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On the Covering Law Model in the Practice of Historical
Explanation
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Abstract

Abstract

Carl Gustav Hempel’s famous article “The Function of General Law in
History” was published on Journal of Philosophy in 1942, in which he argued that
the general law played the same part in history as well as in the natural science. This
viewpoint is so different from that of the relativism popular at that time that it
initiated a fierce dispute on Explanation of History in the western philosophy
between the 1940s to the 1960s, which enormously facilitated the development of
the philosophy of history.

In the turn of 19™-20" century, the Speculative Philosophy of History and
Relativism had been on the wane while the Analysis Philosophy of History and
Criticism came to prosperity. Large amounts of academic works and scholars
emerged at the same time, such as Wilhelm Dilthey, Heinrich Rickert, Benedetto
Croce, Robin George Collingwood and W.H. Walsh etc. Generally speaking, they
proposed that more emphasis should be stressed on the objectivity of history from
the perspective of the epistemology instead of focusing on the object and research
method like the philosophers of Speculative Philosophy of History, which served as
a epistemological base for the independence of history from natural science. The
Covering Law Explanation Model proposed by Hempel in his article was just
conflicted with the mainstream. A tossed stone raises a thousand ripples.
Comprehensive arguing contributed greatly to the advancement of the philosophy of
history theoretically. It turned out that this explanation model could stand the test in
theory, but the only defect lied in the practice of history explanation, neglect of
human being and conflict between historical narrative forms and explanation model
included. Other historical scholars of the same time else put forward some paralleled
explanation model, e.g. “rational interpretational model”, “colligation explanation
mode”, “narrative mode of interpretation” and “re-enactment and practical

inference”, which serve as some kind of supplement to covering law explanation
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model. How to solve the deficiency of covering law explanation model? The
predecessors approached it in several ways, that is, causal correlation solution,
contextual solution, historicism solution and comprehensive solution. Meanwhile,
the philosophy of history developed into historical narrative from historical

explanation.

Key Words: Historical Explanation; Hempel’s Covering Law Explanation

Model; Historical Narrative.
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