
PHIL 501 PHILOSOPHY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES

Spring 2023
Instructor: Gürol Irzık
Office Hours: T 16:45 or by appointment 

Class Schedule: M 10:40-12:30 and T 15:40-16:30
Teaching Assistant: berfin.demir@sabanciuniv.edu
Course content: This course aims to cover major 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 debate between holists and individualists; 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.

We may have to revise the course plan according to the reassessment to be made country-wide, regarding higher education, at the beginning of April. The content to be delivered is certain but the method of course delivery, the number and dates of exams, and some other details are subject to change.

Course grade policy:



Essay: 25%




Presentation: 25%




Term paper: 40%




Class attendance and participation: 10%

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 and/or office hours. If you have any difficulty with your Internet connection due to the effects of the recent earthquake, please let me know.

Essay and term paper topics will be determined in due course. As for presentation, you will choose your own topic. 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.

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), R. Keat and J. Urry’s Social Theory as Science 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. Part I of the Keat&Urry book can also serve as a condensed introduction to some of the basic issues in general philosophy of science. David Little has an online site for philosophy of social science course, which is also very useful:

http://www.understandingsociety.org.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com/Syllabus.html

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). 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. 

Course Readings
I. Social Sciences in the Image of Natural Sciences - Durkheim as an Example
27-28 Feb.

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.

6-7 March

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.

II. Social Sciences in the Image of Natural Sciences - An Example from IR Studies

13-14 March
K. Popper, “Science: Conjectures and Refutations”, in Conjectures and Refutations, Harper and Torch books, 1963, pp. 33-41.

C. Hempel, “Scope and Aim of this Book” and “Scientific Inquiry: Invention and Test” (chapters 1 and 2), in Philosophy of Natural Science (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1966), pp. 1-32.


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.

III. The Relationship Between Theory and Empirical Research

20-21 March 
R. Merton, “The Bearing of Sociological Theory on Empirical Research”. In Social Theory and Social Structure, Enlarged Ed., New York: Free Press, 1968, pp. 139-155.

R. Merton, “The Bearing of Empirical Research on Sociological Theory”. In Social Theory and Social Structure, Enlarged Ed., New York: Free Press, 1968, pp. 156-174.
T. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, in Philosophy of Science (eds) T. McGrew, M. Alspector-Kelly and F. Allhoff, Wiley-Blackwell, 2009.
IV. Experimentation and Quasi-experimentation in the Social Sciences
27-28 March 

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

3-4 April 

J. M. Nolan, P. W. Schultz, R. B. Cialdini, N. J. Goldstein, V. Griskevicius “Normative Social Influence is Underdetected”. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 34:913, 2008.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0zvrGiPkVcs&t=75s (Duflo)
10 April

No class
V. The Interpretive-Hermeneutical Approach

11 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.
17-18 April

Term paper due




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.
G. Irzık and S. Irzık, “The Influence of Kuhn’s Views on the Social Sciences and literary theory”, Unpublished manuscript.

VI. Psychoanalysis: Natural Science, Interpretive Science, or Pseudo-science?
24-25 April, 2 May
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.

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

VII. The Construction of Social Reality
9 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.



Presentation due
VIII. Gender Perspectives on Social Science

15-16 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.

S. Crasnow, “Feminist Perspectives on Science”. Available online: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminist-science/
IX. Scientific Objectivity 

22 May

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.
23, 29 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.
30 May
Overview

