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Introduction

The focus of this course will be on the logic of inquiry in the social sciences in general. General
elements of research design and philosophy of social science will be debated, while details of the
various specific methods one can apply will be discussed in separate courses, on qualitative methods
and on quantitative methods.

Many of the topics discussed in this course are controversial—practitioners of social science research
disagree on fundamental issues of research methods, design, interpretation, epistemology, inferences,
etc. The course will stimulate a critical view towards methods and you are encouraged to be critical in
your writings for the course and your participation during the course meetings. While the assignments
can be written from different points of view and while debate is encouraged, the course does provide
a somewhat more positivist perspective on social science.

The course will be mostly based on group discussions and small group exercises. Many of you will
have their own ideas about what makes good social science research and most topics we discuss do
not have one clear answer. Through group discussions we can sharpen our sensitivities for the most
important methodological issues, without fixating too much on one particular perspective on social
science.

The course will make use of a textbook by Gerring (2001)1 and to a lesser extent Risjord (2014),
supplemented with articles and individual book chapters.

1Note that a new version of Gerring’s book is available, Gerring (2012), but for the required reading we only use
the 2001 version.
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Classes

Classes take place once a week, Thursdays 2–4 pm in E003 of the Newman Building at UCD. Since
classes will primarily consist of seminar-style discussion and work in small groups, it will be essential
that all the readings are carefully studied in advance of the class.

Contact

We do not have fixed office hours, so if you want to make sure the person you want to meet is
present, you can make an appointment by email. If a personal visit is not necessary, the easiest way
to reach us is by email.

Schedule overview

Week Topic Lecturer Instructions
Theory

1 25/1 Research questions in social science Elkink
2 1/2 Concepts and conceptualisation Elkink
3 8/2 Theories, models, and hypotheses Elkink
4 15/2 Descriptive inference and measurement Elkink

Philosophy of social science

5 22/2 Philosophy of science and social science Schlosser
6 1/3 Human agency: naturalism Schlosser

Review essay proposal Schlosser email to markus.schlosser@ucd.ie

7 8/3 Human agency: interpretation Schlosser
8 29/3 Critiques of rational choice theory Schlosser
9 5/4 Collective agency and social ontology Schlosser

9/4 Review essay Schlosser email to markus.schlosser@ucd.ie

and hard copy to Margaret Brady (D504)

Inference

10 12/4 Causal inference and counterfactuals Elkink
11 19/4 Experiments in social science Elkink

23/4 Grant proposal Elkink email to jos.elkink@ucd.ie

12 26/4 Science, value, and objectivity Schlosser
14/5 Panel feedback Elkink email to jos.elkink@ucd.ie

Assignments

Short assignments

Research question: In the first class, you will be asked for a formulation of the main research
question of your MLitt / PhD research. Note that this should be a question – not a set of questions,
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not a topic description, and not a statement. Due: in class week 1.

Discussion questions: For all classes taught by Markus Schlosser, submit one discussion question
that occurs to you when reading the assigned material – ideally critical of one (or several) of the
readings, or alternatively because you find something confusing. These are to be submitted by email
(not in attachment) to the lecturer of that week’s class. Beware that questions might well be used
in class, with proper attribution. Due: 24 hours before class.

Formal assignments

Please note that nearly all deadlines are in a tight sequence towards the end of the semester. Plan
accordingly and start working on the assignments early!

Presentation (10%): You are required to give one short presentation (about 10 minutes) in class in
which you present and discuss one of the seminar readings. The presentation should try to identify
points that seemed particularly important or problematic, and it should aim to offer some constructive
analysis or critique that facilities discussion. Please let me know (markus.schlosser@ucd.ie) if
you are willing to present in the first session (Week 5). The remaining slots will be assigned as we
go along.

Article review (40%): elect a published article (or book chapter) and provide a critical review.
This article should be on a topic that is closely related to one (or some) of the issues discussed in
class. You may focus on empirical, normative, conceptual, methodological, or purely philosophical
questions. This review should not be a mere summary, in the style of a literature review, but a critical
review: it should offer reasons, arguments, and a critical analysis. Approximately 3000 words. Due:
Monday 9 April, 5 pm. The article (or chapter) itself needs to be submitted for approval, before
April. Submit to markus.schlosser@ucd.ie in PDF format and one hard copy to Margaret Brady
(D504).

Grant proposal (30%): Based on your own MLitt / PhD project, write a full grant application. A
form will be distributed that emulates the form used by grant agencies such as the Irish Research
Council, with specific details on contents and required word length. Pay particular attention to using
the contents of the course in writing up the proposal, but also “sell” the research as one would for
a real grant applications and note that grant reviewers tend to look closely at the feasibility of the
research. The proposal will go through in-class peer review, but will also be graded in a regular
manner by the module coordinator. Approximately 2500 words. Due: Monday 23 April, 5 pm.
Submit to jos.elkink@ucd.ie in PDF format.

Grant proposal feedback (20%): You will receive three of the submitted grant proposals and will
be asked to write a review on each, as if you are on a the board of a grant awarding agency (e.g. the
Irish Research Council). You will be provided with a scoring sheet. The feedback will be returned
to the author of the proposal and will be graded by the module coordinator. The feedback will not
impact the grade of the proposal. Approximately 700 words each. Due: Monday 14 May, 5 pm.
Submit to jos.elkink@ucd.ie in PDF format.
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Late submission policy

All written work must be submitted on or before the due dates. Students will lose one point of a
grade per working day late or part thereof (taking B+, B and B to be “points” of a grade), and
receive an NG (no grade) for essays over 1 week late. Exemptions will only be made in exten-
uating circumstances and need to be requested in writing. Note that “bad planning” and “work
commitments” do not count as extenuating circumstances.2

Note that late submission of the research proposal homework creates problems for your classmates
in the peer review assignment!

Plagiarism

Although this should be obvious, plagiarism – copying someone else’s text without acknowledgement
or beyond “fair use” quantities – is not allowed, including self-plagiarism. UCD policies concerning
plagiarism can be found online.3 A more extensive description of what is plagiarism and what is not
can be found at the UCD Library website.4

Week 1: Research questions in social science

Jos Elkink

What is social science? What makes for a good research question?

Prior to class, be prepared to be asked what your research question is.

Gerring (2001, ch 1-2); Geddes (2003, ch 2).

Optional reading: King, Keohane and Verba (1994, ch 1); Przeworski and Salomon (1995); Chalmers
(1999); Watts, Bowen and Rudenstein (2001); Kiparsky (2006); Rothman (2008); Gerring (2012,
ch 1-2).

Week 2: Concepts and conceptualisation

Jos Elkink

What is a concept? How to define social science concepts? What makes for a good conceptu-
alisation? – Note that this is on the definition of concepts for empirical research, not conceptual
analysis.

Gerring (2001, ch 3–4); Sartori (1970).

2See http://www.ucd.ie/registry/academicsecretariat/docs/extcstudent g.pdf for more details on ex-
tenuating circumstances.

3http://www.ucd.ie/regist/documents/plagiarism policy and procedures.pdf
4http://www.ucd.ie/library/students/information skills/plagiari.html
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Optional reading: Collier and Levitsky (1997); Shively (1997, ch 3); Collier and Mahoney (1993);
Collier (1999); Collier, Hidalgo and Maciuceanu (2006); Gerring (2012, ch 5); Choi et al. (2005).

Week 3: Theories, models, and hypotheses

Jos Elkink

What is the role of theory in social science? What is the difference between a paradigm, theory,
model, hypothesis?

Gerring (2001, ch 5); Popper (1962, ch 1).

Optional reading: Little (1991, ch 1); Kuhn (1970); Gerring (2012, ch 3-4); Chick (1998).

Week 4: Descriptive inference and measurement

Jos Elkink

What is the relation between concept, theory, operationalisation, and measurement?

Gerring (2001, ch 6); Adcock and Collier (2001); Shively (1997, ch 4-5).

Optional reading: Goertz (2006, ch 4); Shively (1997, ch 4-5); Gerring (2012, ch 6-7); King, Keohane
and Verba (1994, ch 2, §5.1).

Week 5: Philosophy of science and social science

Markus Schlosser

Why philosophy of science (and social science)? Is there a fundamental difference between the
natural and the social sciences?

Rosenberg (2012, ch 1–2); Popper (excerpt 1963); Kuhn (1970, excerpt).

Optional reading: Risjord (2014, ch 1); Bortolotti (2008, ch 1).

Week 6: Human agency: naturalism

Markus Schlosser

What is human agency? Can human actions be explained in the same way as natural phenomena?

Rosenberg (2012, ch 3); Goertz (2012).
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Optional reading: Risjord (2014, ch 5); Hempel (1942).

Week 7: Human agency: interpretation

Markus Schlosser

Is the explanation of human agency necessarily interpretive? Does this preclude naturalistic expla-
nations?

Risjord (2014, ch 4); Grimm (2016); Roth (2003).

Optional reading: Taylor (1971); Salmon (1989).

Week 8. Critiques of rational choice theory What are the uses and limits of rational choice theory?
Does rational choice theory sacrifice plausibility and predictive power for mathematical precision?

Steele (2014); Rosenberg (2012: ch 6); Kahneman (2003)

Optional: Risjord (2014: ch 5); Sen (1977)

Week 8: Critiques of rational choice theory

Markus Schlosser

What are the uses and limits of rational choice theory? Does rational choice theory sacrifice plausi-
bility and predictive power for mathematical precision?

Steele (2014); Rosenberg (2012, ch 6); Kahneman (2003)

Optional reading: Sen (1977); Risjord (2014, ch 5).

Week 9: Collective agency and social ontology

Markus Schlosser

Can collective agency be reduced to the interaction of individual agents? Are groups real entities?

Risjord (2014, ch 6); Pettit and Schweikard (2006).

Optional reading: Risjord (2014, ch 8); Pettit (2009);
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/shared-agency/;
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/collective-intentionality/.

Week 10: Causal inference and counterfactuals

Jos Elkink
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How to go from descriptive to causal inference? What is the counterfactual model of causal infer-
ence? What is the “Fundamental Problem of Causal Inference”? What role to causal mechanisms
play?

Gerring (2001, ch 7); Morgan and Winship (2007, ch 2, 10); King, Keohane and Verba (1994, ch
3).

Optional reading: Gerring (2007, 2010); Gerring (2012, 8); Mahoney (2008); Scriven (1966); Shively
(1997, ch 6); Little (1991, ch 2); Faletti and Lynch (2009); Goldthorpe (2001); Morgan and Winship
(2007); Holland (1986); Fearon (1991); Gerring (2012, ch 8-11).

Week 11: Experiments in social science

Jos Elkink

What place do experiments have in social science? What are different types of experimental design?
What is the relation between experimental design and observational studies?

Christensen (1997, ch 8-9); Dunning (2008a); McDermott (2002).

Optional reading: Moses and Knutsen (2007, ch 3); Green and Gerber (2003); Campbell and Stanley
(1963); Druckman et al. (2006); Humphreys and Weinstein (2009); Gerring (2012, ch 10-11); Moses
and Knutsen (2007, ch 3); Gerber, Green and Larimer (2008); Dunning (2008b); Camerer (2003);
Kagel and Roth (1995); Kinder and Palfrey (1993); Gomm (2004, ch 2-3, 5-5).

Week 12: Science, value, and objectivity Can science be free from political and ethical values?
Should science be free from such values? What does it mean to say that science is (or should be)
objective?

Risjord (2014: ch 2); Rosenberg (2012: ch 14)

Optional: Douglas (2014); Williams (2000: ch 6); http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-
objectivity/

Week 12: Science, value, and objectivity

Markus Schlosser

Can science be free from political and ethical values? Should science be free from such values?
What does it mean to say that science is (or should be) objective?

Risjord (2014, ch 2); Rosenberg (2012, ch 14).

Optional reading: Douglas (2014); Williams (2000, ch 6);
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-objectivity/.
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Suggested Additional Readings

Dunleavy (2003) provides a good book length manual for writing a PhD thesis; King (2006) provides
a very good manual for writing publishable papers in social science.

References

Adcock, Robert and David Collier. 2001. “Measurement validity: a shared standard for qualitative
and quantitative research.” American Political Science Review 95(3):529–546.

Bortolotti, Lisa. 2008. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Science. Polity.

Camerer. 2003. Behavioral game theory: Experiments on strategic interaction. Russell Sage Foun-
dation and Princeton University Press.

Campbell, Donald T. and Julian C. Stanley. 1963. Experimental and quasi-experimental designs for
research. Chicago: Rand McNally & Company.

Chalmers, Alan F. 1999. What is this thing called science? 3rd ed. University of Queensland Press.

Chick, Victoria. 1998. “On knowing one’s place: the role of formalism in economics.” The Economic
Journal 108(451):1859–1869.

Choi, Naomi, Michael Freeden, James W. Davis and Mark Bevir. 2005. “Symposium II: Conceptu-
alizing concepts.” Qualitative Methods pp. 19–36.
URL: http://www.maxwell.syr.edu/uploadedFiles/moynihan/cqrm/Newsletter3.2.pdf

Christensen, Larry B. 1997. Experimental methodology. 7th ed. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Collier, D., F.D. Hidalgo and A.O. Maciuceanu. 2006. “Essentially contested concepts: Debates and
applications.” Journal of Political Ideologies 11(3):211–246.

Collier, David. 1999. “Democracy and dichotomies: A pragmatic approach to choices about con-
cepts.” Annual Review of Political Science 2:537–565.

Collier, David and James Mahoney. 1993. “Conceptual stretching revisited: adapting categories in
comparative analysis.” American Political Science Review 87:845–855.

Collier, David and Steven Levitsky. 1997. “Democracy with adjectives: conceptual innovation in
comparative research.” World Politics 49:430–451.

Douglas, Heather. 2014. Values in Social Science. In Philosophy of Social Science: A New Introduc-
tion, ed. Nancy Cartwright and Eleanora Montuschi. Oxford: Oxford University Press pp. 162–182.

Druckman, James N., Donald P. Green, James H. Kuklinski and Arthur Lupia. 2006. “The growth
and development of experimental research in political science.” American Political Science Review
100(4):627–635.

Dunleavy, Patrick. 2003. Authoring a PhD. How to plan, draft, write and finish a doctoral thesis or
dissertation. Basingstokes: Palgrave Macmillan.

Dunning, Thad. 2008a. “Improving causal inference: Strengths and limitations of natural experi-
ments.” Political Research Quarterly 61(2):282–293.

8



Dunning, Thad. 2008b. “Natural and field experiments: The role of qualitative methods.” Qualitative
& Multi-Method Research pp. 17–28.

Faletti, Tulia G. and Julia F. Lynch. 2009. “Context and causal mechanisms in political analysis.”
Comparative Political Studies .

Fearon, James D. 1991. “Counterfactuals and hypothesis testing in political science.” World Politics
43(2):169–195.

Geddes, Barbara. 2003. Paradigms and sand castles: theory building and research design in com-
parative politics. University of Michigan Press.

Gerber, Alan S., Donald P. Green and Christopher W. Larimer. 2008. “Social pressure and
voter turnout: evidence from a large-scale field experiment.” American Political Science Review
102(1):33–48.

Gerring, John. 2001. Social science methodology: A critical framework. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Gerring, John. 2007. “The mechanismic worldview: Thinking inside the box.” British Journal of
Political Science 37:1–19.

Gerring, John. 2010. “Causal mechanisms: Yes, but ...” Comparative Political Studies 43(11):1499–
1526.

Gerring, John. 2012. Social science methodology: A unified framework. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Goertz, Gary. 2006. Social science concepts: A user’s guide. Princeton, N.Y.: Princeton University
Press.

Goertz, Gary. 2012. Descriptive-causal generalizations: “empirical laws” in the social sciences? In
The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Social Science, ed. Harold Kincaid. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Goldthorpe, John H. 2001. “Causation, statistics and sociology.” European Sociological Review
17(1):1.

Gomm, Roger. 2004. Social research methodology: A critical introduction. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Green, Donald P. and Alan S. Gerber. 2003. “The underprovision of experiments in political science.”
The Annals of the American Academy 589:94–112.

Grimm, Stephen R. 2016. “How Understanding People Differs from Understanding the Natural
World.” Philosophical Issues . forthcoming.

Hempel, Carl G. 1942. “The function of general laws in history.” Journal of Philosophy 39(2):35–48.

Holland, Paul W. 1986. “Statistics and causal inference.” Journal of the American Statistical
Association 81(396):945–960.

Humphreys, M. and J. Weinstein. 2009. “Field experiments and the political economy of develop-
ment.” American Review of Political Science 12:367–378.

Kagel and Roth, eds. 1995. Handbook of experimental economics. Princeton University Press.

9



Kahneman, Daniel. 2003. “A perspective on judgment and choice: Mapping bounded rationality.”
American Psychologist 58:697–720.

Kahneman, Daniel and Thaler Richard H. 2006. “Anomalies: Utility maximization and experienced
utility.” Journal of Economic Perspectives 20:221–234.

Kinder and Palfrey, eds. 1993. Experimental foundations of political science. University of Michigan
Press.

King, Gary. 2006. “Publication, publication.” Political Science and Politics 39(1):119–125.
URL: http://gking.harvard.edu/files/paperspub.pdf

King, Gary, Robert Keohane and Sidney Verba. 1994. Designing social inquiry. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Kiparsky, Michael. 2006. “How to win a graduate fellowship.” The Chronicle of Higher Education .
URL: http://chronicle.com/article/How-to-Win-a-Graduate/46782

Kuhn, Thomas S. 1970. The structure of scientific revolutions. 2nd ed. University of Chicago Press.

Lehtinen, Aki and Jaakko Kuorikoski. 2007. “Unrealistic assumptions in rational choice theory.”
Philosophy of the Social Sciences 37(2):115–138.

Little, Daniel. 1991. Varieties of social explanation: An introduction to the philosophy of social
science. Westview Press.

Mahoney, James. 2008. “Toward a unified theory of causality.” Comparative Political Studies 41:412–
436.

McDermott. 2002. “Experimental methodology in political science.” Political Analysis 10(4):325–
342.

Morgan, Stephen L. and Christopher Winship. 2007. Counterfactuals and causal inference. Methods
and principles for social research. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Moses, Jonathan W. and Torbjorn L. Knutsen. 2007. Ways of knowing: competing methodologies
in social and political research. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Pettit, Philip. 2009. The reality of group agents. In Philosophy of the Social Sciences: Philosophical
Theory and Scientific Practice, ed. Chrysostomos Mantzavinos. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press pp. 67–91.

Pettit, Philip and David Schweikard. 2006. “Joint actions and group agents.” Philosophy of the
Social Sciences 36(1):18–39.

Popper, Karl. 1962. The logic scientific discovery. London: Hutchinson.

Popper, Karl. 1963. Conjectures and Refutations. Vol. 7 London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Przeworski, Adam and Frank Salomon. 1995. “The art of writing proposals: Some candid sugges-
tions for applicants to Social Science Research Council competitions.” Social Science Research
Foundation.

Risjord, Mark. 2014. Philosophy of social science: a contemporary introduction. Routledge.

Rosenberg, A. 2012. Philosophy of Social Science. 4th edition ed. Westview Press.

10



Roth, Paul A. 2003. Beyond understanding: The career of the concept of understanding in the
human sciences. In The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of the Social Sciences, ed. Stephen P.
Turner and Paul A. Roth. Oxford: Blackwell pp. 311–33.

Rothman, Steven. 2008. “Comparatively evaluating potential dissertation and thesis projects.” PS:
Political Science and Politics 41(02):367–369.

Salmon, Merrilee. 1989. “Explanation in the social sciences.” Scientific Explanation: Minnesota
Studies in the Philosophy of Science 13:385–409.

Sartori, Giovanni. 1970. “Concept misformation in comparative politics.” American Political Science
Review 64(4):1033–1053.

Scriven, Michael. 1966. Defects of the necessary condition analysis of causation. In Philosophical
analysis and history, ed. William H. Dray. Harper Collins Publishers.

Sen, Amartya K. 1977. “Rational fools: A critique of the behavioral foundations of economic theory.”
Philosophy & Public Affairs pp. 317–344.

Shively, W. Phillips. 1997. The craft of political research. 6th ed. London: Prentice-Hall.

Steele, Katie S. 2014. Choice Models. In Philosophy of Social Science: A New Introduction, ed.
Nancy Cartwright and Eleanora Montuschi. Oxford: Oxford University Press pp. 185–207.

Taylor, Charles. 1971. “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man.” The Review of Metaphysics pp. 3–
51.

Watts, Michael, W. Bowen and N. Rudenstein. 2001. “In Search of the Holy Grail: Projects,
Proposals and Research Design, But Mostly about Why Writing a Dissertation Proposal is So
Difficult.”.
URL: http://core.geog.berkeley.edu/ProgramCourses/CoursePagesFA2006/Geog252/InSearchof Watts.pdf

Williams, Malcolm. 2000. Science and Social Science: An Introduction. Routledge.

11


