
PH 230C-001: Philosophy and the Social Sciences (Spring 2015) 
Time and place of class meetings: TR 9:40-11:00 in Tisch 207 

Instructor: Prof. Jo-Jo Koo 
Office: Ladd 218 

Office hours: T 3-5 and by appointment 
Office phone: (518) 580-5451 

E-mail address: jkoo@skidmore.edu 
 
Course Description 
 
Whether social scientists realize it or not, they cannot conceive and pursue their research without 
already tacitly committing themselves to a host of philosophical positions. Social scientists who 
are self-conscious about the underlying assumptions and commitments of their research not only 
enrich their research, but become equipped to recognize and avoid the potential pitfalls, fallacies, 
unjustified assumptions, and undesirable implications in their research programs, and, indeed, 
perhaps even how such programs may indirectly contribute to injustice in the world. For 
philosophers, philosophical reflection on the nature of the social sciences is an ideal way to 
connect some central concerns of different areas of philosophy such as: the philosophy of the 
natural sciences, of mind, of psychology, of action, of interpretation, and social ontology.  
 
Some central questions we will consider are: the relationship between the natural and social 
sciences; explanation, prediction, laws, and mechanisms in the social sciences; interpretation, 
meaning, and understanding; the role of rationality in the social sciences; reductionism, 
individualism, and holism in the social sciences; objectivity and value judgments; the idea and 
practice of critical social science; and issues and problems in particular social sciences.  
 
Course Objectives 
 
(1) To equip students with the indispensable critical thinking skills that they will need to use in 
order to understand, explain, and assess the set of questions and approaches in the philosophy of 
the social sciences.  
(2) To put students in the position to see how these questions, issues, and approaches are implicit 
in the social sciences and why they matter to them. 
(3) To hone students’ verbal abilities in engaging in informed discussion among one another 
about these questions, issues, and approaches as well as to write clearly and insightfully about 
them. 
 
Required Texts 
 
(1) Martin, M., and McIntyre, L. (eds.). Readings in the Philosophy of Social Science 

(Cambridge, Mass. and London: Bradford/MIT Press, 1994)  
(2) Risjord, M. Philosophy of Social Science (London and New York: Routledge, 2014) 
 
Other required readings will be made available in the Course Content folder of the Blackboard 
for this course. Both of these texts are also available on course reserve in Scribner Library.  



Course Requirements 
 
Weekly entries and comments in the Discussion Forums on Blackboard: 10% (at least one entry  
       and one comment on a classmate’s entry each week) 
Participation (attendance, engagement in class discussions, etc.): 10%  
Two class presentations: 10% total (5% each) 
First paper: 20% 
Second paper: 20% 
Final paper: 30% 
 

• You will be allowed at most two unexcused absences. Other absences will be factored 
into your final course grade unless they are legitimate. 

• If you attend classes regularly but only participate minimally, the best grade you can get 
for participation is a B-.  

• No electronic devices may be used during class, unless you are instructed to do so. 
 
Grading Rubric and Policies1  
  
All letter grades will be converted to numerical grades, and vice versa, for purposes of 
calculating the final course grade according to the following grading scale:  

A+ = 97.5 B+ = 87.5 C+ = 77.5 D+ = 67.5 F = 0 
A   = 95 B   = 85 C   = 75 D   = 65 
A- = 92.5 B- = 82.5 C-  = 72.5 D- =  62.5  
 

A-range grades are reserved for outstanding work: very clear, complete, convincing, displaying 
a non-instrumental attitude toward the subject matter (the course), intellectually curious, 
philosophically original in the relevant sense, and very well written work. Specifically:  
 

• Paper offers a high quality of writing, organization, and precision.   
• The mechanics are perfect in grammar, spelling and punctuation, reflecting time and 

thought put into the work, so that it is a seamless reading experience.   
• Clearly justified and very easy to follow, so that the reader is left in no doubt as to why 

the structure proceeds as it does.   
• Ambitious, perceptive, and offer interesting, even complex ideas.   
• The discussion or presentation enhances, rather than just repeats, the reader’s and writer’s 

knowledge.   
• The paper does not just rehash the readings, there is a context for all the ideas; someone 

from outside the class would be enriched, not confused, by reading the paper. 
• There’s something new here, or rather, something only the author could have written and 

explored in this particular way.  The student’s stake in the material is demonstrable.  
 

1 I am indebted to Maxine Rodburg and Kate Norlock for the specification of this grading rubric. 
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B-range grades are reserved for very good or competent work: clear, generally complete, 
convincing, and well-written work, no more but also no less. Specifically: 
 

• Writing does not achieve the complexity or precision of an A essay but thoroughly 
achieves its aims. 

• Ideas are solid and their organization is understandable, even if some patches require 
more analysis and/or synthesis.  

• The language is generally clear and precise but occasionally not, with a mechanical error 
or two on every page.  

• There may be too little structure or explanation of where the author is coming from. 
• The context for the evidence may not be sufficiently explored, so that I have to make 

some of the connections that the writer should have made clear for me.   
• This is a solid work whose presentation, execution and ideas may be well done but at 

times falls back on vaguer statement, or doesn’t follow lines of thought as far as possible. 
 
C-range grades are reserved for average work: meets the basic goals of the assignment but 
exhibits some confusion or errors about the topic; is incomplete or not very clearly or well 
written; or else unconvincing because it fails to take into account possible objections. 
Specifically: 
 

• Papers that get Cs have a structure that the student gave some thought to, but problems in 
one of these areas: conception (there’s at least one main idea but main ideas require more 
clarity); context (confusing); use of evidence (mistaken, infrequent, or often absent—the 
connections among the ideas and the evidence are not made and/or are presented without 
sufficient reference to material from the course, or material proving empirical claims of 
fact, or add up to platitudes or generalizations): language (the sentences are often 
awkward, dependent on unexplained abstractions, sometimes contradict each other).   

• The paper may not move forward but rather may repeat its main points, or it may touch 
upon many (not clearly related) ideas without exploring all of them in sufficient depth.  
Punctuation, spelling, grammar, paragraphing, and transitions may be a problem, with 
errors on every page that get in the way of reading the content. 

• OR: A paper that is largely summary of the course material, or reiterates the text, but is 
written without major problems.   

• OR: An essay that is chiefly a personal reaction to something which is poorly referred to 
or explained in such a way that it’s difficult to identify what the personal reaction is 
regarding. Well-written, but not as much intellectual content as needed—more opinion 
which is unconnected to the class. 

 
D-range grades are reserved for unsatisfactory work: fails to meet the main goals of the 
assignment; is poorly written, incomplete, or quite confused or filled with errors; unconvincing 
because it fails to take into account obvious objections. Specifically: 
 

• These are efforts that fall short of grappling more seriously with key ideas 
• OR: Those that are extremely problematic in many of the areas mentioned above: aims, 

structure, use of evidence, language, etc. 
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• OR: Those that do not come close enough to addressing the expectations of the 
assignment, weekly assignments were not connected and the readings were not 
interrelated to major points. 

 
F grades are reserved for failing work: shows no understanding of the goals of the assignment at 
all; is entirely incomplete or confused, let alone unconvincing; fails entirely to address the topic 
in question. Specifically: 
 

• These are efforts that are shorter than they ought to be to grapple seriously with ideas 
• OR: Those that are extremely problematic in many of the areas mentioned above: aims, 

structure, use of evidence, language, etc. 
• OR: Those that do not come close to addressing the expectations of the assignment, and 

seem to reveal that the weekly assignments were not connected and the readings were not 
read. 

 
Late Policy for Papers  
 
Late papers will be penalized one-third letter grade for each day late, up to seven days. Thus, if a 
paper is due on a Sunday, the latest I will accept your paper and still give it a grade will be the 
following Sunday, with a seven point penalty (so that the best possible grade you can get is a C-
for the paper). Requests for extensions on assignments are permitted as long as you have a 
legitimate excuse (please contact me ahead of time about this). Note that I will not grant 
extensions within 24 hours of when the assignment is due (e.g., no extension will be granted if 
you ask for one the night before an assignment is due).    
 
Plagiarism and Cheating 
  
Students in this course will be expected to respect and work in every way in accordance with the 
College’s Honor Code and policy on academic integrity. Any student suspected of violating this 
obligation for any reason will be required to participate in the procedural process as outlined in 
the College’s Honor Code and policy on academic integrity. Take this very seriously because it 
is very easy to get caught!  
 
Accommodation for Disabilities 
 
If you are a student with a disability and believe you will need academic accommodation, you 
must formally request accommodation from Meg Hegener, Coordinator for Student Access 
Services. You will also need to provide documentation that verifies the existence of a disability 
and supports your request. For further information, please call (518) 580-8150, or stop by the 
office of Student Academic Services in Starbuck Center. 
 
General Advice 
 
If there is some special circumstance in your life that may or will affect your performance in this 
course, please let me know about it at your discretion ahead of time. It will be treated with the 
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strictest confidence unless circumstances demand immediate intervention. Please do not wait 
until the circumstance has happened before telling me about its impact on your performance in 
the course. 
 
Schedule of Readings (subject to occasional modification) 
 
Students must read the texts we discuss before the class meeting for which they are assigned. 
Please always bring the readings (texts) to class for each meeting. 
 
Readings = Martin and McIntyre’s Readings in the Philosophy of Social Science  
PSS = Risjord’s Philosophy of Social Science 
 
T, 1/20: Course Introduction 

• “I Take Your Point: Entering Class Discussions” (Blackboard) 
 

R, 1/22: Critical Thinking in general. What is the Philosophy of the Social Sciences? 
• Schick and Vaughn, “Evidence and Inference: Proving Your Point” (Blackboard) 
• Martin and McIntyre, Readings, Editors’ Introduction, pp. xv-xxii 
• Risjord, PSS, Introduction, pp. 1-13 

 
NATURAL SCIENCES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 

 
T, 1/27: What is Science in general? What Makes a Theory Scientific? 

• Schick and Vaughn, “Evidence and Inference: Proving Your Point”, pp. 32-36 
(Blackboard) 

• Benton and Craib, excerpt from “Introduction” and “Empiricism and Positivism in 
Science” (Blackboard) 

• Popper, “The Problem of Induction” (Blackboard) 
 
R, 1/29: Are the Social Sciences Really Sciences? 

• Rosenberg, excerpt from “The Methodological Divide: Naturalism vs. Interpretation” 
(Blackboard) 

• Machlup, “Are the Social Sciences Really Inferior?”, in Readings, Ch. 1 
 

NATURALISM: EXPLANATION, PREDICTION, LAW, AND MECHANISM 
 
T, 2/3: Explanation, Prediction, and Laws in the Social Sciences (the Deductive-Nomological or 
“Covering-Law” Model of Scientific Explanation in general) 

• Hempel, “The Function of General Laws in History”, in Readings, Ch. 3 
• Risjord, PSS, pp. 81-91 
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R, 2/5: Criticisms of the Deductive-Nomological or “Covering-Law” Model of Scientific 
Explanation 

• Hayek, “The Theory of Complex Phenomena”, in Readings, Ch. 4 
• Scriven, “A Possible Distinction between Traditional Scientific Disciplines and the Study 

of Human Behavior”, in Readings, Ch. 5 
 
T, 2/10: Attempts at Accommodation, I 

• McIntyre, “Complexity and Social Scientific Laws”, in Readings, Ch. 9 
• Risjord, PSS, pp. 208-225 

 
R, 2/12: The Mechanistic Conception of Social Scientific Explanation 

• Little, “Causal Mechanism” and “On the Scope and Limits of Generalization in the Social 
Sciences” (Blackboard)  

• Risjord, PSS, pp. 225-234 
 

T, 2/17: Attempts at Accommodation, II 
• Fay, “General Laws and Explaining Human Behavior”, in Readings, Ch. 7 

 
Sunday, 2/22: First paper due by 11pm as an e-mail attachment 
 

INTERPRETIVISM: INTERPRETATION, MEANING, UNDERSTANDING 
 
T, 2/24: Is Human Behavior Fundamentally Distinct from Natural Events? 

• Collingwood, “Human Nature and Human History”, in Readings, Ch. 11  
• Dray, “The Rationale of Action”, in Readings, Ch. 12 
• Risjord, PSS, pp. 90-94 

 
R, 2/26: Criticisms of Interpretivism, I 

• Jane Martin, “Another Look at the Doctrine of Verstehen”, in Readings, Ch. 16 
• Hacking, “The Looping Effects of Human Kinds” (Blackboard) 
• Risjord, PSS, pp. 48-53 

 
T, 3/3: Taylor’s Interpretivism 

• Taylor, “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man”, in Readings, Ch. 13 
• [Optional] Koo, “Interpretation and the Human Sciences: Michael Martin’s Critique of 

Charles Taylor’s Conception of Interpretive Social Science”, pp. 1-7 (Blackboard) 
 
R, 3/5: Critique of Taylor’s Interpretivism 

• Michael Martin, “Taylor on Interpretation and the Sciences of Man”, in Readings, Ch. 17 
• [Optional] Koo, “Interpretation and the Human Sciences: Michael Martin’s Critique of 

Charles Taylor’s Conception of Interpretive Social Science”, pp. 8-30 (Blackboard) 
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T, 3/10: Criticisms of Interpretivism, II 
• Risjord, PSS, pp. 34-48 
• Follesdal, “Hermeneutics and the Hypothetical-Deductive Method”, in Readings, Ch. 15 

 
R, 3/12: Criticisms of Interpretivism, III 

• Risjord, PSS, Ch. 4 
 

SPRING BREAK! 
 

SOCIAL ONTOLOGY: REDUCTIONISM, INDIVIDUALISM, HOLISM  
 

T, 3/24: Individualism vs. Holism in Social Theory and Social Explanation 
• Durkheim, “Social Facts”, in Readings, Ch. 27 
•   Watkins, “Historical Explanation in the Social Sciences”, in Readings, Ch. 28 
• Lukes, “Methodological Individualism Reconsidered”, in Readings, Ch. 29 

 
R, 3/26: Individualism vs. Holism in Social Theory and Social Explanation 

• Kincaid, “Reduction, Explanation, and Individualism” , in Readings, Ch. 32  
 
T, 3/31: Microfoundationalism and Methodological Localism [DYLAN] 

• Little, “Levels of the Social” (Blackboard) 
 
R, 4/2: Structures, Agents, and Evolution 

•  Risjord, PSS, Ch. 6 
 
Friday, 4/3: Second paper due by 7pm as an e-mail attachment 
 

OBJECTIVITY AND VALUE JUDGMENTS IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES 
 
T, 4/7: Against the Possibility of Value Neutrality in the Social Sciences  

• Risjord, PSS, pp. 14-20 
• Weber, “‘Objectivity’ in Social Science and Social Policy”, in Readings, Ch. 34 

 
R, 4/9: For the Possibility of Value Neutrality in the Social Sciences [VICTORIA] 

• Nagel, “The Value-Oriented Bias of Social Inquiry”, in Readings, Ch. 36 
• Risjord, PSS, pp. 20-31 

 
T, 4/14: (Feminist) Standpoint Theory and its Methodology [TIM] 

• Wylie, “Reasoning about Ourselves: Feminist Methodology in the Social Sciences”, in 
Readings, Ch. 39 

• Wylie, “The Feminist Question in Science” (Blackboard) 
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THE IDEA AND PRACTICE OF CRITICAL SOCIAL SCIENCE 
 
R, 4/16: The Idea of Critical Social Science [OMARI] 

• Fay, Critical Social Science, Ch. 1-2 (Blackboard) 
 
T, 4/21: The Value and Practice of Critical Social Science [NATE] 

• Comstock, “A Method for Critical Research”, in Readings, Ch. 40 
• Fay, Critical Social Science, Ch. 4 (Blackboard) 

 
R, 4/23: The Limits of Critical Social Science 

• Fay, Critical Social Science, Ch. 7 and part of 8 (Blackboard) 
 

COURSE CONCLUSION 
 
T, 4/28: Class presentations of your final paper 
 
 
Tuesday, 5/5: Final paper due by 9pm as an e-mail attachment 
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