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Political Science 616, Fall 2007 
Modern Political Analysis 

Instructor: Prof. Stuart Soroka 
Office: McGill Institute for the Study of Canada 304, tel: 398-4865 
Email: stuart.soroka@mcgill.ca  

Calendar description: An introduction to the concepts underlying modern 
approaches to the study of politics. The scope of the discipline will be delineated 
and the foundations of empirical research, including the philosophy and 
methodology of science especially as these apply to social science, will be 
considered. Various alternatives and critiques will be presented and evaluated. 

This course introduces students to some of the critical ongoing debates about how 
we study politics. We cover some of the more important philosophical questions 
underlying the epistemological, ontological and methodological choices that all 
political scientists must make, and relate these to current research and debates in 
the discipline. 

The most obvious of these questions is “Is it possible to have a scientific study of 
politics?”  But there are also other questions regarding theories of knowledge and 
the nature of society that are relevant to almost all current political analyses.  This 
course first covers a number of the classic epistemological and ontological issues.  
We then review and critique a number of “approaches” to political analysis, 
espoused by some critical authors in the discipline, and varying in epistemology, 
ontology and methodology.  We look at these approaches in some detail, and 
consider the relative merits of and difficulties with each.  There are twelve weeks 
with scheduled readings, leaving one for a guest speaker. 

Students will write five papers over the term, in Weeks 3 through 12. 75% of the 
class grade will be based on these papers, where each one is worth 15% of the final 
grade.  (Papers are discussed in more detail on the next page.)  25% of the class 
grade will be based on conference participation.  

Most readings are available in the course text, Michael Martin and Lee C. McIntyre, 
eds., Reading in the Philosophy of Social Science (MIT Press, 1994).  This book is 
available at the University Bookstore.  All other readings are on reserve at the 
Redpath Library. 

McGill University values academic integrity.  Therefore all students must understand 
the meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences 
under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see 
http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information).  Also, in accordance with 
the University’s email policy - see http://www.mcgill.ca/email-policy/ - course-
related email should be sent using McGill email addresses.  Emails from mysterious 
sources are likely to be deleted. 

The first week is substantive, and students are expected to have read the material 
for that week, including the paper attached to this outline. 
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Papers 

Students will write five papers over the term.  They should be 5-6 pages in length, 
double-spaced.  They should cover some, or all, of the week’s readings, although 
students are welcome to spend more time on the readings that they find more 
interesting. Papers should not recite what is in the readings; they should assume 
that I’ve read the material.  Instead, papers should discuss a specific point drawn 
out of the readings – they may highlight a strength or weakness of a given 
approach, or reading, for instance.  I will write a short example to distribute in 
Week 1. 

In addition, each student will have three minutes (no more) at the beginning of 
class to summarize their paper – that is, to introduce the specific question or issue 
which they found interesting.  This is mandatory, and counts as part of the 
participation grade. 

Absolutely no late papers will be accepted without a doctor’s note.   There will 
be no exceptions.  Papers are due by 5pm the day before class.  Electronic versions 
should be sent in Word or pdf format by this time to stuart.soroka@mcgill.ca. 

The specific weeks for which each student must submit a paper will be decided by 
lottery in the second week of class.  Every student will write five papers, distributed 
across Weeks 3 through 12. 

 

Course Outline 

Week 1:  A Science of Politics? 

Fritz Machlup. “Are the Social Sciences Really Inferior?” Ch 1 in Martin & 
McIntyre. 

Brian Fay and J. Donald Moon. “What Would an Adequate Philosophy of Social 
Science Look Like?” Ch 2 in Martin & McIntyre. 

Plus, please read this paper, attached to this syllabus: 

Gabriel Almond. 1988. "Separate Tables: Schools and Sects in Political Science," 
PS: Political Science and Politics (Fall 1988): 828-842.  

Week 2:  Laws in Social Science 

Carl C. Hempel. “The Function of General Laws in History.” Ch 3 in Martin & 
McIntyre. 

F.A. Hayek. “The Theory of Complex Phenomena.” Ch 4 in Martin & McIntyre. 

Brain Fay. “General Laws and Explaining Human Behavior.” Ch 7 in Martin & 
McIntyre. 

Harold Kincaid. “Defending Laws in the Social Sciences.” Ch 8 in Martin & 
McIntyre. 
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Week 3:  The Naturalist/ Antinaturalist Debate: Two Positions 

Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (London: Routledge).  On reserve. 

Thomas Kuhn. 1962. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press).  On reserve. 

Week 4:  Neutrality in Political Science 

Max Weber. “Objectivity in Social Science and Social Policy.” Ch 34 in Martin & 
McIntyre. 

Charles Taylor. “Neutrality in Political Science.” Ch 35 in Martin & McIntyre. 

Charles Nagel. “The Value-Oriented Bias of Social Inquiry.” Ch 36 in Martin & 
McIntrye. 

Michael Martin. “The Philosophical Importance of the Rosenthal Effect.” Ch 37 
in Martin and McIntyre. 

Week 5:  Individualism, Holism, and Systemism 

Emile Durkheim. “Social Facts.” Ch 27 in Martin & McIntyre. 

J.W.N. Watkins. “Historical Explanation in the Social Sciences.” Ch 28 in Martin 
& McIntyre. 

Mario Bunge. 1996. Finding Philosophy in Social Science (New Haven: Yale 
University Press), Chapters 9 and 10.  On reserve. 

Week 6:  Behavioralism 

B.F. Skinner. 1953. Science and Human Behavior (New York: The Free Press).  
On reserve. 

Heinz Eulau. 1962. “Segments of Political Science Most Susceptible to 
Behavioristic Treatment,” in James C. Charlesworth, ed., The Limits of 
Behavioralism in Political Science (Philadelphia: The American Academy of 
Political and Social Science).  On reserve. 

Russell Kirk. 1962. “Segments of Political Science Not Amenable to 
Behavioralistic Treatment,” in James C. Charlesworth, ed., as above. 

Week 7:  Functionalism 

Carl G. Hempel. “The Logic of Functional Analysis.” Ch 22 in Martin and 
McIntyre. 

G.A. Cohen. “Functional Explanations: In Marxism.” Ch 24 in Martin and 
McIntyre. 

Harold Kincaid. “Assessing Functional Explanations in the Social Sciences.” Ch 
26 in Martin and McIntyre. 

David Easton. 1979. A Framework for Political Analysis. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press).  On reserve. 
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Week 8:  Interpretivism / Hermeneutics 

Charles Taylor. “Interpretation and Sciences of Man.” Ch 13 in Martin & 
McIntyre. 

Clifford Geertz. “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture.” 
Ch 14 in Martin & McIntyre. 

Michael Martin. “Taylor on Interpretation and the Sciences of Man.” Ch 17 in 
Martin & McIntyre. 

Dagfinn Follesdal. “Hermuneutics and the Hypothetico-Deductive Method.” Ch 
15 in Martin & McIntyre. 

Week 9:  Structuralism 

Michel Foucault. 1982. The Archeology of Knowledge (Pantheon).  On reserve. 

Week 10:  Rational Choice 

Gary S. Becker 1978. The Economic Approach to Human Behavior (University of 
Chicago Press), selections. On reserve. 

Kenneth J. Arrow. 1950. "A Difficulty in the Concept of Social Welfare", Journal 
of Political Economy 58(4), pp. 328–346.  Available through JSTOR. 

Dagfinn Follesdal. “The Status of Rationality Assumptions in Interpretation and 
in the Explanation of Action.” Ch 19 in Martin & McIntyre. 

Jon Elster. “The Nature and Scope of Rational-Choice Explanation.” Ch 20 in 
Martin & McIntyre. 

Mario Bunge. 1995. “The Poverty of Rational Choice Theory,” in I.C. Jarvie and 
N. Laor, Critical Rationalism, Metaphysics and Science 1 (Dordrecht: Kluwer): 
159-68. On reserve.  

Week 11:  Feminism 

Naomi Weisstein. “Psychology Constructs the Female.” Ch 38 in Martin & 
McIntyre. 

Alison Wylie. “Reasoning about Ourselves: Feminist Methodology in the Social 
Sciences.” Ch 39 in Martin & McIntyre. 

Susan J. Carroll and Linda M.G. Zerilli, 1993. “Feminist Challenges to Political 
Science.” In Ada Finifter, ed. Political Science: The State of the Discipline, II. 
Washington, DC: The American Political Science Association, pp.55-76.  On 
Reserve. 

Jennifer Ring. 1987. “Toward a Feminist Epistemology.” Journal of Politics 
31:753-772. Available through JSTOR. 

Week 12:  Where Do We Stand? 

TBA, based on class discussion. 





Separate Tables 

comparative study of the rise of the British and American party systems, and Mrchels, on 
the "Iron law of ol~garchy," the propensity In large bureaucratic organizations for power 
to  gravitate to  the top leadership, which he der~ved from his "cr~tlcal" case study of the 
Soc~al Democrat~c Party of Germany More recently, Duverger s "law" of the relatlonshlp 
between the electoral and party systems also came from Europe 

Among the early pioneers of modern professional political science ~twas common prac- 
tice t o  speak of thls branch of scholarship as a "scrence" from the very beginning Thus Sir 
Frederick Pollock and John Robert Seeley, the first lecturing from Oxford and the Royal 
Institution, the second from Cambrrdge, entitled the~r books The History of the Sclence of 
Poiitics ( I  890) and An Introduction to Poiitical Science ( I  896), respectively What these early 
wr~ters meant by "science" varied from case t o  case. Pollock dlst~ngu~shes between the 
natural and moral sclences 

[Tlhe comparative Inexactness of the moral sciences is not the fault of the men who have 
devoted their abilltles t o  them, but depends, as Arlstotle already saw, on the pature of their sub- 
ject matter ( 1  890. 5) 

For John Robert Seeley polltical science was to  be a body of proposltlons drawn from 
h~storlcal knowledge. He expected a takeoff in the development of political science 
because of the development of h~storiography in the 19th century. If the moderns were to  
do so much better than Locke, Hobbes, and Montesquieu, it was because the~r historical 
data base was much richer. 

For Seeley, who Introduced political science Into the Cambridge Tripos, ~tmeant learn- 
Ing to  ". . . reason, generalize, define, and distinguish . . . as well as collecting, authent~cat- 
Ing, and investigating facts. . . . "  These two processes constituted polltical sclence. "If we 
neglect the first process, we shall accumulate facts to  little purpose, because we shall have 
no test by which to  dist~nguish facts which are important from those which are un- 
important; and of course, if we neglect the second process, our reasonings will be base- 
less, and we shall but weave scholastic cobwebs" (1 896, 27-8). 

There were two schools of thought in the 19th and early 20th century soc~al sciences 
regarding the degree or k~nd of science which was poss~ble. The work of Auguste Comte, 
Karl Marx, and Vilfredo Pareto makes no dlst~nction between the social and the "natural" 
sciences. Both groups of sciences sought uniformities, regularities, laws, On the other hand 
the notion of a social science wh~ch would consist of ". . . a closed system of concepts, in 
which reality is synthes~zed In some sort of permanently and universally valid classification, 
and from which it can again be deduced. . ." was viewed as entirely meaningless by Max 
Weber. 

The stream of immeasurable events flows unendingly towards eternity The cultural problems 
which move men form themselves ever anew and in different C O ~ O ~ Sand the boundaries of that 
area In the infinite stream of concrete events whlch acquires meaning and significance for us, 1.e. 
which becomes an "hlstorical individual' are constantly subject to  change The intellectual con- 
texts from which it is vlewed and scientifically analyzed shift (1 949, 80) 

The "lawfulness" of human interaction is of a different order for Max Weber. The subject 
matter of the social sciences-human action-involves value orlentation, memory and 
learn~ng, which can only yield "soft" regular~ties, "object~ve possib~lities" and probabili- 

Fall 1988 837 



Separate Tables 

tles Cultural change may attenuate or ever d~ssolve these relationships Sim~larly Durk- 
helm vlewed cultural phenomena as too complex and open to human creativity t o  lend 
themselves t o  the same degree of causal certainty as the natural sciences. 

During the first decades of professional pollt~cal sclence In the United States-from 1900 
t o  the 1930s-two scholars. Merr~am and Catl~n, the first as Amer~can as apple pie, the 
second a temporarily transplanted Englishman-took the lead In advocating the introduc- 
tlon of scientific methods and standards in the study of politics Merr~ams contribution 
was primar~ly programmatic, and promotional He advocated, recruited personnel, and 
funded a particular research program at the Univers~ty of Chicago He also was a founder 
of the Social Sc~ence Research Council. Catlin wrote on methodological questions, dif- 
ferent~ating between history and polit~cal science, and locating pol~tical sclence among the 
soclal sciences. 

In his 192 1 manifesto. "The Present State of the Study of Polit~cs," Merriam (1 925) 
advocated the introduction of psychological and sociological Insights Into the study of 
polit~cal institut~ons and processes, and of the ~ntroduct~on of statistical methods in an 
effort to  enhance the rigor of pol~t~cal analysis Nowhere in th~s early call to professiorlal 
growth and ~mprovementis there anything approx~mating a d~scuss~onof scientific 
methodology. He proposed to  do political science rather than talk about it And indeed, in 
the decades follow~ng at the University of Ch~cago, a research program unfolded exem- 
plify~ng Merr~am's stress on emp~rical research, quantificat~on, and social-psycholog~cal 
Interpretation The scholars produced by th~s program const~tuted a substant~al part of 
the nucleus of the post-World War "behav~oral movement." 

George Catlin may have been the first to  speak of a "behav~or~st treatment of pol~tcs" 
( 1  927, XI), and in h~s argument about a sclence of politics seems to dispose of all of those 
objections whlch would d~fferentiate soc~al and human subject matters from those of 
natural sclence. But he is hardly sanguine about the prospects of science 

Politics must for the present confine itself to the humble task of collecting, where possible 
measuring, and sortlng the historical material, past and contemporary and following up probable 
clues to  the d~scovery of permanent forms and general principles of action It is reasorable to 
expect that political science will prove to be more than th~s, that it will give us some ins'ght into 
the poss~bility of controlling the soclal situation and will show us ~f not what it is wise to do at 
least what human nature being what it is, it is unwise to do, because such action will cut across 
the grain of the soc~al structure and athwart the lines of activ~tyof the deeper forces which have 
bu~lt up this structure ( I  927, I42 43) 

Thus Bernard Crick's (1959) argument that it was the behavioral movement in Ameri- 
can pollt~cal sclence, and particularly the Chlcago school that was responsible for leading 
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political science down the garden path of scientism cannot bear careful exam~nation of the 
sources. In both Europe and America meta-methodological opinion has been divided on 
this question. It would be hard to find more hard science orier,ted scholars than Comte, 
Marx, Pareto, and Freud Durkherm and Weber, while fully committed to the pursuit of 
science, clearly recognized that the social xientist dealt wlth a subject matter less tracta- 
ble to  covering law hard science forms of explanation This polemic diffused to  the Unrted 
States in the course of the twent~eth century 

Crick's attribution of this scientific orientation to  Chicago populists does not hold up 
when we examine the evidence One has to read the Tocqueville correspondence ( i  962) 
to  appreciate how close that brilliant rnterpreter of American democracy, a century 
before the Chicago school saw the light of day, came to  doing an opinion survey rn his 
travels around the country As he talked to a steamboat captain on the Missrssippi, to  
farmers in the interior, t o  bourgeois d~nner companions on the eastern seabord, and to  
officeholders in Washington, D C , sampling the American populatron was clearly on his 
mind Karl Marx drew up a six-page questronnaire for the study of the lrvrng conditions, 
workrng conditions, attrtudes, and beliefs of the French working class in the early 1880s A 
large number of copres were distributed to socialists and workrng class organizations The 
data gathered were to  be used in the forthcoming general election ( I  880) In Max Weber s 
working papers for his study of the peasantry in East Prussia there is evidence that he 
planned and partially executed a survey of Polish and German peasant attitudes And in 
hrs study of comparative religion he used a formal two by-two table-worldl~ness- 
unworldliness asceticism-mysticism-as a way of generating hypotheses about the rela- 
tionship between religious ethics and economic attitudes 

Most of the important discoveries in the development of statistics were made by 
Europeans La Place and Condorcet were Frenchmen, the Bernoulli family were Swiss 
Bayes, Galton, Pearson, and Fisher were Englishmen Pareto was an ltalran Markov a 
Russian The first "publrc choice ' theorist was the Welshman Duncan Black (1958) The 
view that the quantitative approach to  social science analysis was peculiarly American 
doesn t stand up to the historical record What was peculiarly American was the improve- 
ment in, and the applrcatron of, quantitative methods as ~n survey research, content 
analysis, aggregate statistical analysis, mathematical modelling and the like and the pursult 
In empirical depth of psychological and socioi~gi~al hypotheses largely generated in the 
European social science l~terature 

A t  the darkest moment in European history-rn the 1930s-there was a strong ~nfus~on 
of European socral science into the United States through refugees such as Paul Lazarsfeld 
Kurt Lewin, Marie Jahoda, Wolfgang Kohler, Hans Sperer, Errch Fromm, Franz Neumann, 
Ot to  Krrchermer, Leo Lowenthal, Franz Alexander Hannah Arendt, Hans Morgenthau, 
Leo Strauss, and many others It should be quite clear from this litany of names that this 
emigration carried the various social science polemics within it, and that the counterposi- 
tion of a European and an American approach to soc~al science around the issue of human- 
1st vs sc~entrfic scholarship will simpiy not bear the light of day There is clear continuity 
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f r o m  the European background t o  the g rowth  o f  the social sciences and pol~t ical science In 
the Uni ted States. 

This broad t r a d i t ~ o n  o f  polltical science beginning w l th  the Greeks and continuing up  t o  
the creative scholars o f  our o w n  generation, is the historically correct version o f  our d~sci- 
piinary history The critical and f iarx is t  schools t h r o w  In the  profess~onal sponge Con-
fronting this simplistic temptat ion w e  need t o  have a deep-rooted and unshakable firm-
ness in our  commitment t o  the search for  objectivity The call fo r  "relevance" associated 
w i th  "post-behavioralism implies a greater concern for  policy implications in our  scholar- 
ly work ,  but  i t  cannot imply a commitment t o  a particular course o f  political action A 
political scientist is n o t  necessarily a socialist, a ~ d  surely n o t  a socialist o f  a particular kind 

The version o f  disciplinary history presented t o  us in Straussian political philosophy can- 
n o t  b e  taken seriously The hard-nosed public choice version o f  our  history mistakes tech- 
nique for  substance Mainstream political science IS open t o  all methods that i l lum~nate the 
wor ld  o f  poiitics and public policy It wiii n o t  turn its back o n  the illumination w e  get f r o m  
our  older methodologies just because it n o w  can employ the  powerful  tools of statistics 
and mathematics 

W e  have good grounds fo r  professional pr de in the development o f  political science in 
the last decades A n d  as Americans w e  hake made important contributions t o  an age-old, 
wor ld  wide effort  t o  bring the power  o f  knowiedge t o  bear on  the tragic d lemmas o f  the 
wor ld  o f  pol i t~cs 

About the Author 

Gabriel A Almond is professor of poiticai sclenie emeritus at Stanford Unlverslty He was presi- 
dent of the APSA in I955 66 Since I977 APSA has given a dissertation award at its annual meeting 
in ponor of Professor Almond 

Note 

*An earlier version of this paper was deivered as the D~stinguished Social Science Lecture at the 
Northern lllinols University at DeKaib. Illinois, on November 13, 1987 
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