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Explanatory Pluralism

Explaining phenomena is one of the main activities in which
scientists engage. This book proposes a new philosophical theory of
scientific explanation by developing and defending the position of
explanatory pluralism with the help of the notion of “explanatory
games”. Mantzavinos provides a descriptive account of the
explanatory activity of scientists in different domains and shows
how they differ from commonsensical explanations offered in
everyday life by ordinary people and also from explanations offered
in religious contexts. He also shows how an evaluation and a critical
appraisal of explanations put forward in different social arenas can
take place on the basis of different values. Explanatory Pluralism
provides solutions to all important descriptive and normative
problems of the philosophical theory of explanation as illustrated in
sophisticated case studies from economics and medicine but also from
mythology and religion.
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Preface and Acknowledgments

The Alte Burse is a wonderful dusky pink building with a symmetrical
facade in Tiibingen. Built in 1480, it is the domicile of the Philosophy
Department. It borders the Tiibinger Stift in the west where Hegel,
Schelling and Holderlin passed their years as students and the
Hoélderlinturm in the east where Holderlin spent the last years of his
life. The two separate entrances to the Alte Burse, which can be
reached through two separate staircases built in opposite directions
to each other, show how a lively philosophical dispute can leave its
track on a building. This architectonic peculiarity goes back to the
early modern Universalienstreit, which led, in Tubingen, to the
erection of a wall in the building that separated the Alte Burse in
two halves and so created a separate entrance respectively for the
two “ways”, the Via antiqua and the Via moderna, left for the
“Nominalists” and right for the “Realists”. The wall was removed
only during the Reformation when conflicts of a more rebellious
character broke out. But the two entrances remained, a memorial to
the irreconcilable controversy between two competing approaches to
what constitutes scientific knowledge, a controversy which has taken
new turns and manifestations during the centuries and still calls for
arbitration today.

Horsaal X overlooking the Neckar River is the focal point of the
intellectual activity in the Alte Burse today. It was in this room that
I attended in the Sommersemester 1991 the Hauptseminar on
Popper’s “Logik der Forschung” offered by Professor Keuth which
also included the analysis of Hempel’'s “Aspects of Scientific
Explanation”. The discussions on scientific explanation in this
room, overlooking the Platanenallee on the Neckarinsel, have had

a lasting impression on me. Although I have turned my attention to

ix
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other problems over the years, I have always retained a keen interest
in explanation as the core theoretical activity in science. About
a decade ago, I set out to develop my own theory of explanation
which has taken preliminary shape in my essay entitled
“Explanatory Games”, published in the Journal of Philosophy in
2013. The present book contains a more complete treatment of my
proposal on how to think about the core theoretical activity,
explanation.

I cannot pretend that my endeavour has been a successful one, if
judged according to what I originally set out to accomplish.
The contrary is the case. What I set out to accomplish was to
develop my own model of explanation which would ideally share the
positive features of the Popper-Hempel view: rigour, simplicity and
universal scope. But, through the years, it has become increasingly
clear to me that the development of such a unitary model of
explanation would be yet another philosophical fiction vis-a-vis the
actual explanatory activities in which scientists engage. And that in
the end, it would share the fate of all such philosophical fictions: to
be - rightly — ignored. I gradually became aware, thus, that the main
task to be accomplished was to develop a general framework capable
of accounting for the plurality and variety of explanatory activities in
science and in everyday life. The philosophical theory that I offer in
this book consists of my proposal of how this task can be best
accomplished.

Over the years many people whom I would like to thank have
influenced my thinking on the problems that I deal with in the book.
The original influence has come from Herbert Keuth and Hans Albert
in exchanges in Tiubingen and Heidelberg. I have received decisive
impulses from Philip Kitcher in many discussions that we have had in
Germany, the United States and in Greece. I am very grateful for his
kindness and encouragement, which have been invaluable during all
the stages of the development of the book. I owe special thanks to
Sandra Mitchell - my acquaintance with her integrative pluralism

through her writings and through our personal exchanges has been
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extremely helpful to me. I am particularly grateful to Philip Pettit for
many penetrating comments and for his generous support of the
project. I have learnt a lot from the comments on the different
versions of the typescript and from discussions from Theo Arabatzis;
the combination of his perspicacity and personal warmth are unique.

I have greatly benefited from conversations with Jim Woodward
at different occasions in Heidelberg, Stirling and Pittsburgh for which
Tam grateful. And I owe special thanks to Michael Strevens for written
comments and for very useful discussions in Witten and in New York.

I have been very fortunate to be a faculty member at the
Department of Philosophy and History of Science at the University of
Athens while doing all the writing. Petros Gemtos and Tassos Bougas
have been my main interlocutors for many years in Athens long before
I joined the Department and I would like to thank them for all that
I have learnt from them. For very helpful discussions and comments
I want to particularly thank my colleagues Dionysios Anapolitanos,
Jean Christianidis, Costas Dimitracopoulos, Kostas Gavroglou, Aris
Hatzis, Antony Hatzimoysis, Katerina Ierodiakonou, Pavlos Kalligas,
Vassilios Karakostas, Vasso Kindi, Eleni Manolakaki, Drakoulis
Nikolinakos, Stathis Psillos, Yannis Stephanou, Stelios Virvidakis
and Spyros Vliamos. I am especially grateful to Stella Vosniadou for
her written comments on Chapter 8 of the book.

I owe particular thanks to Dan Garber for useful interactions in
Athens and when I visited Princeton. I have also had very profitable
discussions with Charles Beitz, Gilbert Harman, Frank Jackson,
Alexander Nehamas, Michael Smith and Christian Wildberg while
in Princeton. I received useful advice from Hasok Chang and Peter
Godfrey-Smith for which I am grateful. Special thanks go to Raine
Daston and Gerd Gigerenzer for exchanges on rationality in science
over many years. I have had the opportunity to discuss my ideas on
explanation repeatedly with Pierre Demeulenaere and Gianluca
Manzo when visiting GEMASS at the Maison des Sciences de
I'Homme in Paris, and I would like to thank them for their

comments and their goodwill.
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I have discussed the ideas of the book in a few seminars in
Witten/Herdecke, and I would like to especially thank Diego Rios
and Jens Harbecke for their input and contributions, as well as my
graduate students there, Pablo Abitbol, Catherine Herfeld, Anna Janus
and Carl-David Mildenberger. Special thanks to my previous secretary
Gabriela Koerber for her support over many years.

For insights and suggestions offered on different occasions
I would like particularly to thank Max Albert, Jim Alt, Michael
Baurmann, Paul Boghossian, Jim Bogen, Luc Bovens, Michael
Bratman, Martin Carrier, Andrés Casas-Casas, Jules Coleman, Tim
Crane, Wolfgang Detel, John Dupré, Pascal Engel, Uljana Feest,
Volker Gadenne, Stephan Hartmann, Carsten Held, Carsten Herrmann-
Pillath, Paul Hoyningen-Huene, Andreas Hiittemann, Stathis Kalyvas,
Matthias Kettner, Jack Knight, Maria Kronfeldnder, Meinhard
Kuhlmann, Dan Little, Simon Lohse, Steven Lukes, Christoph Liitge,
Holger Lyre, Peter Machamer, Uskali Miki, Jason McKenzie Alexander,
Phil Mitsis, John Norton, David Papineau, Thomas Reydon, David-
Hillel Ruben, Thomas Sattig, André Schmidt, John Searle, Ian
Shapiro, Ernie Sosa, Thomas Sturm, Marcel Weber, Torsten Wilholt
and Joachim Zweynert.

Special thanks are due to Petros Bouras-Vallianatos for his
useful comments on the case study from medicine contained in
Chapter 6, Section 6.3 of the book.

I am also grateful to the participants of my graduate seminar on
explanation in Athens for many helpful comments, especially Panos
Loukas, Zaharias Flouris and Ilias Theodorakopoulos.

I am indebted to my editor at Cambridge University Press, John
Haslam for his goodwill, his decisive support of the project and his
skilful guidance through all the stages until the publication of the
book. I would also like to thank Beatrice Rehl and Hilary Gaskin for
their significant backing of the project. I owe a special thanks to Carrie
Parkinson and Ian Mclver for their help at the final production stages
of the book. I would also like to thank Sri Hari Kumar Sugumaran for

the assistance during the copy-editing process.
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Darrell Arnold, as always, was the first to provide comments on
the chapters of the book and has helped me remove many linguistic
and stylistic errors. I am very grateful to him for his help over the
years.

Talks based upon the material of this book were presented at the
14th International Congress of Logic, Methodology and Philosophy of
Science in July 2011 in Nancy; at the University of Bielefeld
in November 2011; at the University of Athens in March 2012; at
the Technical University of Munich in June 2012; at the 86th Joint
Session of the Aristotelian Society and the Mind Association in
Stirling in July 2012; at the 8th Congress of the Gesellschaft fiir
Analytische Philosophie (GAP) in Constance in September 2012; at
the 1st Congress of the Gesellschaft fiir Wissenschaftsphilosophie
(GWP) in Hanover in March 2013; at the 23rd World Congress of
Philosophy in Athens in August 2013; at the Center for Philosophy
of Science in Pittsburgh in November 2013; at the Universidad
Tecnoldgica de Bolivar in Cartagena in February 2015; at the 89th
Joint Session of the Aristotelian Society and the Mind Association in
Warwick in July 2015; and the Munich Center for Mathematical
Philosophy in October 2015. I thank the participants of these events
for their comments and suggestions.

I would like to thank the editors of the Journal of Philosophy for
the permission to use material from the essay “Explanatory Games”
published in vol. CX, November 2013, pp. 606-632, and Bardwell
Press, Oxford, for the permission to include parts of the essay
“The Plurality of Explanatory Games” as Chapter 7 of the book,
which has been originally published in Theories and Social
Mechanisms. Essays in Honour of Mohamed Charkaoui, edited by
Gianluca Manzo, 2015, pp. 325-335. I would also like to acknowledge
the permission to reproduce as Figure 4 the “Circulatory System as
Conceived in Ancient Times” from the US National Library of
Medicine, as Figure 5 the “Andreas Vesalius: Tabulae Anatomicae
Sex, Broadside 3, 1538” from the Special Collections Department of

the Glasgow University Library, as Figure 6 the “Anatomical
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Drawing of the Heart by Leonardo Da Vinci” from the Royal
Collection Trust, as Figure 7 the image of “Plate II from Hieronymus
Fabricius ab Aquapendente, De Venarum Ostiolis, 1603” from
TheMitralValve.org, as Figure 8 the image of “Figures 1-2 from
Folding Leaf in Harvey’s Exercitatio Anatomica de Motu Cordis et
Sanguinis in Animalibus from the 1628 edition, Frankfurt: Sumptibus
Guilielmi Fitzeri” also from TheMitralValve.org, and as Figure 9 the
image of “Malpighi Marcello, De Pulmonibus (1661/1929, p. 11)
showing the Lungs of a Frog with a Cross Sectional Microscopic
View” from the Wellcome Trust.

My greatest debt is to my family, especially to my wife Georgia
for her love and affection.

Athens, 29 December 2015
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