
P0478: Social Science Theories 

Wilfrid Laurier University 

Fall 2016 

 
 

Instructor:   P. Goff, PhD 

Lecture: M 8:30am-11:20pm 

Classroom:  DAWB 3-103 

Email:  pgoff@wlu.ca                                                            

Office Hours:  T 10:00am-noon; Th 10:00am-11:00am (or by appointment)  

Office: DAWB 4-119 

 

Wilfrid Laurier University uses software that can check for plagiarism. Students may be required 

to submit their written work in electronic form and have it checked for plagiarism.  

 

Students with disabilities or special needs are advised to contact Laurier's Accessible Learning 

Office (https://www.wlu.ca/accessible-learning/index.html) for information regarding its 

services and resources. Students are encouraged to review the Academic Calendar for information 

regarding all services available on campus.  

 

Additional information on Foot Patrol, Counselling Services the WLUSU Food Bank can be found 

on the last page out this outline.   

 

Course Description 

PO 478 is a key component of the Research Specialization in the department of Political Science. 

The class will move through three phases. First, we will examine what distinguishes the social 

sciences. What kind of work are we doing, how are we doing it, and why? How does this compare 

to what colleagues do in the sciences? Second, we will focus on political science. What is the 

purpose of our discipline? What does research in political science seek to do? Can there be a 

science of politics? We will sample several theoretical approaches to remind ourselves of how 



political scientists have gone about their work. This will not be an exhaustive sample. Students 

will also be encouraged to recall and compare other approaches that they have encountered in 

their last three years of study. Finally, we will take what we have observed about theorizing in 

the social sciences generally, and political science more specifically, and explore how to apply it 

in our own research projects by focusing on the principles of research design. This inquiry will set 

the stage for the winter term course, PO 479 Seminar in Research Design, which gives students 

the opportunity to undertake a theoretically-informed research project. Upon successful 

completion of PO 478, students will earn a full credit. 

 

Course Objectives 

By the end of the course students should be able to: 

1. situate the study of politics within its own historical evolution (including disciplinary 

sub-fields), vis-à-vis other areas of inquiry within the social sciences  

2. explain how social science debates have affected approaches to the study of politics 

3. comprehend and evaluate different conceptual and theoretical approaches to the 

study of politics  

4. recognize the advantages and disadvantages of the variety of approaches used by 

political scientists to make sense of political phenomena  

5. explain the role of theory in political science research  

6. characterize the roles that different levels of analyses have on research   

7. recognize the stages involved in the research process and explain the importance of 

each 

8. describe how political science can and cannot help address a variety of real world 

political problems 

9. identify and articulate one’s own ontological and epistemological leanings  

10. identify and apply key skills necessary to conduct theoretically-informed research, 

including synthesising information from the scholarly literature; framing questions 

by applying core concepts and theories; critical thinking skills involving the 



evaluation and development of arguments; and clear and concise oral and written 

expression.  

 

Required Reading 

Course readings are available in electronic format through the Laurier library website or from 

other online sources. Some materials will be available via our My Learning Space page. Specific 

directions for obtaining readings will be provided in class.  

 

Course Evaluation 

 

Assignment 

 

Short Memos (6)  

Short Article Analyses (2)  

“Competing Explanations”  

Preliminary Research 

Design  

Seminar Participation 

 

 

 

 

Due Date  

 

Ongoing – see below 

Oct. 17 & Oct. 24, 2016 

Nov. 25, 2016 (midnight) 

Dec. 5, 2016  

 

Ongoing – see below 

 

 

 

 

% of course grade 

 

35% 

15% 

15% 

15% 

 

20% 

 

 

 

 

Short Memos 

You will be asked to submit six short memos on the readings for Sept. 19th; Sept. 26th; Oct. 3rd; 

Oct. 31st; Nov. 7th; and Nov. 14th. These memos should be submitted to the appropriate My 

Learning Space drop box before class on the day they are due. They will be based on questions 



that I pose to you on the set of readings. Memos can range in length, but will likely average 

between 1000-2000 words. More details will be provided in class on all assignments.  

 

Short Article Analyses 

You will be asked to submit two article analyses to the appropriate My Learning Space drop 

box. The first is due before class on Oct. 17th; the second is due before class on Oct. 24th and 

will be based on articles on the syllabus for those class sessions. In each instance, you will base 

your analysis on the following series of questions:  What is the research question? What is the 

central argument of the article? What is the goal of the research? Does the author identify 

him/herself with a particular theoretical or conceptual school? If so, which one? What would 

you expect from this research given these conceptual and theoretical choices? What 

methodological approach(es) does the author use to answer the research question or to 

conduct the research? How would you assess these various choices? What kind of evidence 

does the author present to substantiate his/her case? Can you discern a particular ontological 

or epistemological orientation in the author’s approach? What assumptions does the author 

make? What is your overall assessment of the research? By what criteria should you assess it? 

 

“Competing Explanations” Writing Assignment 

You will be asked to submit an analysis of two articles that explain the same phenomenon, but 

from different conceptual, theoretical, or methodological perspectives. I will supply the articles 

that will form the basis of this assignment, as well as some questions to orient your assessment. 

The analysis is due to the appropriate My Learning Space drop box on Friday, November 25th at 

midnight.  

 

Preliminary Research Design 

In anticipation of PO 479, you will be asked to submit a preliminary research design. Ideally, you 

will work with the idea or interest that you will pursue in the winter term. The following is a 

sampling of the types of questions that you will want to ponder for this assignment: What is your 

research question? Why is it important? Why are you interested in this question? In thinking 



about your own interests, can you see any assumptions that you might be making or any 

normative positions that you might have that could influence your research? Can you identify 

your own ontological or epistemological predispositions? To which debates or literatures would 

you expect to contribute by answering your research question? What theoretical or conceptual 

approach seems most promising to you and why? What kinds of answers to your question exist 

in the extant literature? Is there a gap in the literature that your study would fill? What kind of 

evidence would you have to gather to craft an answer to your question? How would you go about 

gathering this evidence? Are there any constraints or limitations on gathering your evidence? 

What kind of analysis of your evidence might be required?  

 

Seminar Participation 

Class will proceed in a seminar format. Discussions will be greatly enriched if we hear a range of 

perspectives from all class participants. This might include simply offering an opinion as part of 

class discussion or a more formal role as a discussion leader on a particular topic. More details 

will be provided in class.  

 

Course Policies 

Plagiarism  

Plagiarism is a serious offence and may result in a failing grade for a given assignment and/or for 

the course, as well as disciplinary action at the departmental and/or university level. Most 

importantly, it is unacceptable to present someone else’s work as your own. If you draw on 

someone else’s work, either directly or indirectly, you must accord attribution. All quotations 

must be cited as such and include a clear reference to the work from which they are drawn. All 

use of materials other than course materials must be accompanied by full citations. If you intend 

to submit a paper that significantly draws upon work for another class, or if you are planning to 

submit substantially similar papers both to my class and a class for another instructor, you must 

first receive explicit permission to do so from both myself and the other instructor. Failure to do 

so may result in disciplinary action.  

 



Late Submission of Assignments 

In the event that late assignments will be accepted, they will be penalized one-third of a letter 

grade for every day they are late. No assignment will be accepted more than seven days after the 

due date unless you have made prior arrangements with the instructor. Extensions are granted 

at the sole discretion of the instructor. 

 

Attendance 

Students are expected to attend class. I reserve the right to penalize students with an 

unreasonable number of absences throughout the semester.  

  

Lecture Outline and Required Readings  

 

Monday, September 12th – Introduction   

 

Monday, September 19th – Theory and Theorizing 

What does theory do? What counts as good theory?  

 Pamela J. Shoemaker, James William Tankard Jr. & Dominic L. Lasorsa, How to Build 

Social Science Theories (Sage Publications, 2012), Chapter 2 “Theoretical Concepts: The 

Building Blocks of Theory” and Chapter 9 “Using and Evaluating Theory” (Laurier Library 

Book Available Online). 

 Ronald Beiner, “Why Citizenship Constitutes a Theoretical Problem in the Last Decade of 

the Twentieth Century,” in Theorizing Citizenship, edited by Ronald Beiner (State 

University of New York Press, 1995) (MyLS) 

 

Monday, September 26th – Ontology and Epistemology 

What do we know about the world? How do we know it? What assumptions underpin social 

science research?  



 Colin Hay, “Political Ontology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analysis, 

edited by Robert E. Goodin and Charles Tilly (Oxford University Press, 2006): 78-96. 

(MyLS) 

 Paul Furlong and David Marsh, “A Skin not a Sweater: Ontology and Epistemology in 

Political Science,” in Theories and Methods in Political Science, 3rd ed, edited by David 

Marsh and Gerry Stoker (Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). (MyLS) 

 Stephen R. Bates and Laura Jenkins, “Teaching and Learning Ontology and Epistemology 

in Political Science,” Politics 27 (1) (2007): 55-63.  

 Colin Hay, “Does Ontology Trump Epistemology? Notes on the Directional Dependence 

of Ontology and Epistemology in Political Analysis,” Politics 27 (2) (2007): 115–118. 

 Paul Furlong and David Marsh, “On Ontological and Epistemological Gatekeeping: A 

Response to Bates and Jenkins,” Politics 27 (3) (2007): 204-207. 

 

Monday, October 3rd – Theory and Theorizing in the Discipline of Political Science     

What distinctive debates about theory and theorizing arise in political science?   

 Steve Smith, “Singing our World into Existence: International Relations Theory and 

September 11” International Studies Quarterly 48 (3) (Sep 2004): 499-515. 

 Susanne Hoeber Rudolph, “Perestroika and Its Other” in Perestroika! The Raucous 

Rebellion in Political Science, edited by Kristin Renwick Monroe (Oxford University Press, 

2005): 12-20. 

 Robert E. Goodin, “The State of the Discipline, the Discipline of the State,” in The Oxford 

Handbook of Political Science (Oxford University Press, 2009): 3-57. (MyLS) 

 Jane Mansbridge, “What is Political Science For?” Perspectives on Politics 12 (1) (Mar 

2014): 8-17.  

 

Monday, October 10th – Thanksgiving – No class  

 

 



Monday, October 17th – Structural Approaches     

For this second phase of the course, we adopt Craig Parsons’ “map” of political science, based 

on four sectors – structural, institutional, ideational, and psychological approaches.* 

 Dietrich Rueschemeyer, Evelyne Huber Stephens, and John D. Stephens, “Capitalist 

Development and Democracy: A Theoretical Framework,” in Capitalist Development and 

Democracy (University of Chicago Press, 1992): 40-78. (MyLS) 

 Andrea Charron, Joël Plouffe, and Stéphane Roussel, “The Russian Arctic Hegemon: 

Foreign Policy Implications for Canada,” Canadian Foreign Policy Journal 18 (1) (2012): 

38-50. 

 Immanuel Wallerstein, “Structural Crisis in the World-System – Where Do We Go from 

Here?” Monthly Review 62 (10) (Mar 2011): 31-39. 

 Christopher Chase-Dunn, “Crisis of What: The End of Capitalism or another Systemic 

Cycle of Capitalist Accumulation?” Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 

13 (2014): 13-35. 

 Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power 

Politics,” International Organization 46 (2) (Spring 1992): 391-425.  

 * For your reference Craig Parsons, How to Map Arguments in Political Science (Oxford 

University Press, 2007). You are not required to consult this text. 

 

Monday, October 24th – Institutional Approaches   

 Ferdi De Ville, “European Union regulatory politics in the shadow of the WTO: WTO 

rules as frame of reference and rhetorical device,” Journal of European Public Policy 

(2012) 19 (5): 700-718. 

 Elin Royles, “Substate Diplomacy, Culture, and Wales: Investigating a Historical 

Institutionalist Approach,” Publius: The Journal of Federalism (April 2016) 46 (2): 224-

247.  



 K. Boothe and K. Harrison, “The Influence of Institutions on Issue Definition: Children's 

Environmental Health Policy in the United States and Canada,” Journal of Comparative 

Policy Analysis (2009) 11(3): 287–307. 

 Christer Karlsson, “Comparing Constitutional Change in European Union Member States: 

In Search of a Theory,” Journal of Common Market Studies (2014) 52 (3): 566–581. 

 

Monday, October 31st – Ideational Approaches       

 Mark Blyth, “Any More Bright Ideas? The Ideational Turn of Comparative Political 

Economy,” Comparative Politics 29 (1) (January 1997): 229-250.  

 Ben Clift, “Comparative Capitalisms, Ideational Political Economy and French Post-

Dirigiste Responses to the Global Financial Crisis,” New Political Economy 17 (5) 

(November 2012): 565-590.  

 Albert S. Yee, “China's Macroeconomic Response to the Global Recession: Ideational 

Sources and Substantive Contents,” Asian Perspective 36 (1) (Jan 2012): 1-42.   

 

Monday, November 7th – Psychological Approaches  

 Karl C. Kaltenthaler and Stephen J. Ceccoli, “Explaining patterns of support for the 

provision of citizen welfare,” Journal of European Public Policy 15 (7) (Oct 2008): 1041-

1068. 

 Israel C. Kalman, “Why Psychology Is Failing To Solve the Problem Of Bullying,” 

International Journal on World Peace 30 (2) (Jun 2013): 71-97. 

 Robert J. Brym and Bader Araj, “Are Suicide Bombers Suicidal?” Studies in Conflict and 

Terrorism 35 (6) (Jun 2012): 432-443.  

 Janice Bially Mattern, “A Practice Theory of Emotion for International Relations,” in 

International Practices, edited by Emanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot (Cambridge 

University Press, 2011). (MyLS) 

 



Monday, November 14th – Cross-cutting Approaches: Feminism    

 J. Ann Tickner, “What Is Your Research Program? Some Feminist Answers to 

International Relations Methodological Questions,” International Studies Quarterly 49 

(1) (March 2005): 1-22. 

 Elisabeth Prugl and Jacqui True, “Equality means business? Governing gender through 

transnational public-private partnerships,” Review of International Political Economy 

(2014) 21 (6): 1137–1169. 

 Meryl Kenny and Tània Verge, “Opening Up the Black Box: Gender and Candidate 

Selection in a New Era,” Government and Opposition 51 (3) (Jul 2016): 351-369. 

 Karine Torosyan, Theodore P. Gerber, and Pilar Gonalons-Pons, “Migration, Household 

Tasks, and Gender: Evidence from the Republic of Georgia,” The International Migration 

Review 50 (2) (Summer 2016): 445-474. 

 

Monday, November 21st – Principles of Research Design  

How do you formulate a research question? What role does the literature review play? 

 Patrick White, “What Makes a Research Question,” in Developing Research Questions 

(Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). (MyLS) 

 Guest:  James Southworth, PhD, Writing Consultant, Centre for Student Success, Laurier  

  

Monday, November 28th – Principles of Research Design 

How do you select the appropriate methods for your research? How do you ensure that you are 

making ethical choices? 

 Jennifer E. Cross, Kathleen Pickering, and Matthew Hickey, “Community-Based 

Participatory Research, Ethics, and Institutional Review Boards: Untying a Gordian 

Knot,” Critical Sociology (2015) 41(7-8): 1007–1026. 



 John D. Brewer, “The ethics of ethical debates in peace and conflict research: Notes 

towards the development of a research covenant,” Methodological Innovations Online 9 

(2016): 1–11.  

 Tahira Jabeen, “Studying Political Elite in Pakistan: Power Relations in Research,” Journal 

of Political Studies 20 (1) (2013): 219-233.  

 Guest:    Representative of the Research Ethics Board, Laurier 

 

Monday, December 5th – Principles of Research Design   

Data analysis and dissemination – Bringing it all together 

 

 

On behalf of WLUSU (wlusu.com) 

 
 

Foot Patrol Walk Home Service: 

1.519.886.FOOT x3668 

Foot Patrol is a volunteer operated walk-home service, available daily during evening hours.  

Male-female, radio-dispatched teams trained in Emergency First Aid are available on request to 

escort students to and from campus as well as to off-campus destinations, either by foot or by 

van. 

 

Counselling Services and Peer Help Line: 

1.886.281.PEER x7337 

Counselling Services are available to help students deal with emotional, psychological and social 

challenges of university.  Counselling, consultation or referrals are available at the Student 

Wellness Centre.  Peer Help Line, a confidential listening, referral, information and support line, 

is available during evening hours to provide support. 

 



Student Food bank 

All Laurier students are eligible to use the Student Food Bank.  Anonymous requests can be 

made online at wlusu.com under the Services tab.  All dietary restrictions are accommodated, 

and food hampers typically last up to a week. 

 


