
PHIL 501 PHILOSOPHY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES

Spring 2022
Instructor: Gürol Irzık
Office Hours: T 17:40 or by appointment 
Class Schedule: T 8:40-10:30 and W 16:40-17:30
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, social constructionism, and critical schools. These approaches and issues will be exemplified in the context of sociology, anthropology, psychology and political science.
Course grade policy:



Essay 1: 25%




Essay 2: 25%




Term paper: 40%




Class attendance and participation: 10%

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.

Your webcam and microphones must always be on during all lectures. If not, your course participation grade will be affected negatively. You must connect to the Zoom link for the course with your official Sabancı University e-mail account, and not utilize other email accounts.
Attendance and class participation 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.

Essay and term paper topics will be announced in due course. Plagiarism is a serious academic offense. It 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. If there is any change, I will inform you immediately.

Required readings will be available on the SUCourse soon. Whenever you come across a philosophical concept or position with which you are not familiar, you are advised to refer to 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). M. Hollis' The Philosophy of Social Science (Cambridge: Cambridge U. P. 2002) and R. Keat and J. Urry’s Social Theory as Science provide an overall introduction to the issues and approaches discussed in this course. Part I of the latter book can also serve as a condensed introduction to some of the basic issues in general philosophy of science. İlkay Sunar’s Düşün ve Toplum (Doruk yayınları 1999) is also interesting and useful as a general introduction. For Durkheim’s views see S. Lukes Emile Durkheim (Penguin 1975). H. Lefebvre’s The Sociology of Marx (Columbia University Press 1982). R. Fancher's Psychoanalytic Psychology (New York: W. W. Norton and Company) is probably the best introduction to Freud's views. See A. O’Hear’s Karl Popper (Routledge and Keagan Paul, 1980) for Popper’s philosophy. A. Giddens’ New Rules of Sociological Method (2nd ed. Polity Press 1993) is a constructive criticism of the interpretive approach. R. Geuss's The Idea of a Critical Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981) is a concise introduction to critical theory. G. Gutting's writings on Foucault are highly recommended: Foucault: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press 2005), French Philosophy in the Twentieth Century and Michel Foucault's Archaeology of Scientific Reason (Cambridge University Press 1989), The Cambridge Companion to Foucault (Cambridge University Press 2005). If you can read Turkish, Ferda Keskin's writings on Foucault are also very useful. 
Course Readings
I. Naturalism: Social Sciences in the Image of Natural Sciences
1-8 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.

A. Rosenberg, “Holism and Reductionism in Sociology and 

Psychology”. (In Philosophy of Social Science, Boulder: Westview Press, 2012), 39-42 and pp. 169-190.

9-15 March 

K. Marx, Excerpt from “Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy”, 1859.

R. Keat and J. Urry, “Chapter 5: Marx and Realism”, in Social Theory as Science, 2nd ed. Routledge and Keagan Paul, 1982.

D. M. McLellan,  Ideology, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986, pp. 10-20.
II. Falsificationism and a Critique of Historicist Social Science
16-22 March

K. Popper, “Science: Conjectures and Refutations”, in Conjectures and Refutations, Harper and Torch books, 1963, pp. 33-41.

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.

23 March

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




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

K. Popper, “Historicism” in Popper Selections, (ed. D. Miller), 


Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985, pp. 289-303.

N. Koertge, “On Popper’s Philosophy of Social Sciences”, PSA: Proceedings of the Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science Association, Vol. 1972 (1972), pp. 195-207.
G. Irzık, “Popper’s Piecemeal Engineering: What is Good for Science is not Always Good for Society”, British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, vol. 36, 1-10, 1985.
III. The Holistic Nature of Testing: An Example from IR Studies

29-30 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.
5 April
First Essay due
IV. Anti-Naturalism: The Interpretive-Hermeneutical Approach

6 April 

M. Weber, “'Objectivity’ in Social Science and Policy” in 




Understanding and Social Inquiry, F. Dallmayr and T. Mc Carthy 



(eds.) Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1977, pp. 24-37.




M. Weber “Basic Sociological Terms” in Understanding and 



Social Inquiry, pp. 38-55.
12-13 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. 412-45.
V. Psychoanalysis: Natural Science, Interpretive Science, or Pseudo-science?
19-20 April

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



and Company 1989), pp. 13-46.




R. Fancher, “The Background of Freud's Thought”, in Psychoanalytic 



Psychology, (New York: W. W. Norton and Company), pp. 1-9.

P. Ricouer, Ch. 10 “The Question of Proof in Freud’s Psychoanalytic Writings”, Hermeneutics and Human Sciences, Cambridge University Press, 1981, pp. 209-235.
26 April

Second Essay due
27 April
Psychoanalysis continued
3-4 May

Spring Break

VI. Randomized Controlled Trials and Quasi-Experimentation in Social Science

10-11, 17 May 

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)

VII. The Construction of Social Reality and Power/Knowledge Nexus

18 May

I. Hacking, “What is Social Construction? Teenage Pregnancy Example”, (In G. Delanty and P. Strydom, eds. Philosophies of Social Science, Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2003), pp. 421-428.

M. Foucault, “Truth and Power”.

VIII. Feminist Perspectives on Social Science

24-25 May

A. Fausto-Sterling, Sex/Gender: Biology in a Social World, Chapters 8-9. Routledge, 2012, pp. 109-118.


R. M. Jordan-Young, Brain Storm, Harvard U. Press, pp. 198-236.

31 May
A. Sen, Development as Freedom (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2001, pp. 70-81.


J. Crawford, The Individual Deprivation Measure, https://data.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/Session%202%20-%20IDM.pdf
IX. Scientific Objectivity 
1 June

M. Martin, “Philosophical Importance of the Rosenthal Effect”, (In 

M. Martin and L. C. McIntyre, eds. Readings in the Philosophy of Social Science, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994), pp. 585-596.
7-8 June
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.




S. Harding, “Rethinking Standpoint Epistemology: What is Strong Objectivity”.


H. Longino, “Subjects, Power, and Knowledge: Description and Prescription in Feminist Philosophies of Science”. In Feminist Epistemologies (eds.) L. Alcoff and E. Potter. Routledge, 1992, pp. 101-120.


