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Course Title: Explaining Social Behavior
Course Type: Elective
Lecturer: Tomislav Janović, PhD, Assist. Professor ( tjanovic@hrstud.hr )
Language: English

Duration: 15 weeks, 2 hours per week (30 hours in total)

Semester: Fall Semester 2012/2013
Study Level: Graduate;
ECTS: 5
Conditions of Enrolment: completed undergraduate study in any discipline of the social sciences or the humanities; English proficiency.

Teaching Methods: lectures with power-point presentations and handouts; short student presentations of selected issues; individual consultations.
Summary:
In the introductory part of the course the general structure of causal explanation (“explanation by mechanism”) will be presented, and its relevancy for the social sciences will be pointed out. Special emphasis will be given to the complexity of social phenomena and the thesis of methodological individualism will be set forth – the thesis offering the only workable explanatory strategy for dealing with this complexity. At the core of this strategy lies the principle that collective action is determined by individual behavior viz. by its mental antecedents (beliefs, desires, emotions etc.). In the rest of the course it will be shown, relying on numerous examples from Elster’s book and drawing on a variety of sources, how this principle can be applied to real-life cases, under real-life constraints. Among the issues to be discussed are:

· What 

· What are typical motivations for individual actions?

· Can altruistic motivations be inferred from altruistic behavior?

· Under what conditions are actions determined by its temporally remote consequences? (foresight vs. myopia)

· What is the connection between desires, opportunities and actions?

· What are the limits of folk-psychological explanations?

· What is the general structure of rational-choice explanation and what are its constraints?

· Are there viable alternatives to the rational-choice theory and what are they?

· How do social sciences fit into the reductionist worldview and how can, if at all, explanatory models from the natural sciences be successfully applied in the social sciences?

· How does the outcome of each individual action (as an “unintended consequence”) depend on unanticipated actions of all other individuals (example: global warming)?

· How does the action of each individual depend on anticipated actions of other individuals (example: voting)?

· Why is the game theory one of the best theoretical tools for understanding various kinds of social interactions?

· To what extent is game theory explanatory and what are its limits?

· What are social norms and how do they arise?

· Are there collective beliefs and how do they arise?

· What are the mechanisms of collective action and how can cooperation exist under conditions of self-interest (free-rider problem)?

· What are typical strategies for collective decision making?

· How do organizations and institutions function as collective actors?
· What is the future of social science as an explanatory endeavor?
Schedule:
Week 1: 
Explanation and Mechanisms
Week 2: 
Motivations, Self-Interest, Altruism
Week 3: 
Myopia and Foresight
Week 4: 
Beliefs and Emotions
Week 5: 
Persons, Desires and Rational Choice

Week 6: 
Rationality and Irrationality
Week 7: 
1st Exam
Week 8: 
Natural Sciences and Explanation of Human Behavior
Week 9: 
Unintended Consequences and Strategic Interaction
Week 10: 
Games and Behavior
Week 11: 
Collective Belief Formation and Collective Action
Week 13: 
Collective Decision Making, Social Norms, and Social Institutions

Week 14: 
2nd Exam

Outcomes: The main theoretical outcome of the course is to offer an overview of key explanatory mechanisms in the social sciences and to reveal their structure, limits and heuristic value. The main practical outcomes of the course are: (1) to improve analytic thinking and writing as general skills; (2) to help students to formulate and identify authentic explanations of social phenomena and to differentiate them from pseudo-explanations. As such, the course is suited for participants with various disciplinary backgrounds, either in the social sciences or the humanities (from philosophy, psychology and sociology to economics, history and political science).
Student Grading: (a) Two exams with short questions, with each exam worth 150 points; (b) students’ presentations on selected topics, with each presentation worth 100 points; (c) regular attendance is worth 100 points (for each class missed 10 points will be deducted, more than 4 classes missed implies dropout); the final grade will be calculated by adding up all the points earned, as follows: 450-500 (5), 400-449 (4), 350-399 (3), 300-349 (2), 0-299 (1).

Quality Assurance: student evaluation questionnaire at the end of semester.

Texts:
REQUIRED

· Elster, Jon, Explaining Social Behavior: More Nuts and Bolts for the Social Sciences, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2007.
RECOMMENDED

· Axelrod, R., The Evolution of Cooperation, Basic Books, New York, 1984.

· Davidson, D., Essays on Actions and Events, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2001 (2nd edition).

· Hoover, K.; Donovan, T., The Elements of Social Scientific Thinking, Wadsworth, Boston 2011 (10th edition).
· Mantzavinos, C., Philosophy of the Social Sciences: Philosophical Theory and Scientific Practice, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2009.

· Osborne, M.J.: An Introduction to Game Theory, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, http://www.economics.utoronto.ca/osborne/igt/index.html .
· Rosenberg, A., Philosophy of Social Science, Westview, Boulder, 2003 (3rd Edition).
· Turner. S.; Roth, P., The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of the Social Sciences, Blackwell, Malden (Mass.) and Oxford, 2003.

· Winch, P., The Idea of a Social Science and its Relation to Philosophy, Routledge, London ( 2nd edition).

