
Logic of Social Inquiry

SOCSC-AD 112
Spring 2017

Division of Social Science

Monday and Wednesday 1:15–2:30, Campus Center E047

Instructor:

Assistant Professor Daniel Karell (daniel.karell@nyu.edu)
Office hours, Monday and Wednesday 2:30–3:30 am, A5-1203

1 Course overview and goals

We are routinely exposed to politicians, journalists, civil society leaders, social media voices, and our friends
and colleagues offering answers to social questions and explanations for social problems. How are we to
assess and adjudicate theses answers and explanations, especially when they contradict one another? One
way to do so is to examine the empirical foundations of the claims being made. For example, upon what
data do the claims rest? How were the data collected? What assumptions and methods drove the analyses
of these data? Are the inferences drawn from the data and analyses valid?

To help you develop such a critical approach to questions and answers about the social world, this course
explores the relationship between social questions and the methods employed to investigate these questions.
It does so by examining the major approaches to empirical studies in the social sciences. It offers skills in
developing research designs for explorative, descriptive, explanatory, and evaluation research.

By the end of the course, you will be able to:

• Use a critical perspective to engage research designed to make claims about the social world;

• Specify a social question and develop a research design to explore this question; and

• Understand the logic at the foundation of subsequent methodological courses in the social sciences.

2 Meetings, assignments, and grading

2.1 Each class

We will meet twice per week in a seminar setting. Students are expected to attend all seminars, prepared
to discuss the readings and participate actively.

During each meeting, a selected student will lead the class in an activity that engages the readings along
two dimensions: (1) an overview of the main questions, arguments, and claims, and (2) a critical response
to the reading, including questions posed to the class.
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2.2 First writing assignment

Your first writing assignment will be the Evaluation of Evidence paper. With this paper, you will (1) specify
a research question of interest and (2) find and evaluate scholarly evidence that is used to answer this
question.

Some recommended topics are:

1. What is causing the obesity epidemic?
(See http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/13/health/13brody.html?pagewanted=all

2. Is the recent drop in U.S. crime rates a consequence of changes in law enforcement?
(See http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/03/nyregion/james-q-wilson-dies-at-80-originated-broken
-windows-policing-strategy.html?pagewanted=all)

3. Why are women underrepresented in science?
(See http://www.harvard.edu/president/speeches/summers 2005/nber.php)

This assignment includes the following tasks:

• Select a topic of interest. Please discuss your topic with me before finalizing your choice;

• Develop a topic of interest into an answerable question;

• Find scholarly literature on the topic and question (three to four peer-reviewed articles), primarily by
using key concepts as search terms in a library search;

• Discuss the following in the paper:

1. Your question, including definitions for major concepts.

2. How existing scholarly work has asked this question, including explicit and implicit assumptions.

3. How existing scholarly work has justified interest in this question.

4. How and why existing scholarly work has empirically investigated this question.

5. Successes in how existing scholarly work has empirically investigated this question. In discussing
the successes, aim to synthesize your assessment of the successes into categories that cut across
the specific research papers, instead only using the papers as specific examples. The aim is to
comment on the body of literature as a whole.

6. Obstacles, pitfalls, issues, and problems related to the methodological approaches used by scholarly
work to empirically investigate your research question. In discussing the pitfalls, aim to synthesize
your assessment of the obstacles into categories that cut across the specific research papers, instead
only using the papers as specific examples. The aim is to comment on the body of literature as a
whole.

Some of the scholarly literature may employ research methods that are unfamiliar to you. Your textbook
can be helpful in evaluating such methods. For example, if you encounter a report from a clinical trial, you
should read the chapter on experiments. If you come across things you do not understand, ask about them
in class. Nevertheless, you may have remaining questions or feel you do not understand the methodology
fully. This is not a problem. Simply ask the question in your paper. Smart questions count just as much as
smart answers.

The paper can be researched and written in collaboration with other students. Collaborative work is often
more rewarding than individual research. Working with others will also reduce the subjectivity of your
observations. However, it is often more time-consuming because you need to come to an agreement about
what should be done by whom. Often, two to four students is the ideal group size—larger groups tend to
fall apart and encourage free-riding. Note that there will be one grade for all group members regardless of
the division of labor in the group.
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The paper should be six to 10 pages in length, single spaced, not including the bibliography. It is due March
25; you can submit it earlier. Submit your paper as a Word document to the NYU Classes site. Late papers
will be accepted only under exceptional circumstances. If you are unsure about the paper, you can submit
draft one week before the deadline. We will give you feedback and time for revisions. You will also present
your paper in class and you may use the feedback in class to improve your paper.

2.3 Second writing assignment

Your second writing assignment will build on the Evaluation of Evidence paper to develop a Research
Proposal. With this paper, you will (1) specify a research question of interest, (2) use existing scholarly
literature to identify relevant theory and prior research, and (3) directly draw on your insights in the
Evaluation of Evidence paper to describe the study design, the data you plan to collect or use, and how you
plan to analyze them.

The typical components of a research proposal are:

1. Introduction: research question (“the puzzle”) and relevance (“why should we care”)

2. Literature review

3. Theory (to help understand the link between theory and research design, refer to the readings by
Weber, Gould, and Hedström)

(a) Definition of terms, concepts, and assumptions that fit together into the guiding argument of your
project

(b) Specific hypotheses derived from the theory and to be addressed by the design

4. Research design

(a) Units of observation and case selection

(b) Data to be used

(c) Specific method of data collection

5. Expected analytical methodology, with justification

6. Discussion of problems and limitations

(a) Reliability, validity, and generalizability

(b) Possible weaknesses in the design

7. References

8. Appendices (if applicable):

(a) For example: questionnaire or interview guide or informed consent forms

These are some useful questions to ask yourself while working on your paper:

• What would be the “best” finding or result from your study (i.e. the most interesting, the finding that
is most likely to provide a contribution to knowledge, etc.)? What are some of the things that could
prevent you from achieving this finding or set of findings?

• Explain the key concepts that are central to your arguments. Give an explicit definition for each
concept. How are you measuring or representing these concepts in your research? Why?

• Do you see specific validity issues, and how are you planning to deal with them? Do you plan to assess
validity and/or reliability of your findings, how?
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• Are you planning to make claims about causal relationships? How would your data ideally support
those claims? What could prevent you from making a causal claim?

• What is your target population? How generalizable will your study findings be? Will you likely be
able to generalize your findings to a target population, to other populations, times, places?

• Are you surveying a sample or the entire population? Why? Will you have a sampling frame? How
does it look like?

• Are you planning to draw a random sample? Why (not)?

• How are you selecting your subjects? Why? How many? Why?

• What are the difficulties you anticipate in selecting your subjects, and how are you planning to address
them?

• What method of data collection do you plan to use, and why? Explain why the method you chose is
better than others to find answers to your research question.

• If you are planning a qualitative research project, explain how you will document the data you will
gather, and how you plan to interpret them.

• If you are planning a quantitative research project, explain how you will analyze the data to test your
hypotheses.

• What are possible limitations of your study, what are its strengths?

• Are there human subjects issues, and how do you address them?

The paper can be researched and written in collaboration with other students. This will most likely depend
on how you approached your Evaluation of Research paper. The paper should be seven to 12 pages in length,
with single spacing, not including the bibliography. It is due May 12; upload your paper to the NYU Classes
site. Late papers will be accepted only under exceptional circumstances. If you are unsure about the paper,
you can submit draft one week before the deadline. I will give you feedback and time for revisions. You will
also present your paper in class and you may use the feedback in class to improve your paper.

2.4 Grading

• Participation 30%

– Reading activities; graded on a scale of 0 to 3 (“unsatisfactory” to “excellent”)

– Paper presentations; graded on a scale of 0 to 3 (“unsatisfactory” to “excellent”)

– General in-class participation; graded on a scale of 0 to 3 (“unsatisfactory” to “excellent”)

• Evaluation of Evidence paper 35%

– Marked with letter grades; “Excellent”, “very good”, “sufficient”, or “not sufficient”

• Research Proposal 35%

– Marked with letter grades; “Excellent”, “very good”, “sufficient”, or “not sufficient”
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3 Reading materials

1. Singleton, Royce and Bruce Straits (2009): Approaches to Social Research

2. Various articles and excerpts, found on the NYU Classes site

4 Reading schedule

Part I: Approaches to social science

Week 1

Wednesday, January 25: Introduction and introductions

Week 2

Sunday, January 29 (11:50 to 1:05, C2-E048): Theory in empirical social science

1. Excerpt from “‘Objectivity’ in Social Science,” by Max Weber ([1904] 2007)

2. Excerpt from Collision of Wills by Roger Gould (2003)

Monday, January 30: Inference and causality

1. “Causal Mechanisms in the Social Sciences,” by Peter Hedström and Petri Ylikoski (2010)

2. Excerpt from The Oxford Handbook of Analytical Sociology, “What is Analytical Sociology
All About?”, by Peter Hedström and Peter Bearman (2011)

Week 3

Sunday, February 5 (11:50 to 1:05, C2-E048): : Social science approaches

1. Excerpt from “Suicide,” by Emile Durkheim ([1897] 1951)

2. “The Social Structure of Suicide,” by Peter Bearman (1991)

Monday, February 6: Social science approaches

1. “Suicide Determination and Professional Authority of Medical Examiners,” by Stefan Tim-
mermans (2005)

2. “Knocking on Heaven’s Door? Protestantism and Suicide,” by Sascha Becker and Ludger
Woessmann (2011)

Week 4

Monday, February 13: The science in social science

1. Chapter 1 in Approaches to Social Research

Wednesday, February 15: The science in social science

1. Chapter 2 in Approaches to Social Research
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Week 5

Monday, February 20: Elements in research design

1. “The Four Questions,” by Maurice Zeitlin

2. Chapter 4 in Approaches to Social Research

Wednesday, February 22: Ethics in social research

1. “Gender, Science, and Culture in Reproductive Health Research,” by Ruth Macklin (1999)

2. Case study excerpt from Beyond Regulations (1999)

3. Take the online training course (basic course for social and behavioral science), including the
test. Make sure you allocate enough time for this. Passing the test means you will be certified
for doing human subjects research at NYU, so make sure you keep the test result. The link
to the course is here: https://www.citiprogram.org/. First, create a userid/password and
then click on “Add a course or update your learner groups”. Take the course for “Social
& Behavioral Research Investigators.” The course will take some time but it will provide
important information on research that aims at collecting sensitive information, or carries
risk for participants in other ways. If you are not sure which course to take, email me.

Week 6

Monday, February 27: Elements of research design, continued

1. Chapter 4 in Approaches to Social Research

Wednesday, March 1: Measurement

1. Chapter 5 in Approaches to Social Research

Week 7

Monday, March 6: The logic of sampling

1. Chapter 6 in Approaches to Social Research

2. “Sampling and Estimation in Hidden Populations Using Respondent-Driven Sampling,” by
Matthew Salganik and Douglas Heckathorn (2004)

Wednesday, March 8
In-class presentation of Evaluation of Research work

Week 8

Monday, March 13
In-class presentation of Evaluation of Research work

Wednesday, March 15
Evaluation of Research paper due on March 25
No class — Exam for seven week courses

6

https://www.citiprogram.org/


Part II: Modes of social research

Week 9

Monday, March 20
No class — Spring break

Wednesday, March 22
No class — Spring break

Week 10

Monday, March 27: Finding and using available data

1. Chapter 12 in Approaches to Social Research

Wednesday, March 29: The logic of text-as-data

1. “Graphing the Grammar of Motives in National Security Strategies: Cultural Interpretation,
Automated Text Analysis and the Drama of Global Politics,” by John Mohr, Robin Wagner-
Pacifici, Ronald Breiger, and Petko Bogdanov (2013)

Week 11

Monday, April 3: The logic of experimental research

1. Chapter 7 in Approaches to Social Research

Wednesday, April 5: The logic of experimental research

1. Chapter 8 in Approaches to Social Research

Week 12

Monday, April 10: The logic of survey-based research

1. Chapter 9 in Approaches to Social Research

Wednesday, April 12: The logic of survey-based research

1. Excerpt from The Oxford Handbook of Analytical Sociology, “Surveys,” by Hannah Brückner
(2011)

Week 13

Monday, April 17: The logic of network research

1. “What is Network Science?” by Ulrick Brandes, Garry Robbins, Ann McCranie, and Stanely
Wasserman (2013)

Wednesday, April 19: The logic of network research

1. “The Strength of Weak Ties,” by Mark Granovetter (1973)

2. “Chains of Affection: The Structure of Adolescent Romantic and Sexual Networks,” by
Peter Bearman, James Moody, and Katherine Stovel (2004)

Saturday, April 22: The logic of field research

1. Chapter 11 in Approaches to Social Research
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Week 14

Monday, April 24
No class — Isra and Mi’rai Holiday

Wednesday, April 26: The logic of ethnographic research

1. “Muslim American Youth and Secular Hip Hop: Manifesting ‘Cool Piety’ Through Musical
Practices,” by John O’Brien (2013)

Week 15

Monday, May 1: Mixed approaches: comparative-historical and text-as-data

1. No reading

Wednesday, May 3
In-class presentation of Research Proposal work

Week 16

Monday, May 8
In-class presentation of Research Proposal work

Wednesday, May 10
Final questions, conclusion, and course evaluation
Research Proposal paper due on May 12

Week 17

Final Exams
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