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functional explanations, and his representation of Hempel is incomplete.
Hempel's critique is certainly not concerned with the origin of cultural traits.
Burhenn's attempt at revising functionalism from answering a "why" question
into a "how-possibly" question seems to entail that he agrees with Hempel that
functional explanations fail to answer "why" a cultural trait persists. What he
seems to have overlooked is the argument that explanations similar to Dray's
"how-possibly" presuppose an answer to the "why" question. Burhenn concludes
his essay by stating that he has tried to show that functional explanations have
"the possibility of being helpful in understanding religious phenomena " They
may indeed be helpful, heuristic devices. I know of no one who would want to
argue the contrary. Once this is admitted, however, it seems clear that we have
given up the central claims of functionalism as an explanation in the human
sciences. And given the logical problems of this kind of explanation, I think it is

only proper to ponder just how "helpful" such an approach really is for studying
religion. See Herbert Burhenn, "Functionalism and the Explanation of Religion,"
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an explanation of history. His criticism of functional explanations in the social
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historical materialism?" Social Science Information 22 (1983): 61-87.

13. I am indebted to my colleague Merrie Bergmann for this insight as well as

other criticisms and suggestions on an earlier draft of the argument.
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