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ANALySES bIbLIOGRAphIQUES  
GÉNÉRALES

leonardo parri. – Explanation in the Social Sciences. A Theo-
retical and Empirical Introduction, soveria mannelli, rubbet-
tino editore, 2014. 254 p.

the book by leonardo parri focuses on a major goal of the social 
sciences: the explanation of social phenomena. the book is a contribu-
tion to the philosophy of the social sciences. the question addressed is 
how social scientists proceed when they explain social phenomena and to 
what extent these procedures are acceptable.

many social scientists do not think highly of the philosophy of the 
social sciences. these philosophers are often not well informed about 
existing theory and research in the social sciences. from those contribu-
tions social scientists cannot learn whether their procedures might be 
problematic. however, there are other philosophers of social science 
who are very well informed about the social sciences and contributed 
important analyses that show weaknesses of social science theory and 
research. examples are critiques of functional analysis (nagel 1956a, 
1956b; hempel 1959, 1965). these contributions indicate that many 
functionalist arguments that, for example, explain social phenomena by 
their functions, are more problematic than most social scientists think. 
in speaking of ideal types, based on max Weber’s work, it is often not 
clear at all what is meant. hempel in particular (1952) provides a possi-
ble clarification. the phenomenological school claims that the method of 
“Verstehen” is different from and superior to the method of explanation. 
But if social scientists speak of “verstehen” it is often not clear what 
exactly this procedure looks like, and its differences to explanation are 
not clear either. one possible clarification was suggested by abel (1948). 
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these and many other examples indicate that social scientists can learn 
from the work of philosophers of social science. they show where social 
science practices are deficient and how they can be improved. 

the present book by leonardo parri is one of those excellent 
contributions to the philosophy of the social sciences that describes, 
clarifies practices of social scientists and points out where they are 
problematic. the book is not written by a professional philosopher, but 
“by an economic and political sociologist,” as the author emphasizes  
in the first sentence of the introduction: leonardo parri is a professor 
in the department of political and social sciences at the university of 
pavia in italy. Being not a professional philosopher may be a disadvan-
tage: such an author might not be familiar with the results of the philo-
sophy of science and the relevant apparatus of formal logic. however, 
as the arguments in the book clearly show, parri is very well versed in 
those fields. an advantage of his social science affiliation is that most of 
the examples that illustrate the author’s arguments are taken from the 
social and not from the natural sciences. 

it is further important to note that the author spells out his scien-
tific orientation (see the introduction). he makes clear that “relativist 
and post-modernist approaches are considered below the rod of the 
minimum scientific standard” (p 8). in regard to structuralism (i.e. macro 
sociology), parri discusses the problems of these theoretical schools and 
advances a micro-macro approach (i.e. structural or methodological 
individualism). this reviewer fully endorses these positions. But there 
will be other readers who disagree. nonetheless, for them the book is 
worth reading in order to know the arguments of their opponents.

parri’s book is written in the tradition of analytic philosophy with 
carl G. hempel, ernest nagel and Karl popper as major representatives 
who are important in this context (for details see Glock 2008, and an 
article in Wikipedia44). it is thus not astounding that the book stands 
out for his clarity and precision. the writing style is semi-formal: there 
are no complicated mathematical or logical arguments; clarity and easy 
understanding is also achieved by many arguments that are separated 
in the text, there are many figures and symbols are used that clarify 
arguments. 

i will now shortly describe the contents of the book and then add 
some further comments. for a more extensive summary see pp. 13-18 in 
the book. chapters 1 to 3 address some basic facts from the philosophy 
of science that are useful to know before one deals with explanation. 
«explanation» means that an explanandum (a sentence about a phenom-
enon that is to be explained) is logically derived from other statements 

44. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/analytic_philosophy
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which consist of at least one law or theory (as a set of laws). it is thus 
useful to start the book with a description of possible types of infer-
ences (deductive, inductive and abductive inferences – see chapter 1). 
the next chapter 2 shows how theory and observations are related. the 
basic position advanced is a realist one claiming that theories refer to 
phenomena that exist and can in principle be accessed by the scientist. 
this is the position that is in general accepted in the social sciences, and 
that is incompatible with a «constructivist» view. chapter 3 discusses 
differences between scientific and non-scientific statements. these 
chapters are relatively short (about 40 out of 254 pages) so that the 
major part (chapters 4 to 10) is devoted to explanation, the theme of 
the book.

chapter 4 outlines in detail the so-called covering law model of 
explanation: for a satisfactory explanation at least one lawful state-
ment is necessary that provides general information about the factors 
that are causes of a phenomenon to be explained. the law can thus 
be applied to specific situations because it points to the causal factors. 
these are the antecedent conditions. the explanandum can then be 
derived from the law(s) and the (sentences describing the) antecedent 
conditions. after this basic chapter the covering law model is further 
expanded and discussed step by step. in chapter 5 parri addresses the 
«core features of scientific explanation.» among other things, parri 
shows that the explanation by mechanisms (i.e. filling “black boxes”) 
is absolutely compatible with the covering law model. parri then 
addresses “complex” explanations (chapter 6). chapter 7 is important 
because the relation between statistical analysis and causal explanation 
is discussed, and examples for social science laws are provided. the 
argument in this chapter calls into question the claim that the social 
sciences do not have laws at their disposal. the following chapters 
deal with intentional explanation (chapter 8), explanation in history 
(chapter 9) and micro-macro explanation (chapter 10). the unify-
ing theme in all these chapters is the application of the covering law 
model. the fruitfulness of this model is confirmed: laws are part of 
each of these different types of explanation. the chapters provide a 
rather complete list of topics that a book on explanation in the social 
sciences should deal with.

let me add some critical comments. although the book provides 
many excellent critical analyses that address, often implicitly, weaknesses 
of social science practices, at some points one could have been more 
critical. one issue parri addresses is abduction (pp 30-32), a procedure 
suggested by charles sanders peirce, which parri discusses together with 
deductive and inductive inferences. according to peirce, “an abductive 
inference starts from particular phenomena (c), the cause of which is highly 
problematic, and hypothetically suggests theories and specific conditions 
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(a), which are able to give a plausible explanation” (p 30, italics on the 
original). What exactly is the difference to the covering law model? 
c is apparently an explanandum, the “causes” seem to be antecedent 
conditions. how to proceed if a scientists thinks that there are different 
plausible causes? an example would be the causes for the crime drop in 
the us. one would go through existing theories of crime (or general 
action theories) in order to find possible explanatory factors. Which 
factors might be causes? Based on the application of laws or theories 
that provide information about possible causes, one has to ascertain 
empirically which factors are given (i.e. what the antecedent conditions 
are), and these conditions then are the causes. What is the difference 
between this procedure, based on the covering law model, and abduc-
tion? i would argue that abduction is actually identical with the cover-
ing law model, it is only not precisely formulated. in my opinion, parri 
should have been more critical of this venerable procedure (which is, by 
the way, also controversially discussed in the literature).

the author describes the covering law model very convincingly. in 
particular, it is plausible that without applying laws it is arbitrary which 
factors are regarded as causal in explaining particular phenomena: 
laws give general information on what factors cause a phenomenon. 
however, this model is controversial. the problem with the critique 
is that no clear and better alternative is suggested, given that there are 
social science laws that can be applied. this is exactly parri’s position, 
and he lists lawful statements as examples that can be applied in explana-
tions. nonetheless, i think it would have been useful to briefly address 
the controversy about the covering law model.

Micro-macro modeling is important in explaining macro phenomena, 
the author claims. i think that this topic had deserved a more extensive 
treatment. especially the types of micro-to-macro or macro-to-micro 
relationships (the bridge assumptions) should have been discussed in 
more detail. the same holds for the distinction between empirical and 
analytical relationships.

in addressing the axiomatic method (p 33), i.e. to set up a system of 
statements where one set (the theorems) are derived from the other set 
(the axioms), parri writes: “some axioms are empirically and theoreti-
cally unprovable, but they are nevertheless accepted because of their 
manifest evidence, truth or rationality.” such a statement is not in line 
with Karl popper’s critical rationalism: no statement of whatever kind 
is exempt from criticism. especially in the social sciences one should be 
suspicious if statements are claimed to be “evident” or “true” without 
providing any empirical evidence. according to his basic methodo-
logical orientation, i think parri would agree but it would have been 
important to state explicitly that in the social sciences there should not 
be any belief in eternal truths.
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in his discussion of testing theories (pp 24 ff.) the author correctly 
states that from true axioms (which include theories) only true theorems 
can be derived. one might thus think that it is sufficient to test only 
logical implications of theories. this is actually a well-known strategy 
suggested by milton friedman (1953). however, the deficiency of this 
procedure should have been discussed in the book: one can derive true 
conclusions also from false premises. to illustrate, let a premise p1 be: 
“all Bavarians have an iq of over 130” (which is certainly false). let 
p2 read: “all people with an iq of over 130 know that munich is 
located in Bavaria” (which is incorrect as well). these premises imply 
the correct conclusion c: “all Bavarians know that munich is located 
in Bavaria.” this fact that correct statements can be derived from wrong 
statements is a strong argument for testing all the statements of a deduc-
tive argument and not only the conclusions.

despite these few critical comments there is no question that this is 
an excellent book that is highly recommendable not only to the general 
reader who is interested in how the social sciences work. the book is 
further relevant for the social scientist who is not very familiar with the 
philosophy of science. the book is further ideal for classes on the philoso-
phy of the social sciences, for undergraduates as well as for graduates.

in its subtitle the book is described as an “introduction.” however, 
this book is much more: it is a critical analysis of how social scientists 
explain social phenomena. the book is “introductory” in the sense that 
it is understandable to a large audience, not only to social scientists.

are there other comparable books in english? there is one book 
which was my favorite philosophy of science book on explanation before 
parri’s book came out: it is daniel little’s Varieties of Social Explanation 
(little, 1991). however, this book is from 1991 and does thus not build 
on the most recent literature as parri’s book does. nonetheless, little’s 
book is still worth reading – i suggest it as a complement to parri’s book – 
because it addresses several topics that are not covered in parri’s book.

Karl-dieter opp
University of Leipzig, University of Washington (Seattle)

opp@sozio.uni-leipzig.de

references BiBlioGraphiques

abel th., 1948, «the operation called verstehen», American Journal of 
Sociology, 54, 3, pp. 211-218.

friedman m., 1953, “the methodology of positive economics”, 
pp. 3-43 in friedman m., (ed), Essays in Positive Economics, chicago, 
university of chicago press, 1953.

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

D
oc

um
en

t t
él

éc
ha

rg
é 

de
pu

is
 w

w
w

.c
ai

rn
.in

fo
 -

 U
ni

ve
rs

ité
 P

ar
is

-S
or

bo
nn

e 
- 

P
ar

is
 4

 -
   

- 
19

5.
22

0.
21

3.
14

 -
 0

5/
11

/2
01

5 
15

h5
1.

 ©
 P

re
ss

es
 U

ni
ve

rs
ita

ire
s 

de
 F

ra
nc

e 
                        D

ocum
ent téléchargé depuis w

w
w

.cairn.info - U
niversité P

aris-S
orbonne - P

aris 4 -   - 195.220.213.14 - 05/11/2015 15h51. ©
 P

resses U
niversitaires de F

rance 



Analyses bibliographiques généralese68

6 octobre 2015 11:55 AM - L’Année sociologique vol. 65/2015 - n° 2 - Collectif - L’Année sociologique - 135 x 215 -  
page e68 / e93

 - © PUF -  - © PUF - 
6 octobre 2015 11:55 AM - L’Année sociologique vol. 65/2015 - n° 2 - Collectif - L’Année sociologique - 135 x 215 -  
page e69 / e93

 - © PUF - 

Glock h.-J., 2008, What is Analytic Philosophy?, cambridge, cambridge 
university press.

hempel c. G., 1959, “the logic of functional analysis”, pp. 271-307 
in Gross l., (ed), Symposium on Sociological Theory, evanston, ill., 
free press, 1959; also in hempel c.G. (1965), pp. 297-330.

hempel c. G., 1952, “typological methods in the natural and social 
sciences”, pp. 155-171 in hempel c.G., (ed), Aspects of Scientific 
Explanation and other Essays in the Philosophy of Science, new York/
london, free press, 1965.

little d., 1991, Varieties of Social Explanation. An Introduction to the 
Philosophy of Social Science, Boulder, Westview press.

nagel e., 1956a, “formalization of functionalism”, pp. 262-282 in 
nagel e., The Structure of Science. Problems in the Logic of Scientific 
Explanation. london, routledge & Kegan paul, 1961.

nagel e., 1956b, (ed), Logic Without Metaphysics, Glencoe, ill, free 
press.

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

D
oc

um
en

t t
él

éc
ha

rg
é 

de
pu

is
 w

w
w

.c
ai

rn
.in

fo
 -

 U
ni

ve
rs

ité
 P

ar
is

-S
or

bo
nn

e 
- 

P
ar

is
 4

 -
   

- 
19

5.
22

0.
21

3.
14

 -
 0

5/
11

/2
01

5 
15

h5
1.

 ©
 P

re
ss

es
 U

ni
ve

rs
ita

ire
s 

de
 F

ra
nc

e 
                        D

ocum
ent téléchargé depuis w

w
w

.cairn.info - U
niversité P

aris-S
orbonne - P

aris 4 -   - 195.220.213.14 - 05/11/2015 15h51. ©
 P

resses U
niversitaires de F

rance 


