
PHIL 301 PHILOSOPHY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES

Spring 2021
Instructor: Gürol Irzık
Office and Office Hours: R 16:30-18:00 or by appointment
Class Schedule: M 13:40-15:30 and T 9:40-10-40
Teaching Assistant: Ekin Bayur E-mail: ekinbayur@sabanciuniv.edu
Course content: This course is an introduction to the main issues and approaches in the philosophy of social sciences, with a focus on questions of methodology broadly construed. These include whether social sciences employ a methodology different from that of the natural sciences; whether there are any laws in social sciences; whether social sciences have modes of explanations unique to them; the nature of social reality; the relationship between individuals and social structures; the debate between holism and individualism; whether social sciences are value-free or not and the related problem of objectivity and relativism. General approaches to be discussed are positivism, instrumentalism, realism, the hermeneutical-interpretive approach, and the critical school. These approaches and issues will be exemplified in the context of sociology, anthropology, psychology, and political science.
Lecture Format: Due to the pandemic, the course will be conducted online. Lectures will be live and recorded. I will upload them to the Google drive in the SUCourse+.

Grade policy:

Midterm exam: 30%

Unannounced quizzes: 30%




Final exam: 30%




Course participation: 10%

Students who fail to show up for the exams indicated in the Syllabus without a valid excuse and not taking the make-up examinations for such exams will receive N/A as their final grade. 

Your webcam and microphones must always be on during all exams and quizzes. If not, they will be void. You must connect to the Zoom link for the course with your official Sabancı University e-mail account, and not utilize other email accounts.
The midterm exam will be given during class time on April 5 and recorded. It will essentially contain several essay questions. It aims to test your comprehension of the readings and lectures, your ability to apply them in new situations, give justifications when necessary instead of simply stating a point and express yourself clearly and well.

The final exam date will be announced by the university. It will be recorded as well. While it will focus on material after the midterm exam, you are responsible for all material covered from the beginning of the semester. The format and mechanics of the final exam is similar to the midterm exam as described above. 

There will be 5 unannounced quizzes, and the lowest two will be dropped. The quizzes aim to test especially the following: Do you do the readings before coming to class and understand their main points? Do you follow and understand the lectures? Can you express ideas clearly in your own words?

Attendance is strongly encouraged. Ten percent of your course grade will be determined not by mere attendance but by participation. This means that you need to participate during lectures or office hours.
I reserve the right to interview you randomly after each exam and quiz. If I suspect of cheating or plagiarism, I will record the interview and decide what to do. Cheating and plagiarism are serious academic offenses. They may result in F in the exam or the course and disciplinary action as part of the SU policy.
Course content, requirements and policies are subject to change at the discretion of the instructor due to unforeseen circumstance. If there is any change, I will inform you immediately.

Required readings will be available on the SUCourse+ soon. They will also include “How to study”, “Logical Toolkit” and a Glossary of philosophical terms. Whenever you come across a philosophical concept or position with which you are not familiar, you are advised to use this glossary and also the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy available online free at http://plato.stanford.edu/
Recommended Readings

If you are not familiar with basic philosophy of science, you can read A. Chalmer’s What is This Thing Called Science? (Hackett Pub. 1999) or P. Godfrey-Smith’s Theory and reality (Chicago U. P.  2003). Readings in the Philosophy of Social Science, edited by M. Martin and L. McIntyre (MIT Press, 1994) is a wonderful anthology of classic works in the philosophy of social sciences.  M. Hollis' The Philosophy of Social Science (Cambridge: Cambridge U. P. 2002), R. Keat and J. Urry’s Social Theory as Science (2nd ed. Routledge and Keagan Paul, 1982) and M. Risjord’s Philosophy of Social Science (New York: Routledge, 2014) provide an overall introduction to the issues and approaches discussed in this course. 

Course Readings and Schedule
22 February

Introduction: Philosophical fault lines in the social sciences
I. Naturalism: Social Sciences in the Image of Natural Sciences



Social Facts and the Holism-Individualism debate


23 Feb. 1-2 March

E. Durkheim, “Social Facts”. (In M. Martin and L. C. McIntyre, 

eds. Readings in the Philosophy of Social Science, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994), pp. 433-440.
E. Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological Method (The Free Press, 
1964), pp. 89-146. Pay attention to pages 95-97, 102-106, 110-111, 

125, 130, 131, 144-146.

A. Giddens, “Sociological Method: Its Application in Suicide”. (In Emile Durkheim. Penguin Books, 1979), pp. 39-53.
8 March

A. Rosenberg, “Holism and Reductionism in Sociology and 




Psychology”. (In Philosophy of Social Science, Boulder: Westview 



Press, 2012), 38-42 and pp. 169-190.



Hypothesis Testing, Falsificationism, and Confirmation Bias
9, 15-16 March 

C. Hempel, Philosophy of Natural Science, Prentice Hall, 1966. Read only pp. 3-8 and 19-23

K. Popper, “Science: Conjectures and Refutations”, in Conjectures and Refutations, Harper and Torch Books, 1963, pp. 33-39.

R. Nickerson, “Confirmation Bias: A Ubiquitous Phenomenon in Many Guises”, Review of General Psychology, vol. 2(2), 1998. Read only 178-180 and 184-186.
22 March

F. Chernoff, “The Impact of Duhemian Principles on Social Science Testing and Progress”. (In H. Kincaid, ed. The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Social Science, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 229-258. Read only 239-251.
22-23, 29 March 

R. Giere, “Chapter 8-Evaluating Causal Hypotheses”, in Understanding Scientific Reasoning, 4th ed. Harcourt Brace College Pub., 1997, pp. 210-243.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0zvrGiPkVcs&t=75s (Duflo)

30 March
Review
5 April
Midterm Exam
II. Anti-Naturalism: The Interpretive-Hermeneutical Approach
6-12 April

C. Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of 



Culture”, (In The Interpretation of Cultures, New York: Basic 




Books, 1973), pp. 3-30.

C. Geertz, “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight”, (In The 

Interpretation of Cultures, New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 412-445.

III. Psychoanalysis: Natural Science, Interpretive Science or Pseudo-science?
13, 19-20 April
R. Fancher, “The Background of Freud's Thought”, in Psychoanalytic Psychology, (New York: W. W. Norton and Company), pp. 1-9.



S. Freud, An Outline of Psychoanalysis (New York: W. W. Norton 



and Company 1989), pp. 13-46.
IV. Interest Theory and Pluralism

26-27 April
J. Habermas “Appendix” to Knowledge and Human Interests, Heinemann, 1972, pp. 301-317 and 348-349.

V. Historicism and Its Discontents

3-4 May

K. Popper, “Preface” to The Poverty of Historicism, New York: 




Harper Torch books, 1957, pp. vi-viii.

G. Irzık, “Popper’s Piecemeal Engineering: What is Good for Science is not Always Good for Society, The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, vol. 36 (1) 1985, pp. 1-10.
10-11 May

Official holiday (no class)
VI. Relativism, Objectivity, and Values in Science
17 May 
May 3-4 readings continued.
18, 24-25 May
M. Risjord, “Objectivity, Values, and The Possibility of a Social Science”. This is Chapter 2 of Risjord’s Philosophy of Social Science, New York: Routledge, 2014, pp. 14-33.


