Philosophy 485: Philosophy of Social Science
Instructor: Daniel Steel

E-mail: steel@msu.edu
Campus mailbox: 503 S. Kedzie Hall

Office: 507 S. Kedzie Hall

Office hours: 10 am to noon Tuesday, or by appointment
Class Meeting Place and Time: 12:40-2:00pm Tuesday & Thursday 211A Berkey Hall 

Text
The Philosophy of Social Science Reader, Steel and Guala, editors. (S&G, for short)
All additional readings will be posted on the course website (angel.msu.edu).
Course Description

A striking feature of the social sciences in contrast to natural sciences like physics or molecular biology is the extent to which fundamental issues of both theory and method are a matter of controversy. For example, philosophers and social scientists have often disagreed about whether social science should attempt to emulate the natural sciences or whether there is some alternative mode of inquiry specifically suited to the human realm. Moreover, such philosophical issues are not purely academic but have important implications for ethical and social policy questions. In this class, we will read some classic and more recent philosophical essays on these topics. Since properly understanding these issues requires an appreciation of their connection to real-life research, we will also read several recent, pertinent social science articles.  
Grades
The grades will be based on class participation, several think pieces, and three argumentative essays.

· Class Participation (10%): Class participation is divided into two components each worth 5%: (1) regular participation and (2) a fun presentation.  
(1) Regular participation consists of coming to class, being reasonably alert and attentive, and contributing to class discussions. The best way to prepare for class is to read the material indicated on the syllabus before coming to class on that day. This will make it easier for you to follow what’s going on and enable to participate more effectively in class activities (for instance, reconstructing the main argument in the reading with a group of other students).

(2) Fun presentation: In the course of this semester, you will encounter many new concepts and arguments, and it can be difficult to remember which is which. In your fun presentation, you will devise a brief (about 5 minute) example that illustrates the essential idea of one of the concepts or arguments we’ve discussed in class that week or the prior week. Collaboration is encouraged on fun presentations, although the number of students involved a presentation should not exceed 4. A sign up sheet with the possible dates for fun presentations will be distributed in class and posted on the course website.  
· Think Pieces (40%): Periodically throughout the semester, you will be asked to write short essays (approximately 1 double-spaced page and absolutely not more than 3 double-spaced pages). These short essays, or “think pieces,” are intended to stimulate you to think independently and creatively about the readings for that week. There will be 4 think pieces in all. Think pieces should be submitted via drop boxes on the course website. The prompts will be included in the drop boxes.
· Argumentative Essays (50%): In addition, there will be two longer essays (6-7 pages each). These essay assignments will ask you to develop an argument relating to an issue discussed in class. The first long essay will be due March 3 and will count for 20% of your final grade. The second will be due May 5, and will count for 30% of your final grade. Argumentative essays should be submitted via drop boxes on the course website. The essay topics will be included in the drop boxes.
Late Paper Policy

In the absence of a documented excuse, I will subtract 10% per day from assignments submitted after the due date posted on the syllabus.  

Course Schedule

Week 1: Introduction and Values in Social Science
1/11: Introduction, S&G, pp. 1-6.
1/13: Nagel, S&G, pp. 12-23.
Week 2: Human Kinds and Hermeneutical Injustice
1/18: Hacking, S&G, pp. 24-37.
1/20: Fricker, S&G, pp. 39-50.
Week 3: Doing Social Science as a Feminist
1/25: Wylie, S&G, pp. 51-59.
1/27: Krook, “Beyond Supply and Demand: A Feminist-Institutionalist Theory of Candidate Selection.” Think Piece 1 Due.
Week 4: Laws in Social Science?
2/1: Hempel, S&G, pp. 68-76.
2/3: Kincaid, S&G, pp. 78-97.
Week 5: Invariance and Mechanisms
2/8: Woodward, S&G, pp. 96-118.
2/10: Steel, S&G, pp. 119-132.
Week 6: Causal Inference and Instrumental Variables
2/15: Scheines, S&G, pp. 132-142.
2/17: Zhao and Kaestner, “The Effects of Urban Sprawl on Obesity.” Think Piece 2 Due.
Week 7: Interpretive Social Science
2/22: Geertz, S&G, pp. 148-164.
2/24: Jones, S&G, pp. 165-179.
Week 8: Simulation and Interpretation
3/1: Goldman, S&G, 180-196.
3/3: Stueber, S&G, pp. 197-210. First Argumentative Essay Due
March 7-11: Spring Break
Week 9: Are People Rational?
3/15: Harsanyi, S&G, pp. 217-229.
3/17: Kahneman, S&G, pp. 230-247.
Week 10: Homo Economicus and the FCC Auctions
3/22: Pettit, S&G, pp. 249-261.
3/24: Guala, S&G, pp. 262-278. 
Week 11: Methodological Individualism
3/29: Lukes, S&G, pp. 283-290. 
3/31: van Hees, S&G, pp. 291-303. Think Piece 3 Due.
Week 12: Conventions and Social Norms
4/5: Lewis, S&G, pp. 322-336.
4/7: Gilbert, S&G, pp. 337-350. 
Week 13: Social Institutions
4/12: Searle, S&G, pp. 351-363.
4/14: Bicchieri, S&G, pp. 364-378.
Week 14: Cultural Evolution: Memes versus Attractors
4/19: Dawkins, S&G, pp. 385-392.
4/21: Sperber, S&G, pp. 393-406. Think Piece 4 Due.
Week 15: Cultural Evolution
4/26: Richerson and Boyd, S&G, pp. 415-430.
4/28: Alexander and Skyrms, S&G, pp. 407-414.
Final Papers Due: Thursday, May 5, 12:45-2:45 p.m.
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