts. A t  least t w o  of t h e m  explicitly reject 
to relate it i n  a n  essential w a y  to  a n y  k ind  of psychological effect. A n d  all 
of them avoid  explicating the  concept of explanation i n  terms of recipient 's 
feelings. I n  Popper ' s  case, I shall later m a k e  a distinction be tween  relating 
to  a n d  explicating i n  t e rms  of a psychological effect. 

H e m p e l  c la ims tha t  "scientific explanat ion a n d  unde r s t and ing  a r e  n o t  
s imply  a reduc t ion  t o  t h e  familiar: otherwise,  science w o u l d  n o t  seek t o  
explain famil iar  p h e n o m e n a  a t  all" (Hempe l  (1965), 329). It m e a n s  tha t  
familiarity i s  n o t  suff icient  fo r  a n  explanation,  because  familiar  th ings  
a re  i n  n e e d  of explanat ion,  a s  well.  Moreover ,  it i s  n o t  a necessary condi 
tion, because  w e  somet imes  achieve scientific explanat ion b y  k n o w l e d g e  
of " some  qu i te  un fami l i a r  k i n d s  of objects o r  processes wh ich  cannot  b e  
directly observed,  a n d  w h i c h  somet imes  a r e  e n d o w e d  w i t h  s t range  a n d  
e v e n  seemingly paradoxica l  characteristics" (Hempe l  (1965), 329). Ac
cord ing  t o  H e m p e l ,  n o t  emphat ic ,  b u t  scientific u n d e r s t a n d i n g  is crucial. 
It is achieved b y  s h o w i n g  tha t  p h e n o m e n o n  is a n  instance of s o m e  gen
eral regulari ty,  i.e. p h e n o m e n o n  fits in to  o n e  of t he  covering-law m o d e l s  
of explanat ion.  Psychological  unders tand ing ,  conceived a s  a feeling of 
emphat ic  familiari ty,  i s  i r relevant  fo r  scientific explanation.  "Besides, t h e  
extent  t o  w h i c h  a n  idea  wil l  b e  considered a s  familiar  varies  f r o m  p e r s o n  
to  pe r son  a n d  f r o m  t ime  to  time, a n d  a psychological  factor  of this k i n d  
certainly canno t  se rve  a s  a s t anda rd  i n  assessing t h e  w o r t h  of a p r o p o s e d  
explanat ion"  (Hempe l  - O p p e n h e i m  (1965), 258). This  assert ion of H e m 
pe l  po in t s  t o  t h e  roo t s  of h i s  refusal  t o  e m p l o y  psychological factors  i n  
explication of t h e  concept  of scientific explanat ion.  He doesn't want to deal 

with a relative/pragmatic concept of explanation. H i s  a i m  i s  t o  characterize a 
non-pragmat ic  concept ,  w h i c h  is i n d e p e n d e n t  of s u c h  contextual  factors  

2 I shall  n o t  stick slavishly t o  t he  distinction be tween  scientific explanation a n d  explana
tion in  this text 
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as  time a n d  recipient. He believes that there i s  some entity that is  a fi
n ished explanat ion of something  else a n d  tha t  does  n o t  d e p e n d  o n  t o  
w h o m  o r  w h e n  i t  is presented.  If i t  satisfies certain clear-cut require
men t s  it i s  a complete  explanation.  

A l though  Salmon is i n  general  a vocal critic of the  CLM, h i s  app roach  

to  explanat ion resembles tha t  of H e m p e l  a t  least i n  o n e  respect.  Like 

Hempe l ,  Sa lmon re fuses  to  take  psychological effect in to  consideration. 

More  precisely, h e  doesn ' t  believe tha t  psychological comfor t  i s  a n  essen

tial fea ture  of a scientific explanation.  H e  writes:  "Scientific explanat ions 

m u s t  b e  b a s e d  o n  well-established scientific theory a n d  fact; psychologi

cal comfor t  is n o t  a t  i ssue"  (Salmon (1998), 2). According to  Salmon,  w e  

cite causes  to  explain phenomena .  A n d  this m a y  result  i n  a n  intuit ively 

a n d  psychologically paradoxical  situation. In  a n  indeterminist ic universe  

w e  allegedly emp loy  the  s a m e  cause  t o  explain its high-probabili ty effect  

E a n d  also its low-probabili ty ou tcome non-E. For instance, heterozy

g o u s  b rown-eyed  pa ren t s  explain the  fact  tha t  their child h a s  b r o w n  

eyes,  b u t  also tha t  h e / s h e  h a s  n o n - b r o w n  eyes  (e.g. b l u e  eyes), if the  lat

ter is the  case. It doesn ' t  ma t t e r  tha t  the  probabil i ty of t he  latter is v e r y  

l ow  (Salmon (1984), 300). I t  m i g h t  b e  psychologically discomfort ing t o  

u s e  the  s a m e  cause  t o  explain t w o  oppos ing  phenomena .  Nevertheless,  

according t o  Salmon, w e  shou ld  ignore  it a n d  conceive of scientific ex

p lanat ion  a s  i ndependen t  f r o m  such  margina l  features. Poppe r ' s  app roach  is v e r y  similar. H i s  explication of t h e  no t ion  of 
explanat ion d is regards  s u c h  i t ems  a s  context  a n d  psychological effect. 
However ,  there s eems  to  b e  o n e  difference i n  compar ison t o  H e m p e l ' s  
a n d  Salmon 's  ideas.  P o p p e r  claims tha t  explanat ion is n o t  a reduc t ion  of 
unfami l ia r  t o  familiar,  b u t  conversely a reduct ion of familiar  to  unfami l 
iar  (Popper  (1963), 63). By this h e  m e a n s  tha t  f r o m  ord inary  life famil iar  
p h e n o m e n a  a re  usual ly  expla ined b y  the  u s e  of unfamil iar  general  laws.  
Therefore,  one  m a y  in terpre t  h i s  v i e w  a s  relating explanat ion t o  a certain 
k i n d  of psychological effect,  n a m e l y  unfamiliari ty.  But h e  certainly d o e s  
n o t  u s e  this  no t ion  fo r  the  p u r p o s e  of explicating explanation.  In  h i s  clas
sical section 12 of (Popper  (1959)) h e  dea ls  basically w i t h  the n o n -
pragmat ic  concept ,  like the  above  men t ioned  au thors  do .  
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2. Pragmatic approach to explanation 

O n e  of the earliest criticisms of the CLM points out  that this model in
correctly excludes the  p ragmat ic  aspects  f r o m  its analysis  of explanation.  
A n d  this is v e r y  unfor tuna te ,  the  critics claim, because  i t  creates a g a p  
be tween  a technical non-pragmat ic  concept  of explanat ion allegedly 
u s e d  i n  s o m e  branches  of science a n d  everyday  p ragmat ic  unde r s t and
i n g  of this concept.  W h y  s h o u l d  one  prefer  a pragmat ic  concept? William 
D r a y  writes: "Taking account  of t he  pragmat ic  d imens ion  of explanat ion 
br ings  the  analysis of t he  concept  m o r e  in to  l ine w i t h  the  w a y  w o r d  is 
u s e d  in  t he  o rd inary  course  of affairs"  (Dray (1957), 75). The  m a i n  a rgu
m e n t  for  a pragmatic  account  states that  it captures o u r  intuitions a n d  fol
l o w s  the widespread  usage ,  n o t  only, i n  everyday life, bu t ,  also i n  such  
fields a s  history. Non-pragmat ic  mode ls  purpor ted ly  distance themselves 
f r o m  ordinary practice a n d  fall p r e y  to  their pointless technicalities. 

According to  s o m e  authors ,  satisfactory analysis of explanat ion h a s  to  
t ake  in to  account  s u c h  concepts  a s  unde r s t and ing  a n d  context  (Scriven 
(1988), 67). Michael Scriven claims explanat ion is, i n  fact, a certain k i n d  
of right descript ion " w h i c h  fills in  a part icular  g a p  i n  t h e  unde r s t and ing  
of t h e  pe r son  o r  peop l e  t o  w h o m  the  explanat ion i s  d i rec ted"  (Scriven 
(1988), 53). Explanat ion s h o u l d  p rov ide  the  informat ion  requi red  b y  the  
recipient  t o  d e e p e n  h i s / h e r  unders tand ing .  T o  express  a similar idea  
s o m e  au thors  talk, ins tead ,  a b o u t  the  reduct ion of unfami l ia r  t o  familiar,  
e l iminat ion of the  p u z z l e m e n t  o r  r ender ing  things intelligible. 

The  impor t an t  p o i n t  i s  h o w  the  defenders  of p ragmat ic  approach  
characterize t h e  concept  of unde r s t and ing  (or famil iar i ty o r  intelligibil
ity). Usual ly they  link it to a recipient or a context. D r a y  open ly  admi t s  tha t  
t h e  i tems u s e d  fo r  expla in ing " m u s t  b e  acceptable t o  s o m e  person ,  inves
tigator, craft ,  audience,  &c. They  m u s t  themselves ra ise  n o  fu r the r  d e 
m a n d  for  explanat ion i n  t ha t  part icular  context"  (Dray (1957), 69). So  the  
p ragmat ic  character  of explanat ion  is t he  result  of re la t ing explanat ion t o  
a recipient  o r  context.  Explanat ion i n  this sense d o e s  n o t  on ly  m a k e  
th ings  unders tandable ,  intelligible o r  familiar,  b u t  i t  m a k e s  t h e m  u n d e r 
s tandable ,  intelligible o r  famil iar  to  somebody  o r  i n  s o m e  situation. 

Therefore,  s o m e  critics of a non-pragmat ic  a p p r o a c h  emphas ize ,  i t  i s  
a mis take  t o  speak  of a universa l  character of explanat ion.  There  i s  n o  
explanat ion a s  such,  n o  explanat ion fo r  everybody  a n d  i n  every  context. 
All  explanations,  e v e n  those  i n  science, a r e  p u r p o r t e d l y  relativized. Uni
versal  appearance  of a scientific explanat ion shou ld  n o t  b e  a t t r ibuted t o  
i ts  non-pragmat ic  character ,  b u t  t o  the  fact  tha t  i ts  w o r d i n g  d o e s  n o t  
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openly mention that it i s  addressed to the special audience - a particular 
g roup  of scientists (see e.g. Matthews (1993), 356). 

3. Non-pragmatic and pragmatic explanation in detail3 

So far, I h a v e  brief ly  sketched h o w  some authors abandon familiarity 
and other psychological effects a n d  others claim they are essential for  an  
explanation. Let m e  turn n o w  to the core of a non-pragmatic and prag 
mat ic  concept  of explanat ion in  detail. I shall  a t t empt  t o  elucidate i n  
w h a t  sense a certain account  of explanat ion is  non-pragmatic (or prag

matic), i.e. w h e n  it deals  w i t h  a non-pragmat ic  (or pragmatic)  concept  of 
explanation.4  O n l y  later shall  I relate this analysis t o  w h a t  h a s  b e e n  sa id  
b y  non-pragmat is t s  a b o u t  familiarity i n  t he  first  section. 

Let m e  a p p r o a c h  the  issue b y  u s i n g  the  sentence form:  

(*) I explains  E. 

I m a y  s t and  either fo r  a linguistic ent i ty  (e.g. a text) o r  a n  extralinguistic 

enti ty (e.g. a n  event).  £ a s  wel l  m a y  stand either for  a linguistic explan-
andum-sentence or an  extralinguistic explanandum-event. Proponents of 
different models  choose different options. If sentences of the f o r m  (*) are 
to b e  true, certain conditions m u s t  b e  fulfi l led. Depending on w h a t  k inds  
of conditions are  stipulated one m a y  distinguish between a pragmatic 
a n d  non-pragmatic account of explanation. 

Non-pragmatists usually  characterize I a n d  £ and consequently they 
focus on the nature of their relation. It i s  the link between  I a n d  £ that is  
crucial f o r  the decision whether  an  instance of (*) is  true or not. If I a n d  E 
stand in  the relation required b y  the g iven  model, it means  that I ex
p la ins  E. It i s  possible to  depict  this case a s  follows: 

I £ 

Figure 1 

The CLM m a y  serve  a s  an  illustration. Briefly; according to condi
tions of adequacy  of t he  deduct ive-nomological  (D-N) model ,  i t em  I con
sists of universal  hypotheses  a n d  s ta tements  describing initial condi t ions 

3 This analysis h a s  b e e n  partly inspired b y  a n d  s o m e  observations are  derived f r o m  (Achin-
stein (1993)) It doesn ' t  mean ,  however,  m y  conclusions concur wi th  those of Achinstein 

4 I shall u s e  ' a  non-pragmat ic  account of explanat ion '  a n d  ' a n  account of a non-pragmat ic  
concept of explanat ion '  interchangeably. T h e  s a m e  h o l d s  a lso  fo r  'a  pragmat ic  account  of 
explanat ion '  a n d  ' a n  account  of a p ragmat ic  concept  of explanat ion '  
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of the event to be  explained. Explanandum-sentence describes the event 
to b e  explained and the relation between item I and explanandum-
sentence is that of logical entailment. Explanation is accomplished if item 
I logically entails explanandum-sentence. 

One may try to interpret some of the historical explanations via D-N 
model. Alan Wood examines the origins of the Russian revolution in 
1917. When trying to explain w h y  tsarism collapsed he writes: 

...it was neither the high command nor the Duma politicians, still less the 
revolutionary parties, which finally brought about the downfall of 'Bloody 
Nicholas'. It was caused by the spontaneous upsurge of the politically radi
calised masses. (Wood (1993), 41) 

A n  advocate of the CLM might say that this explanation is provided b y  
means of a n  elliptic D-N argument. If the argument was  stated explicitly, 
the i tem  I would  contain also the universal statement 'Whenever masses 
are radicalized to  such a n  extent that  they upsurge, the old regime col
lapses'. Then, the statements comprised i n  item  I logically entail the 
statement about the collapse of the tsarism. This might b e  a concrete ex
ample of a n  explanation based o n  a non-pragmatic model. 

Obviously, I and  E m a y  b e  linked no t  only to each other, b u t  also to  
some other, 'external thing'. One m a y  require that I a n d / o r  £ (except 
their o w n  mutual  relation) mus t  b e  somehow related to the pragmatic 
factors like a n  audience/recipient a n d / o r  context. What  would such a n  
additional relation look like? For instance, it could b e  stipulated that  I 
must  b e  comprehensible for a certain type of audience (let m e  call this type 
of relation to audience  Ra) or that E mus t  evoke some kind of strangeness in 
a certain type of context (let m e  call this type of relation to context Rc)-

5 

By focusing o n  R„ and  Rc a theoretician brings into h i s /he r  account some 
pragmatic considerations. If conditions about  the relation of I a n d / o r  E 
to audience a n d / o r  context constitute a pa r t  of the general requirements 
imposed u p o n  explanation, a theoretician is clearly dealing wi th  a 
pragmatic concept of explanation. This paragraph can b e  summarized b y  
stating the following feature of a pragmatic account of explanation: ap) it 
deals with the relation of I and/or E to audience and/or context. 

Is there n o  other way h o w  pragmatic influences could get  into a n  ac
count of explanation? Is it sufficient to  characterize I, £, their link and  to  
ignore other possible relations to pragmatic features to  avoid getting the 

5 Of course ,  similarly  I m a y  b e  related to  context a n d  £ t o  audience 
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label 'pragmatic account of explanation'? It seems to m e  that audience 
and context could creep into an account of explanation also via  charac
terization of I o r  £ .  One's  analysis  m a y  refuse  to acknowledge relations 
of the type  Ra and  R, explicitly, nevertheless, it m a y  m a k e  u s e  of the con
cepts  of audience a n d  context  w h e n  circumscribing the  relata of a n  ex
planat ion.  For instance, i t  is possible to  create a pragmat ic  version of the  
D - N  model .  Imagine tha t  bes ides  i ts  u sua l  condit ions of adequacy,  there  
i s  a n  extra requi rement  s ta t ing t ha t  s ta tements  inc luded  i n  I m u s t  pos
sess  a p roper ty  to be understandable in a certain type of context. O r  wi thin  a 
causal  approach  to  explanat ion,  it could  b e  requi red  tha t  I consists of 
causes  tha t  a re  comprehensible for a certain type of audience.6 But  this re

sembles  w h a t  I h a v e  a l ready labeled a s  a type  of relat ion  R„. There  i s  

on ly  a m i n o r  difference b a s e d  o n  the fact tha t  this relat ion m a y  b e  

open ly  formula ted  a s  ho ld ing  b e t w e e n  I (or £ )  a n d  a pragmatic factor or 
it m a y  b e  secretly included into a characterization of I (or £). In the first 
case one characterizes I a n d  a f te rwards  relates it to a pragmatic factor. In 
the second case one uses  the pragmatic feature itself to define the charac
ter of I o r  its component(s)  a n d  d o e s  n o t  out l ine its relat ion i n  addi t ion  t o  
ľ s characterization. Thus, another indicator of a pragmatic nature of an 
account of explanation is: bp) it makes use of the concepts of audience and/or 
context for a characterization of explanation's relata or their components. 

hi I с E а/с 

Figure 2 

{Iа/с means that I is characterized b y  a property referring to a(udience) or 
c(ontext).) 

By analogy, I can articulate two characteristics of a non-pragmatic ac
coun t  of explanation:  a) it disregards relation of I and E to audience and con
text; b) it doesn't make use of the concepts of audience and context for a charac
terization of explanation's relata and their components.7 

This probably  i sn ' t  a comprehens ive  analysis of all instances w h e n  
a certain m o d e l  dea ls  w i t h  a p ragmat ic  o r  non-pragmat ic  concept  of ex
planat ion.  In  each  case I h a v e  p resen ted  only  t w o  examples  a b o u t  w h a t  
t o  look fo r  t o  de te rmine  the  character  of t he  ana lyzed  explanation.  These 
instructions - a), b), ap), bp) - m a y  b e  u s e d  a s  a n  ul tra-short  m a n u a l  for  

6 This could b e  v iewed a s  a p roper ty ;  however ,  it m a y  b e  also d iv ided  into a relation a n d  a 
re la tum 

7 These  migh t  b e  conceived a s  t h e  necessary condit ions for  a non-pragmat ic  explanation 
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a simple a n d  quick differentiation between t w o  different types  of ap
proaches  t o  explanat ion.  Somebody m a y  p ropose  to  reduce  a) a n d  b) t o  
o n e  basic fea tu re  of a non-pragmat ic  account:  c) it does not use the concepts 

of audience and context, o r  t o  reduce  ap) a n d  bp) t o  o n e  basic fea ture  of a 
pragmat ic  account:  cp) it does use the concepts of audience and context. I b e 
lieve, howeve r ,  t ha t  ma in ly  ap) a n d  bp) a r e  m o r e  he lp fu l  separately.  N o t  
only  d o  they  iden t i fy  the  core of t he  issue,  b u t  they  also uncover  t w o  
c o m m o n  disguises  of t h e  pragmat ic  accounts.  

4.  Relations in a pragmatic explanation 

T o  clarify t h e  n a t u r e  of relations i n  a pragmat ic  account  of explanat ion I 
shall  examine  instances  of ap) m o r e  closely. Clearly, sentence f o r m  (*) is 
usual ly v i e w e d  a s  non-pragmatic .  Advoca tes  of a pragmat ic  explanat ion 
face t w o  op t ions  concerning their a t t i tude t o  (*). They  m a y  either d ismiss  
it a s  misleading,  because  i t  implies t he  explanat ion i s  the  mat te r  of only  
t w o  (non-pragmatic)  entities a n d  their  relat ion  or they  m a y  cla im it i s  the 
elliptic version of the proper pragmatic one. In  t h e  case of ap) comple te  
pragmat ic  sentence  f o r m s  w o u l d  look a s  follows: 

(Pi*) I t em  I i s  related,, t o  audience  A a n d  i t e m  I i s  related t o  explan-
a n d u m  £ ;  

(Рг*) Item I is related,; to context С and item I is related to explanan-
dum E; 

(Рз*) I is related^ to A and I is related to E and E is related, to Л; 
(P4*) I is related, to С and I is related to E and E is relateci, to A; etc. 

Where 'is relatecL to', 'is related^ to' and 'is related to' express different 
relations. The first one is a type of relation to audience; the second one to 
context and the third one is any other suitable type of relation. In the 
case of a pragmatic modification of the D-N model the third one would 
be obviously the relation of logical entailment and the second one could 
be relatione between I and C, for instance I is understandable in С. (РГ)/ 
( P 2 * ) ,  etc. could be  formulated even more schematically. Using R„ i n  p lace  
of ' i s  related,, to ' ,  Rc i n  p lace  of ' i s  relatedc to '  a n d  R i n  place of ' i s  re la ted 
to '  w e  get: 

(PI*) K „ ( / , A ) & J ? ( / , £ ) ;  

(Рз*) R*(/, A) & R(I, E) & Я,(Е, A); etc. 

The above schemes may be  conceived as miscellaneous explicitly prag
mat ic  var ian t s  of t he  sentence f o r m  (*). I n  m y  opinion,  these a r e  t h e  
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schemes that capture the form of the pragmatic instances I h a v e  ana
lyzed i n  t he  p a r a g r a p h  that  resul ted i n  s tat ing  ap). 

, A 

I E 

С С 
Figure 3 

Hayden White is a narrativist philosopher of history. Some of his 
claims permit to derive a sketch of a pragmatic model of narrative expla
nat ion,  n a m e l y  of the (Pi*) type.  Whi te ' s  narra t ive  explanat ion consists of 
a nar ra t ive  (item  I) a n d  a p a r t  of t he  pa s t  ( exp lanandum E), w h i c h  are  re
la ted i n  s u c h  a w a y  that  I represents E.8 The  crucial p ragmat ic  fea tu re  i s  
tha t  t h e  recipient of the  narra t ive  h a s  t o  be familiar with t he  form o r  the  
type of narrat ive.  (According to  Whi te ,  narra t ive  m a y  h a v e  a form of t rag
edy ,  comedy ,  romance  o r  farce.) It m e a n s  tha t  recipient  A is ano ther  rela-
t u m  a n d  i t e m  I s hou ld  b e  i n  a certain relat ion t o  A. This interpretat ion 
l inks h i s  nar ra t ive  explanat ion to  (РГ). If / is familiar to A (in other words 
A is familiar with I) and I represents E, narrative explanation is com
p le ted .  Ano the r  r ead ing  of Whi te ' s  nar ra t ive  explanat ion a long  the  l ines 
of bp) i s  possible a s  well.  According t o  this  interpretat ion the  narra t ive  
explanat ion consists of t w o  relata,  i.e. narra t ive  a n d  exp lanandum,  a n d  
their relation. However ,  this account  i s  still pragmatic ,  because  the  f o r m  
of narra t ive  (item Г) is characterized b y  a property to be familiar to a recipi
ent. This  m a k e s  for  the  pragmat ic  character  even  of a narra t ive  explana
tion tha t  i s  analyzed only  v ia  t w o  relata a n d  their relation. 

In  The Eighteenth Bnimaire of Louis Bonaparte Karl Marx  tells a s tory of 
coup d'etat i n  19 th century France. H i s  nar ra t ive  migh t  b e  v i ewed  a s  a his
torical explanat ion of tha t  per iod.  It h a s  t he  f o r m  of a farce: 

8 Details of this relation oř  representation should not concern u s  here. For White 's  v i e w s  
on narrative explanation see White (1978) a n d  White  (1973) The crucial quote- " A n d  
w h e n  h e  [the reader] has  perceived the class or type  to which the story that he is reading 
belongs, h e  experiences the effect of h a v i n g  the events m the story explained to h i m "  
(White (1978), 86) 
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In August the Constituent Assembly had decided to dissolve only after it had 
worked out and promulgated a whole series of organic laws that were to 
supplement the Constitution .. Not only the ministry, with Odilon Barrot at 
its head, but all the royalist members of the National Assembly told it in bul-
lying accents then that its dissolution was necessary for the restoration of 
credit, for the consolidation of order, for putting an end to the indefinite pro
visional arrangements and for establishing a definitive state of affairs; that it 
hampered the productivity of the new government and sought to prolong its 
existence merely out of malice; that the country was tired of it. Bonaparte 
took note of all this invective against the legislative power, learnt it by heart 
and proved to the parliamentary royalists, on December 2, 1851, that he had 
learnt from them. He reiterated their own catchwords against them. (Marx 
(1967), 38) 

One may  say that the farcical form accounts for the explanatory power  of 
the narrative, b u t  only o n  the condition that the recipient is familiar with 
this form or type of narrative. Following White's model  of narrative ex
planation Marx could b e  viewed as providing a historical explanation of 
a pragmatic type. It is a n  explanation for the reader familiar with the far
cical form of narrative. 

In addition to w ha t  have  been said above, there is  yet  another prag
matic version of (*). In  P. Achinstein's wording it reads (Achinstein 
(1993), 327): 

(1) Account A explains fact X to person  P. 

Let m e  compare (1) cast into m y  own  terminology as  ( ľ )  'Item I explains 
explanandum £ to audience A' with the first of the proper sentence 
forms (Pi*) 'Item I is related,, to audience A and item I is  related to ex
p lanandum £ ' .  What is the difference between ( ľ )  and (Pi*)? It seems to 
me that ( ľ )  captures the occurrence of one relation with three relata - 'x 
explains у to z', whereas (Pi*) informs us about two relations holding be
tween the same types of relata - 'x is related,, to  ť and  'x is  related to t/'. 
Expression '...explains ...to ...' in ( ľ )  is a three-place predicate express
ing a triadic relation, whereas in  (Pi*) there are two  two-place predicates 
expressing dyadic relations. I suspect that these expressions signify dif
ferent relations; a n d  therefore, the former should no t  b e  replaced b y  the 
latter two.9 

9 T h e  fo rm of ( ľ )  is similar to  'John throws his ball to David '  and  (Pi") to a rather clumsy 
sentence 'John related to (e g .  taller than) David  throws his  ball '.  I bel ieve it 's easy  to see  
n o w  that there are  dif ferent  relations expressed b y  ' throws'.  
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In fact the last  claim needs elaboration. I assume that those w h o  for
mula te  a theory of explanat ion d o  n o t  take  explanat ion a s  a primit ive,  i.e. 
automatically clear concept.  Since they  analyze it, they analyze it i n  
t e rms  of something  else tha t  migh t  b e  he lp fu l  i n  clarifying explanation.  
In other  words ,  they  t ry  t o  explicate it i n  t e rms  of o r  reduce  it t o  some
thing else. Bearing this a s sumpt ion  i n  m i n d  w e  shou ld  look a t  ( ľ )  once 
more. The predicate ' . . .explains ...to ... '  in  ( ľ )  should b e  v i e w e d  a s  
something analyzable in terms of something else. In m y  opinion, a d v o 
cates of p ragmat ic  approach  m i g h t  s ay  ( ľ )  is  analyzable for  instance in  
terms of (1") 'Item I makes  explanandum E understandable for  audience 
A'. In that case, I should  h a v e  compared  'x makes  у understandable for z '  
with 'x is related, to z' and 'x is related to y' in the previous paragraph. 
Even if 'is related, to' stands for 'is understandable for' there is, besides 
other differences, additional relation between I and E unaccounted for in 
(1"). Therefore, on this interpretation ( ľ )  cannot b e  replaced b y  (Pi*)-10 

I h a v e  a r g u e d  that a pragmatic approach to explanation focuses not  
only on a relation between  I a n d  E, b u t  also on a further relation of any of 
these relata to a pragmatic factor. (Pi*) is  an  example of this idea. A l 
t hough  I d ismiss  ( ľ )  a s  an  appropriate sentence form to represent this 
case I d o  not  claim that it cannot articulate the gist  of any k ind of p r a g 
mat ic  concept  of explanat ion whatsoever ,  ( ľ )  successfully captures  a dif
ferent disguise of a pragmatic approach. It g ives  the  f o r m  t o  another  idea  b e 
h i n d  a pragmat ic  theory  tha t  postula tes  I, E a n d  a relation. But this i s  n o t  
a relation ho ld ing  on ly  b e t w e e n  two,  b u t  b e t w e e n  three  or  f o u r  relata. It 
relates n o t  only  I a n d  E, b u t  i n  addi t ion  i t  relates t o  t h e m  also one  o r  b o t h  
of t he  pragmat ic  factors  A a n d  C. The  p r o p e r  representat ions of these in
stances are  p r o v i d e d  b y  7 explains  E t o  audience  A', 'I explains E i n  con
text С' and 'I explains E in context С to audience A'. (Where '...explains 
.. .to ...' is in a particular model analyzed in terms of something else, e.g. 
in terms of '...makes ...understandable for ...'.) 

I---E---C---A 

Figure 4 

This implies that the first feature of a pragmatic approach to explana
t ion can  b e  m a d e  m o r e  exact. I n  fact, t he  genera l  idea beh ind  a m b i g u o u s  
articulation i n  ap) m a y  b e  d iv ided  in to  t w o  m o r e  precise characteristics of 
t w o  types  of cases: 

10 I n  fact, o n  a different  reading,  ( ľ )  might  b e  taken as  an  elliptic expression of (РГ) In my  
opinion, however, it would be an awkward interpretation 
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api) it (a pragmatic account) deals with a separate relation holding between I 
and A and/or С and/or another one holding between E and A and/or C. 

a
p
2) it deals with a triadic or tetradic relation holding between I, E and A 

and/or C. 

By analogy, similar amendments are possible also for the features of a 
non-pragmatic approach to explanation. 

Thus, a
p
i), а

р
г) and b

p
) characterize various types of a pragmatic con

cep t  of explanat ion.  It i s  impor t an t  t o  under l ine ,  however ,  tha t  i n  a n  ac

coun t  of explanat ion p ragmat ic  concepts  like audience  o r  context  n e e d  

n o t  b e  u s e d  overtly. Sometimes these concepts  a re  h i d d e n  b e h i n d  the  

others.  Typically, they  a re  t he  concepts  of familiarity, unders t and ing ,  

comprehens ion ,  etc. O n l y  these lat ter  a r e  usual ly  def ined  u s i n g  t h e  con

cepts  of aud ience  a n d  context. O n  t h e  o ther  h a n d ,  if o n e  presents  a n  ex

plication of familiarity, etc. w i t h o u t  m a k i n g  u s e  of t he  p ragmat ic  con

cepts,  h i s / h e r  account  doesn ' t  h a v e  t o  b e  necessarily pragmatic .  This  il

lumina tes  a n d  gives a m o r e  accurate m e a n i n g  t o  a n  idea  tha t  H e m p e l ,  

Sa lmon a n d  P o p p e r  a re  interested i n  a non-pragmat ic  concept  of expla

nat ion ,  because  they  ignore  the  concepts  of familiarity, etc. This  assert ion 

h o l d s  if familiari ty i s  ana lyzed  a s  a psychological  effect o n  a recipient.  If, 

howeve r ,  o n e  p rov ides  unequivocal  a n d  non-pragmat ic  explication of 

famil iar i ty o n e  can  u s e  this  concept  a n d  a t  t h e  s a m e  t ime account  fo r  a 

non-pragmat ic  concept  of explanat ion.  This  p o i n t  c a n  b e  i l lustrated b y  

H e m p e l ' s  v iew.  H e  a d m i t s  t ha t  scientific explanat ion p rov ides  u n d e r 

s tand ing ,  b u t  pu re ly  scientific. A n d  this  type  of unde r s t and ing  i s  n o t  

b a s e d  o n  t h e  relat ion of exp lanans  t o  aud ience  o r  t o  context. Thus ,  t o  p u t  

i t  succinctly  non-pragmatic approach ignores (not necessarily concepts  of 

familiarity,  etc., bu t )  concepts of audience, context and those that are expli

cated via these two. 

5. A few words on the pragmatics of explanation 

T h e  expression 'pragmat ics  of explana t ion '  i s  n o t  a lways  u n d e r s t o o d  i n  
t h e  s a m e  w a y .  Bas v a n  Fraassen u s e s  i t  a s  t he  title fo r  h i s  chap te r  o n  ex
p lana t ion  i n  h i s  The Scientific Image. But  w h e n  Sa lmon i s  discussing v a n  
Fraassen 's  v i e w  h e  usua l ly  re fe rs  t o  i t  a s  t o  a 'pragmat ic  t h e o r y / a c c o u n t '  
of explanat ion  (Salmon (1989), 144 - 145). T o  a d d  to  o n e ' s  confus ion ,  Pe
ter Achinste in  claims v a n  Fraassen d o e s  n o t  p resen t  a p ragmat ic  theory  
of explanat ion (Achinstein (1993), 333). H o w  shou ld  o n e  in terpre t  these  
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remarks? I shall br ief ly  point out  w h a t  could b e  a genuine distinction be 
tween  pragmatics  of explanat ion a n d  a pragmat ic  account  of explana
tion, which,  in  m y  opinion,  shou ld  n o t  b e  overlooked.1 1  

Generally, pragmat ics  i s  a s t u d y  of "expressions '  u s e s  in  social con
texts" (Lycan (2000), 164). Bu t  context m i g h t  b e  discussed also i n  a 
pragmat ic  account  of explanat ion.  Does  it fol low that  there  is n o  salient 
difference be tween  the pragmatics of a n d  pragmatic approach to explana
tion? O n e  th ing h a s  t o  b e  spelled o u t  to  prevent  a f u t u r e  possible misun
ders tanding.  In  case of a pragmat ic  approach  contextual  factors a re  u s e d  
t o  characterize or  explicate  the concept of explanation itself. T h e  pragmatics,  
o n  the  o ther  h a n d ,  focuses  o n  the  uses  of expressions (these m a y  fulfill  
condi t ions stated b y  a certain pragmat ic  o r  non-pragmat ic  account  of 
explanation) i n  var ious  contexts. The  pragmat ics  out l ine  condit ions for  a 
successful pe r fo rmance  of s u c h  acts as explanation.12 Let m e  clarify it. I 
explains  E. Therefore,  according to  o n e  view,  I a n d  E const i tute a n  ex
planat ion,  i.e. a certain u n i t  U. N o w ,  a s sume  it doesn ' t  m a k e  a n y  differ
ence  whe the r  this  u n i t  U satisfies criteria of a p ragmat ic  o r  n o n -
pragmat ic  theory  of explanat ion.  It is s imply  a n  accomplished explana
tion, because  i t  fulfil ls requ i rements  of a certain m o d e l  of explanation.1 3  

Al though  it is a n  explanat ion i n  itself, i n  t he  f r a m e w o r k  of pragmat ics  
fo l lowing p rob lem m a y  arise: 'Does  the  ut terance of U p e r f o r m  a n  act  of 
explanat ion in  context  C?' A s s u m e  that  С is characterized b y  a person 
who  does not believe that E is true. While £ de facto might  b e  true, in С 
there is no need for an act of explanation. (If I don't believe storks mi
g ra te  i n  t he  a u t u m n ,  there  is n o  n e e d  to  p rov ide  a n  act  of explanat ion of 
w h y  they  migra te  b y  u t te r ing  certain sentences!) A l t h o u g h  U is a p r o p e r  
explanation in itself, t he  ut terance of U fails t o  p e r f o r m  an act of explanation 
in C. Thus ,  o n e  m a y  conclude  tha t  shou ld  the  u t te rance  of U p resen t  a 
successful  act  of explanat ion,  i t  m u s t  b e  p e r f o r m e d  i n  a context  w h e r e  
o n e  beliefs tha t  £ holds. 

1 1 I shall not discuss whether  v a n  Fraassen presents in fact the pragmatics of explanation or 
a pragmatic account of explanation For the discussion of his  account, see  for  instance 
Kitcher - Salmon (1987) and Hanzel (2003). 

1 2  It i s  the v i e w  of R. Stalnaker that pragmatics states necessary and sufficient conditions 
for a successful performance of act types  like promises, counterfactuals and  explanations 
(Stalnaker (1972)). 

1 3  This is a controversial claim. Some might  maintain there is n o  accomplished explanation 
without an act of explanation or explaining episode 
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The pragmatics  of explanation is  interested in similar types of situa
tion. It ana lyzes  t h e m  a n d  states condit ions for  a successful  per formance  
of acts of explanation. Therefore,  pragmat ics  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  confused  w i t h  
a p ragmat ic  account  of explanation,  w h i c h  tries t o  ana lyze  the concept of 

explanation itself Bromberger ' s  distinction b e t w e e n  a performance sense 
a n d  text sense  of 'explanat ion '  m i g h t  b e  helpful .  'Explanat ion '  i n  the  first 
sense  " refers  t o  a certain type  of didactic per formance ,  a n d  instances of 
i t" ,  whi le  i n  t h e  second  sense this t e r m  "refers  t o  someth ing  m o r e  ab
stract, t o  some th ing  tha t  consti tutes the  cognitive substance of such  pe r 
fo rmances"  (Bromberger (1992), 50). The  pragmat ics  is interested i n  the  
pe r fo rmance  sense  of this  term. Tha t  i s  w h y  those w h o  a re  deal ing  w i t h  
the  p ragmat ics  of explanat ion pre fe r  t o  speak  of explaining (Mat thews 
(1993)), explaining episodes (Bromberger (1992)), explaining acts (Achin-
stein (1988)) a n d  they  emphas ize  the  impor tance  of communicative strate

gies a n d  the rhetoric of explanat ion (Faye (1999), 62). 

6. Conclusion 

I a d m i t  t ha t  m y  t rea tment  of t he  p ragmat ics  i s  v e r y  sketchy a n d  it n e 
glects m a n y  interest ing quest ions  (e.g. ' C a n  the  pragmat ics  of explana
tion tell u s  every th ing  impor t an t  a b o u t  explanation?') .  The m a i n  th ing  I 
w a n t e d  t o  d o  i n  t he  p rev ious  section i s  t o  p o i n t  o u t  ve ry  briefly tha t  
there  is a d i f ference b e t w e e n  a pragmat ic  a p p r o a c h  t o  explanat ion a n d  
the  p ragmat ic s  of explanat ion.  The  focus  of m y  p a p e r  was ,  however ,  o n  
the  difference b e t w e e n  a non-pragmat ic  a n d  p ragmat ic  concept of expla
nat ion.  I h a v e  t r ied t o  clarify this dist inction a n d  t o  s ta te  three fea tures  
tha t  can  b e  u s e d  t o  dis t inguish b e t w e e n  a n  account  ana lyz ing  the  fo rmer  
a n d  the  lat ter  t y p e  of concept.  
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