CHAPTER 3

META-
METHODOLOGY:
CLEARING THE
UNDERBRUSH

MARK BEVIR

META-METHADOLOGY is in many ways just another word for philosophy. The meta-
methodology of political science is the philosophy ot social science. More particularly,
meta-methodology is the deliberate attempt 1o reflect theoretically about what meth-
ods are appropriate to the study of what aspects of politics and on what occasions. It
15 the attempt 1o clarify what kind of knowledge and what kind of explanations fit the
kinds of objects that are the concern of political science.

The importance of meta-methodology should now be clear. Only when we know
what kinds of knowledge and explanailion are apt for political science can we in-
telligently decide what methods are best suited to producing them. Whether any
method is apt in any given instance always depends on underlving philosophical
issues. We should not let the importance of methodological rigor obscure what are
prior philosophical issues about the adequacy of the commirments entailed by any
claim that a particular method is an appropriate means of generating knowledge
about a given type of object.

In this chapter, 1 explore the philosophical issues that are indispensable to any
discussion of the role of a given methodology. At times [ press the claims of certain po-
sitions, notably holism, constructivism, and historicism. But my main point is simply
that political methodologists are dangerously out of touch. Philosophical thinking has
altered dramatically in ways that render highly problematic the mela-methodological
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assumptions of many political scientists. Discussion of methods and their utility are
profoundly impoverished by a lack of thought about their epistemological, ontologi-
cal, and explanatory assumptions.

1 META-METHODOLOGICAL CONCEPTS

The concepts of concern here generally refer to traditions, subfields, or doctrines.
A grasp of the differences between these three types of concepts will help us ap-
preciate the structure of this chapter. Some meta-methodological concepts refer 1o
traditions. Examples include behavioralism, rational choice, and institutionalism,
While traditions are often recognizable by political scientists, there can be something
misleading about couching meta-methodological debate in such terms. For debates
to be couched in terms of raditions, the traditions would have 10 contain coherent
and stable philosophical ideas. But traditions generally include philosophical ideas
that need not logically go together, and, mareover, the content of a tradition can
change dramaiically over time. Hence meta-methodology often involves clearing 1he
underbrush of confusion that arises when people reflect on methods in terms set
by familiar traditions. 1t unpacks traditions of political science so as 10 relate them
to specific philosophical doctrines. In this chapier, the next section on “Traditions
of Political Science™ discusses the philosophical doctrines that are associated with
modernist empiricism, behavioralism, institutionalism, and rational choice.

Other meta-methodological concepts refer to philosophical subfields. Prominent
examples include epistemology, which is the theory of knowledge, and ontology,
which is the theory of what kinds of objecis exist. Any political methodology, any
application of any method, and indeed any study of anything entails philosophical
commitments. Yet political scientists often leave their commitments implicit and fail
10 reflect on them. In contrast, meta-methodology is the attempt 1o think explicitly
about philosophical issues and their implications for political science. Typically there
are numerous positions that someone might adopt on the relevant philosophical
issues. No doubl most of us will believe, moreover, that political science should be
a pluralistic space in which different people might adopt different epistemological
and ontological positions. But it is one thing to believe one’s colleagues should
be allowed their own views, and it is quile another to believe that any individual
political scientist can hold incompatible philosophical ideas. If a particular individual
adopts one philosophical stance toward one problem and another toward some other
probleny, they are showing themiselves to be not generously pluralistic but rather
intellectually confused. Hence meta-methodology is also the attempt to promote par-
ticular philosophical ideas. Any meta-methodology tries to develop clear, defensible,
and consistent ideas across the relevant philosophical subfields. In this chapter, each
section after that on traditions of political science concerns a particular subfield of
philosophy—epistemology, ontology, and explanation.
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Still other meta-methodological concepts refer to particular doctrines, The par-
ticular theories that we hold. whether implicitly or explicitly, constitute our meta-
methodology. Substantive meta-methodological debates are about the adequacy of
various doctrines and what they do or do not imply about the adequacy of approaches
and methods in political science. This chapter explores the main doctrines in each
subfield. The section on epistemology studies theories such as falsificationism and
Bayesianism. The section on ontology considers theories such as realism and con-
structivism. The section on explanation considers theories such as the covering-law
one and historicism.

It is important to add, finally, that disparate meta-methodological doctrines are
sometimes clumped 10gether under collective labels that are used 10 refer to philo-
sophical traditions. A good example is positivism. If we were to define positivisny, we
would surely have to appeal to theories perhaps including verificationism and natu-
ralism (that is, belief in the unity of science). These bundled philosophical concepts
can be useful: They help intellectual historians who want 1o examine the history of
meta-methodological and philosephical ideas: they help philosophers who want to
debate the merits of various types of philosophy: and they can have a role in political
science provided we clearly stipulate the ideas we associate with them. Nonetheless,
we should remember that these bundled philosophical concepts are like the traditions
of political science mentioned above: Their content might change dramatically over
time, and they often combine positions that need not logically go together. Certainly
logical positivisim in the twentieth century had little in common with the evolutionary
positivism of the late nineteenth century, let alone Auguste Comte’s religious and
ethical ideas, In this chapter, [ generally use these bundled philosophical concepts to
refer 10 broad intellectual movements. Indeed, one aim of the next section is to relate
familiar approaches to political science, such as institutionalism and behavioralism,
1o broader intellectual movements, such as modernist empiricism and positivism.

2 TRADITIONS OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

Political scientists often make much of the distinctions between various traditions
in their discipline—behavioralism, rational choice, and institutionalism, One aim of
this section is to flatten these distinctions. Of course there are philosophical difter-
ences between Lehavioralism and rational choice, and some of these differences will
concern us. Nonetheless, with the partial exception of rational choice, the leading ap-
proaches to political science rely on an empiricist epistemology, realist ontology, and
formal modes of explanation. To understand the dominance of these philosophical
ideas, we may briefly look back at the emergence of modern political science.’

" The broad aistorical sieeep of what fellows draws on Adcock. Bevir, and Stimison (x007).
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2.1 Modernist Empiricism

The emergence of modernist empiricism in political science must be set against
the backdrop of developmental historicism. Nineteenth-century political scientists
relied on historical narratives to make sense of the world. They were committed
to empiricism and induction: They believed that valid narratives depended on the
systematic and impartial collection and sifting of facts. Yet they made sense of the
facts by locating them in a teleological narrative about the gradua) development of
principles such as nationality and liberty along fairly fixed paths. In their view, nation
states were organic units defined by ethical and cultural ties, and political scientists
made sense of the facts by showing how they fitted within an account of a state as a
developing historical expression of jusi such an organic nation. Political science was,
to echo E. A. Freeman’s famous remyark, “present history.”

During the early twentieth century, this developmental historicism gave wav 10
modernist empiricism. The First World War more or less decisively undermined the
idea of developmental progress. Political scientists increasingly replaced historical
narravives with modernist modes of knowing. They remained committed to induc-
tion: knowledge arose from accumulating facts. But they increasingly made sense of
facts by locating them not in historical narratives but in ahistorical classifications,
correlations, or systems.

Modermist empiricism has been the dominant orientation of political science
since the early twentieth century. Modernist empiricism is atomistic and analytic.
It broke up the continuities and gradual changes of elder narratives, dividing the
world into discrete, discontinuous units. Modernist empiricism then makes sense of
these discrete units by means of formal, ahistorical explanations such as calculations,
typologies, and appeals to function. Consider one notable example: In 1921 Herman
Finer included in a study of comparative government an analytical index of topics
10 enable the reader 10 compare similar institutions across countries; in 1932 his
new study of modern government moved frony analytical topic to analytical topic,
treating ap institution in relation to ones in other states that he classified along-
side it rather than in the specific history of its own state (Finer 1921; 1932). More
generally, the shift from historicist to formal modes of explanation brought appeals
to new theories and objects. Behavior was explained by reterence to increasingly
formal psychological theories. Processes were explained in terms of structures and
systems.

The meta-methodological orientation of modernist empiricism continues to dom-
imate much political science. Consider each of the philosophical subfields that are
explored later in this chapter. In epistemology (the theory of knowledge), modernist
empiricists justified their claims to knowledge inductively by reference 1o accumu-
lated facts based on experience. In ontclogy (the theory of what exists), modernist
empiricists ascribed a real existence and causal properties to formal objects such
as structures and systems. Finally, in terms of explanation, modernist empiricists
rejected historicism in favor of formal approaches such as classifications and correla-
tions; they treated history as a source of data, not a way of explaining data.
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2.2 Behavioralism

As modernist empiricism spread, so some political scientists began to worry about
“hyperfactualism™ (e.g. Easton 1953, 66—78). This hyperfactualism arose precisely
because political scientists had given up on the narratives by which developmental
historicists controlled and managed facts. Ironically, it was the rejection of develop-
mental historicism that thus created the space in which behavioralists were soon to
promote their general theories.

By the 1950s, the behavioralists were drawing on a relatively new positivist concept
of science. Modernist empiricists equated science with the rigorous collection and
sifting of facts: theories emerged from accumulated facis. In contrast, lwentieth-
century positivists ofien emphasized the role of general 1heories as a source of hy-
potheses that were then confirmed or refuted by factual investigations.

[t1s worth emphasizing that this new concept of science was all that was really new
about the so-called “behavioral revolution”. Neither the techniques nor the topics
associated with behavioralism were particularly novel: Modernist empiricists had
long used a range of statistical techniques to study topics such as policy networks,
parties, and voting behavior. What behavioralisis challenged was the modernist em-
piricist view ot science. David Easton argued that political science was falsely wedded
10 “a view of science as the objective collection and classification of facts and the
relating of them into singular generalizations” (Easton 1953, 65—6). What behavioral-
ists promoted was a view of science that privileged general theories as a source of
verifiable hypotheses. As Easton again argued (p. 25), “the purpose of scientific rules
of procedure is to make possible the discovery of highly generalized theory.”

While the behavioralists promoted general theory, they rarely strayed too far from
nmodernist empiricism, Their epistemology remained empiricist, albeit that it shifted
slightly from an inductive empiricismi to what we might call 1 more experimentalist
orientation. In their view, general theories can only generate hypotheses, not establish
knowledge. All theories are ultimately confirmed or refuted by the wav they stand up
1o experiments and other factual experiences. Similarly, the behavioralists’ ontology
remained realist. If some of them toved with the idea of referring only to observ-
able phenomena, most were happy to treat data as evidence of real if unobservable
attitudes, and most were happy to appeal in their general theories 1o structures and
systems as if these 100 were real objects with causal properties. Finally, the behav-
joralists favored formal, ahistorical explanations. The whole point of theories such as
structural-functionalism and svstems analysis was that they were to apply across time
and space.

2.3 Institutionalism

The rise of behaviouralism led some modernist empiricists to define themselves in
terms almost diametrically opposed to those with which their predecessors broke
with developmental historicism. Historical institutionalism emerged as modernist
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empiricists defined their approach as comparative and historical in contrast to the
general theories of the behavioralists. Ironically the historical institutionalists thereby
forget their own debt 1o the modernist empiricist rejection of developmental histori-
cism in favor of formal correlations and classifications.

Historical institutionalists are skeptical of general theories as a source of hypothe-
ses, and some of them even appear to be hostile to large-N statistical analyses.
Nonetheless, they do not return to historicisim, but only restate modernist empiri-
cism. Historical institutionalists advocate a process of “analytical induction” in which
small-N comparisons and case studies generate mid-level theories (Skocpo) 1985,
3—43). Moreover, they want the case studies o be selected on analytic grounds, and
they want the mid-level theories 10 be correlations and classifications couched in
terms of formal concepts and theories. They conceive of history as little mare than
a series of atomized episodes that can provide daia for more timeless variables,
mechanisms, and processes.

Given that historical institutionalism restates modernist empiricism, we should
not be surprised that it embodies a similar meta-methodology. [nstitutionalists be-
lieve in inductive empiricism. In their view, knowledge is built up on cases that
verify or falsify theories. Similarly, institutionalists adopt ywuch the same ontology
as earlier modernist empiricists. They ascribe a real existence and causal powers to
objects such as institutions and structures: Institutions such as markets, networks,
and democracies have intrinsic properties that explain outcomes and events. Finally,
while institutionalists sometimes deploy the label “historical” to set themselves up
against those who propose general theories, they remain wedded to formal, ahistorical
classifications, correlations, and mechanisms.

2.4 Rational Choice

Even as modernist empiricists began restating their approach as an institutionalist
alternative to behavioralism, so rational choice theorists had begun (o study institu-
lions. Hence a minor scholarly industry now seeks to distinguish between varieties
of the new institutionalism (e.g. Hall and Tavlor 1996; Pierson and Skocpol 2002;
Thelen and Steinmo 1992). At stake in this industry is much the same question as
that which split behavioralists and modernist empiricists: What is the role of general
theories as a source of hypotheses? On the one hand, rational choice institutional-
ists echo earlier concerns about hyperfactualism: They complain of a “stockpiling
of case studies” (Levi 1988, 197). On the other, historical institutionalists bewail
the lack of comparative and historical sensitivity of rational choice in a way that
again ignores their own preference for formal explanations rather than historical
narratives.

While behavioralism and rational choice assign a similar role to general theory,
we should not associate rational choice with the positivist concept of science that
inspired behavioralism, To the contrary, the meta-methodology of behavorialism has
more In common with institutionalism than with rational choice. Rational choice
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extends modes of knowing linked 1o neoclassical economics, which itself was a part of
the modernist break with the nineteenth century (cf. Schabas 1990). However, while
rational choice is modernist in its rejection of history for atomization and formal
models, it can seem to be rationalist rather than empirical. Rational choice is less tied
to modernist empiricismi than are the other traditions of political science we have
considered.

Let us begin by considering epistemology. Rational choice is rightly described as
a deductive approach: it derives models as deductions from axioms (Elster 19861
Monroe 1991). Yet, epistemology has as much to do with the nature and justification of
valid knowledge as the procedures by which models or explanations are constructed.
We should consider, therefore, how rational choice theorists justify their axioms and
how they justify applying a model to any particular case. The axioms are usuvally
justified emipirically by the claim that they, or more usually the models to which they
give rise, correspond 10 facts about the world. Similarly, the application of models to
explain particular cases depends on empirical claims about the beliefs and preferences
of the actors standing in relation to one another as the models suggest.

Next consider ontology. The axioms of rational choice are micro-level assumptions
about individual action. Rational choice theorists often believe that these assump-
tions account not only for individual action but also for the institutions that arise
out of these acuons, Their micro-theory invokes beliefs and preferences in a way that
suggests they have no qualms abour ascribing existence to unobservable objects. Yet
their emphasis on the micro-level often implies that they do not want to ascribe
an independent exislence or causal properties to objects such as institutions and
structures,

Consider, finally, the rational choice view of explanation. Most of the apparently
epistemological differences between rational choice and modernist empiricism are
better conceived as differences about forms of explanation, Whereas modernist em-
piricists champion inductive correlations and classifications, rational choice champi-
ons deductive models. Equally, however, we should not let this difference obscure the
fact that rational choice 0o rejects historical narratives in favor of formal explana-
tions that straddle time and space.

2.5 Political Science Today

Perhaps we might be reassured to learn that so much of modern political science co-
alesces around an empiricist epistemology, realist ontology, and formal explanations.
Yet before we become too comfortable, we might pause to wonder: Has philosophical
thinking too changed so little since the rise of modernist empiricism? Alas, the
answer is a ringing “no.” Philosophy has long since moved on. As early as the 1970s
philosophers were writing surveys of the ways in which vacious linguistic turns had
transformed both the philosophy of science and political theory over the last twenty
years {c¢.g. Bernstein 1976). By the 1990s, after another nwenty years had passed, some
textbooks in the philosophy of social science were opening with a brief preface on
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the demise of modernist empiricism and posilivism before devoting themselves 1o
introducing undergraduates to the new perspectives and issues that had arisen in their
wake (e.g. Fay 1996). When our inherited meta-methodology is so out of date that it
barely appears in undergraduaie textbooks, surely it is time to reconsider what we are
about?

The rest of this chapter examines recent discussions of epistemology, ontology, and
explanation. While | provide an overview of broad directions in philosophy, | also
make an argument about the rise of meaning holism and its implications for political
science. Meaning holism undermines the long entrenched meta-methodological faith
in inductive or experimental empiricism, realism, and formal explanations.*

3 EPisTEMOLOGY

Political scientists are gencerally empiricists. Empiricism ¢an be defined as the belief
that knowledge comes from experience. While empiricism has an obvious appeal. it
often lapses into skepticism. Some skeptics ask how we can know that our experiences
are experiences of an independent world. We will not pay much attention to the
debates that flow out of such skepticism.' Other skeptics want to know how we
can assume that patterns found in past experiences will persist in the future. This
skepticism poses what is known as the problem of induction. What is the justification
for assuming that events in the future will follow similar patterns to those of the past?
The prohlem of induction also applies 1o attempts to prove theories by appeals to
observations. What justification is there for assuming that a generalization based on
previous observations will hold for otlier cases? How can any number of observatians
of black ravens justify the conclusion that all ravens are black?

The insurmountable problem of induction led philosophers of science to shift
their attention from inductive proot 16 questions about how evidence supporis
theories. ' Indeed the idea of induciive logic as a general theory of how 1o evaluate
arguments only really emerged in the early twentieth century as part of a modernist
Lreak with nineteenth-century modes of knowing. 1t then gave rise to theories of
confirmation.

= The arguments I make are in accord with broad shifts in philosophical thought. But philosophy is
2l about reasoned disagreement, and there are extensive debates about the validity of meaning holism
and about its implications. Readers who want to explore the debates in more detail than | am able 10
here might begin by exploring the introductory philosophical texts to which I refer in the footnotes
below. If there are any readers interested in the details of my ovwn views, they might look at Bevir (1999)

* General introductions to epistemology wsually cover these debates about perception, memory,
rcason, and skepticism. See, e.g., Audi (2003).

* A good introduction to the philosophy of science is Godfrey-Smith (2003).
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3.1 Confirmation Theory

Confirmation theory is associated with the logical positivists.® Contrary to popular
misperception, few logical positivists argued that brurte facts proved general claims.
Rather, they hoped to provide a logical theory of the way in which evidence can
confirm scientific theories. A logical theory is, in 1his context, an abstract statement
of why certain arguments are compelling and even irrefutable. The paradigmatic
example is deductive logic, which covers arguments where if the premises are true,
the conclusion too must be 1rue. The logical positivists aimed to provide induction
with a logical basis akin ro that of deduction. This aim had three components. First,
inductive logic would be a generalization of deductive lagic: Deduction would be the
extreme case of a larger inductive spectrum that included partial entailment and par-
tial refutation. Second, probability would provide a conceptual basis for developing a
suitable analysis of this larger spectrum of arguments. Third, the resulting spectrum
would give an objective logical basis to the relations of premises to conclusion in
inductive arguments. So, for the logical positivists, inductive knowledge rested on
purely formal, logical relations between propasitions. As Rudolf Carnap argued, con-
firmation was a logical relation between a proposition describing empirical evidence
and a proposition describing a hypothesis,

By the mid-1960s not much remained of logical positivism. Arguably the most
importan( reason for its demise was the rise of the kind of holism to be discussed later.
For now, we might mention other reasons. The quest for a formal, logical account of
induction led the logical positivists to neglect the psychalogical, social, and historical
practice of science; their Jogical studies d. not reflect what scientists actually did.
In addition, the logical positivists’ aitempts to develop an inductive logic ran into a
series of insurmountable obstacles. These obstacles—especially Nelson Goodman's
“new riddle of induction”—led many philosophers to conclude that there could not
be a formal, logical theory of confirmation.®

3.2 Falsificationism

The dilemmas confronting logical positivism provide part of the context in which Sir
Karl Popper shifted attention from confirmation (o refutation (Popper 1959). Popper
initially had litile interest in the broader issues of language and meaning that had
preoccupicd the logical positivists. He sought 10 describe science in a way that would
demarcate it from pscudo-science. In addition, Popper believed that inductive logic
was a myth. He argued that observations and evidence never confirm a theory. It
is worth belaboring what this argument implies, as a surprising number of political

* Social scientists might be interested to learn that some of the basic ideas of inductive logic come
from Keynes (1921). The leading development of confirmation theory was, however, Carnap (1950).

* Goodman (1955). As a result of such arguments even when contemporary textbooks use the term
“inductive logic,” they often do not mean to imply that probability and induction are indeed logical. For
an example that also includes interesting discussions of the import of these issues for decision theory
and so rational choice see Hacking, (2000).
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scientists appear to think that Popper lends support for their uses of induction. In
Popper’s view, it is impossible to confirm a theory 1o even the slightest degree irre-
spective of the amount of observations one amasses in accord with it and irrespective
of the number of observations it predicts successfully. For Popper, no matter what
methods we use, we simply cannot create data or correlations that give us a valid
reason even to increase the degree of faith that we place in a theory.

Many of us might worry that scientific knowledge is protoundly threatened by the
suggestion that induction and confirmation have no validity. Popper sought 10 allay
such worries by arguing that science depends not on confirmation but on refutation.
Science is distinguished from pseudo-science, he argued, by its commitment to falsifi-
cationism. In this view, a proposition is scientific if and only if there is an observation
(or perhaps a set of observations) that would show it to be false. Science is all about
testing hypotheses. Scientists propose theories, deduce observations from them, and
then go out and test 10 see if the prediction works. If our observations are not as
predicted, the hypothesis is false. If our observations are as predicted, then we cannot
say the hypothesis is true, or even that it is more likely to be true, but we can say thal
we have not yet falsified it.

3.3 Meaning Holism

So far our philosophical story does not pase many problems for the inherited meta-
methodological commitments of political science. Popper’s resolute opposition to
induction suggests that there is something odd about the way institutionalists appeal
to him, for his views actually fit better with the use of statistical and other experiments
by political scientists often with a stronger debt to behavioralism.” Nonetheless. it is
scarcely 100 neat 10 suggest that logical positivism provides an account of confirma-
tion that fits well with the inductive empiricism of institutionalists while Popper pro-
vides an account of refutation that has a loose fit with the experimental empiricism
of the behavioralists.

The problems for the inherited meta-methodology of much political science arise
from the rest of our philosophical story. Epistemology and philosophy of science have
moved far from the views of the logical positivists and Popper. Arguably (he most
important move has been that towards holism following the work of philosophers
such as Thomas Kuhn (1962), W. V. O. Quine (1961a4), and Ludwig Witigenstein
(1972).% Meaning holism asserts that the meaning of a proposition depends on the
paradigm, web of beliefs, or language game in which it is located. Hence whal would
have 10 be the case for a proposition to be true (or false) depends on the other
propositions that we hold true.

Meaning holism decisively underimines the earlier concepts of confirmation and
refutation. It implies that no sel of observations can verify or falsify a proposition.

7 See the frequent eeferences 1o Popper as inspicing experimentalism in Campbell (1058)
¥ For a comparatively skeptical survey of the utier dominance ol various types of holism ~ze Fodor
and LePore (1992).
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We can reject or retain any proposition in the face of any evidence provided only
that we make appropriate changes to the other propositions that we hold true. No
proposition can ever confront the world in splendid isolation. We can only evaluate
whole bundles of facls, theories, and assumptions. We can present evidence only 10
overarching research programs or webs of belief, and even then the evidence will be
saturated by theories that are part of the relevant webs of belief or research prograns.

Meaning holism renders implausible the inductive and experimental empiricisms
that are implicit in so much political science. Yet to reject these forms of empiricism is
naot necessarily to propose out-and-out relativism. Contemporary philosophers have
offered a range of alternative accounts of evidence and justified knowledge. To review
all these alternatives is beyond the scope of this chapter. We will look only at two
of the most prominent among them: Bayesian theories of evidence and comparative
approaches 10 theory choice.

3.4 Bayesianism

The demise of logical positivism led to new theories of the way in which evidence
supporls scientific theories. Bayesianism has become the main example of the use of
probability theory to explore the role of evidence.” Bayesianism is the most technical
philosophical theory introduced in this chapter. 1 will try to give a general feel for
how it works. For the technically minded, Bavyes's theorem states that: P(h/e) =
Pe/MP(h)/P(e). This formula provides a way of calculating the difference that a
piece of evidence ¢ makes to the probability of a hypothesis hi. It allows us to say that
confirmation occurs when the evidence increases the probability of 1he hypothesis:
¢ confirms h if P(h/e) = P(h), For the less technically minded, the key innovation
here is that the probability of a hypothesis being true is no longer defined statically
in relation to a given body of evidence: rather, it is defined in terms of the changes
made by a series of shifts in accord witx Bayes's (heorem. This innovation leads 10 two
important features of Bayesianism. First, as one adjusts the probability of one theory,
so one simultaneously can adjust the probability of other theories within a wider
web. Second, confirmation or justification can appear less as a property of a single
proposition relative to given evidence and more as a property of the ideal beliefs at
which we would arrive if we continuously adjusted theny appropriately. Advocates of
Bayesianism argue that these features of the theory overcome the problems associ-
ated with raking the prior probabilities of theories to be subjective. They argue that
subjective differences get washed out through the constant adjustments: Wherever we
start, we all end up at the same teleological end state.

Bayesianism has been subject to various cnticisms, most of which are beyond our
scope. Perhaps the most important point for us is the limitations of what Bayesianism
has to offer. If Bayesianism works, it justifies a process of induction and the beliefs at

 Short introductions are provided by Godfrev-Smith (2003, ch. 14); and Hacking (2000, ch. 21). Also
see Earman (1992).



META-METHODOLOGY: CLEARING THE UNDERBRUSH 59

which we will converge, but the overtly subjectivist account of probabilities leaves it
unable to tel) us what probability we currently should assign to theories. Likewise—
and this is a serious philosophical concern—Bayesianism does not seem to tell us
how much relevance we should assign to bits of evidence when assessing competing
theories.

3.5 Comparing Theories

The demise of falsificationism led to new accounts of theory choice. Recognition
that theories can be tested only as webs of belief inspired attempis to think about
domains in which, and criteria by which, to choose among rival webs of belief."
These domains and criteria may be seen as either al(ernatives to Bayesianism or wavs
of supplementing a Bayesian justification of induction with a viable account of theory
choice.

[n the philosophy of science, holisin arrived (orcefully with Kuhn's emphasis on
research paradigms. Kuhn insisied that ordinary science occurred within a paradigm
that went unquestioned. Most philosophers of science accepted the holism associated
with the concept of a paradigm but nor Kuhn's idea of a single unified paradigm
ruling over any given scientific field. In their view, science is a competition between
competing research programs or competing traditions. Hence the question of theory
choice comes down to that of how to compare rival traditions.

The trick is, of course, 10 ind valid philosophical ways of generating a domain and
criteria of comparison. It might appear that the validity of the domain and criteria
requires that they do not privilege a particular framework. But, to some extent, mean-
ing holism suggests that such neutrality just is not possible. Hence the validity of the
domain or criteria appears to depend instead on their having a suitable relationship
to the kind of holism that motivates the turn to comparison as an approach to theory
choice. One very common idea is to locate the domain of comparison in the ability
of a tradition to narrate itself and s rivals. My own view is that we also might rry to
generate criteria of comparison as something akin to deductions from holism itself
(Bevir 1999, 96—106),

3.6 Issues for Political Science

Why should political scientists worry abour the shift from inductive and experimental
empiricism 1o comparative approaches to theory choice? Let me mention just one
obvious reason. A comparative approach implies that political scientists are wrong
if they think methods—models, regression analyses, etc.—can ever justify causal
claims or even the data they generate. Methods merery create daia the validity of
which is still open to debate. The validity of the data and any related causal claims

I8

A useful collection of essays by the main philosophers of science involved is Hacking (1921). The
most famous example, and certainly the one most allied to Popper, is Lakatos (1978).
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depends on comparisons benveen rival bundles of facts, theories, and assumptions.
Moreover, these comparisons often depend less on methodological rigor than they
do on philosophical coherence, theoretical imagination, fruitfulness or breadth, and
synergies with other ways of thinking.

4 ONTOLOGY

Now that we have covered the rise of meaning holism, we will be able to move more
quickly through questions of ontology and explanation. Atissue is the extent to which
meaning holism inspires constructivist and historicist positions that are in rension
with the meta-methodological assumptions implicit in much political science.

Ontology seeks 10 answer the question, what exists? More broadly it seeks to
describe the basic categories and relationships of existence thereby providing an
account of the types of things there are and the manner (or mode) of their being.
Ontology thus covers an array of philosophical debates."" For a start, there are debates
about whether we should ascribe existence to kinds, properties, relationships, mental
states, and even propositions. These debates include the well known one between
nominalists and realists on the status of universals. Do abstract nouns refer to things
that exist of themselves or do they refer only to particular examples or collections
of things? Does sociely exist in itsell or does it refer only 1o objects such as people
and events such as their interactions? In addition, there are debates about modes
of existence, mcuding temporality, necessity, and possibility. Can an object remain
identical with itself even if its parts change over time? Do legislatures remain the
same obiect when all of their members change?

4.1 Naive Realism

Most of us find realism appealing. We believe thai science reveals the world 1o us; it
shows us that we live in a world that contains electrons, atoms, waves, and genes. Most
of us also believe that the world always contained these objects even when people did
nat have our knowledge and so did not realize 1hat it did so. By analogy—although,
as we will see, far less plausibly—many political scientists believe that social reality
has a structure independent of our beliefs. In their view, there are objects such as
institutions and social classes, and these objects would exist even if we did no1 have
the words and concepts that refer to them. This naive realism denies social reality is a
construct of our concepts.

As naive realists, political scientists claim that there (s a world out there. Perhaps
there is. But we need to be careful how we unpack this claim. Afier all, our concepts

""" General introductions to metaphysics usually cover these debates. See, c.g., Loux (z002).
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are part of the world, and when we act 10 change the world, the world becomes as
it is only by virtue of our having acted on certain concepts. Hence we cannot simply
claimy that the social worlg exists independently of our concepts or beliefs. What we
might say is that the world exists independently of our beliefs except when reality
itself is causally dependent on our beliefs. To rewrite realisin in this way is, however,
to make the ontology of much political science notably more controversial. Naive
realism implies that institutions exist, or at Jeast have properties, independent of our
concepts and beliefs.

The first half of the twentieth century was a hostile environment for metaphvsics,
and that environment could make it seem as if scientists might be able 16 decide
ontological issues as they wished or even dismiss them as meaningless.

Logical positivists appealed to verification less as an epistemological position than
as a theory of meaning. They argued that ontological propositions are meaningless
because they cannot be verified. As we saw earlier, Carnap wanted philosophers to
develop formal languages that established a clear relationship between experience
and scientific theories. He thus distinguished two ways in which philosophers might
pose ontological questions (Carnap 1947). On the one hand, philosophers might ask
questions internal 10 a formal language. But these internal questions ave trivial. (f
we have a formal language in which we introduce numbers, the question of whether
it contains numbers is decided. On the other hand, philosophers might then ask
questions external to formal languages. They might ask: Are numbers found in
reality? But, Carnap continued, the words in external questions are meaningless,
for it is only in the context of a formal Janguage that we are able to tie hypotheses,
theories, or questions 10 evidence. To simplify his argument, we might say: Without a
formal language. we cannot know wwhat evidence we would need to verify ontological
propositions, and if we do not know what evidence would verify a proposition, then
that proposition is meaningless.

4.2 Ontological Commitment

A philosophical story that ended with logical positivism would arguably pose few
problems for the inherited meta-methodological commitments of political science.
The dismissal of ontological questions as meaningless might appear to sanction a
neglect of questions about objects and modes of existence. Once again, however,
meaning holism transtormed the philosophical terrain in a way that proves more
troubling,

Holist critiques of the dogmas of empiricism undermined the logical positivists’
rejection of ontology as meaningless or trivial internal questions. Consider Quine's
use of holism to attack Carnap’s distinction between internal and external questions.
For Quine, scientific theories constitute a web, where no empirical evidence can ever
compel the rejection of a particular part of the web, and yet where no part of the
web is immune from empirical evidence. Because no part of the web is immune
from evidence, there simply cannot be purely internal questions. Rather, as Quine
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insisted, the distinction belween internal and external questions must fall along with
that between analytic and synthetic truths.

While Quine rescued ontology from the attacks of the logical positivists, he did
not believe that we could pose ontological questions prior to, or aparl from, the rest
ot our knowledge. Hence he reintroduced ontology as a study of the commitmients
associated with our best theories, To be more precise, Quine (1961b) proposed the
slogan: To be is 10 be the value of a bound variable. This slogan captures the idea that
we commit ourselves to the existence of Fif and only if we say “there is an F (bound
variable) that is .. " It is, however, one thing to know how we thus commit ourselves
10 an ontology and another to know what ontology we should commit ourselves 10.
Quine argued that we might decide ontological matters by examining the logical form
of the sentences that make up our best account of the world. An F exists if the logical
form of those sentences is such that we quantify over it, that is, if F is a predicate of a
property or a relation.

Quine’s argument is that we posit the existence of Fs if and only if we say in our
best theories that there is an F. It is worth pausing to note that in this view we perfectly
reasonably can ascribe existence to unobservable things such as beliefs. It is also worth
pausing to note that political scientists still might propose that the logical form of
their sentences ascribes existence not only to beliefs, persons, actions, and evenis,
but also to social classes, institutions, and the like.”* Quine’s argument is broadly
indifterent as to which ontology we should adopt. It does. however, pose the question:
What ontology is entailed by our best theories? | will argue here that meaning holisim,
as one of our best theories, implies that while social classes, institutions, and the like
may be real, they are definitely linguistic constructions.

4.3 Constructivism

Let us look briefly at some very general implications of meaning holism for ontology.
Holisny implies that the world, as we recognize 1it, consists of things that we can
observe and discuss only because we have the web of beliels we do. For examiple, when
we abserve and discuss malaria conceived as a fever caused by the presence in the body
of the protozoan parasite of genus Plasmodium, we rely on beliefs about parasites and
diseases. Holisin thus suggests that any given object or event could not be part of our
world unless we had the appropriate beliets. We could not discuss malaria if we did
not have certain beliefs about parasites: We miight use the word “malaria” to describe
certain symptoms, but we could not discuss malaria conceived as a fever produced
by a cenain type of parasite. Again, holism thus suggests that things are constructed
as real only in particular contexts. We construct malaria as real only with our beliefs

 The best-known attempt to approach the ontology of action though logical analysis of the relevant
sentences is Davidson (1080a). There have also been major developments in logical approaches to modes
of existence—see Chellas (1680)—but, alas. [ do not understand the more advanced aspects of quantified
muodal logic well enough to assess their relevance to (his chapter.
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about parasites. Hence, we can say, more generally, that an object F did not exist
at a time T. To echo Quine, we might say that before T, there were no variables to
bind F.

The general implication might appear to be that holism entails a constructivist
ontology according to which we make the world through our concepts. However,
that is not quite the right way of putting it." Holism certainly leads 10 a constructivist
view of (he objects in “our world” as we conceive of it. But there are philosophical
debates about the relationship of “our world™ 10 “the world™ as it is. Some philoso-
phers are reluctant to evoke a real world that lies apart frony our world and so is
something that by definition we cannot access. Others are equally reluctant 10 give
up their realist intuitions. They want to argue that even if an object F comes to exist
only at a time T in our world, it either does or does not exist n the world. Hence
they want to postulate “the world” as apart from the world we make through our
categories.

Fortunately we need not resolve the philosophical debate about “the world” to
grasp the profoundly construcled nature of social things. Instead we can return to
the fact that we make the social world by actir.g on beliefs. Even if we postulate
“the world,” the social things in it depend on beiiefs, and holism implies that these
beliefs are themselves socially constructed as part of a wider web of beliefs. Flolism
thus points toward a type of linguistic constructivism according to which we not
only make the social world by our actions but also make the beliefs or concepts
on which we act. Qur concepts, actions, and practices are products of particular
traditions or discourses. Social concepts and things, such as “the working class”™ or
“democracy,” do not have intrinsic properties or objective boundaries. They are the
artificial inventions of particular languages and societies. Their content depends on
the wider webs of meaning that hold them in place.

4.4 Issues for Political Science

Why should political scientists worry about the shift towards constructivism in social
onlology? Conslruciivism suggests that political scientists are generally mistaken if
they conceive of institutions or structures as fixed or natural kinds. [t challenges
the widespread tendency 1o reify social things, and 10 ascribe to them an essence
(hat then determines either their other properties or their consequences. Legislatures,
democracies, wars, and other social things are meaning(ul and contingent. We cannot
properly identify them—let alone count, correlate, or 1model them—unless we pay
attention to the possibly diverse and changing beliefs of the relevant actors. But let
us end our study of ontology, for [ am beginning to move on to the ways in which
holism overturns formal, ahistorical explanalions.

'Y For reflections un the complex nature of the consicuctivist antology that arises from holism, see
Racking (1999; 2002).
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s FORMS OF EXPLANATION

Political scientists generally evoke institutions and structures as if they were given
objects in an attempt to explain why something happened. When concepts such as
class, legislature, and democracy are used purely descriptively, they usually can be
unpacked as social constructions: We can treat them as simplified terms for patterns
of actions based on webs of subjective meanings. In contrast, when these concepts
are used to explain actions or outcomes, they often take on a more formal or fixed
content: They are reified so they can be treated as causes that either operate indepen-
dently of the actors’ beliefs or stand in for their beliefs. Political scientists sometimes
aim just to describe the world, but they more often aspire 1o provide explanations,
and it is this aspiration that encourages them blithely to reify all kinds of social
conceplts.

The aspiration te explain is, of course, widespread among scientists and lay folk
alike. Most of us conceive of our beliefs as giving answers not only to what-questions
(what exists? what happened?) but also 10 why-questions (whv is it like that? why did
it happen?). Philosophers, in contrast, often find the idea of explanation troubling, or
at least a source of puzzles. Consider, for example, the tension between the aspiration
to explain and the empiricism avowed by so many political scientists. Empiricists
are often skeptical of any claims that go beyond or bebind our experiences and
purport to discover underlying causes. They are suspicious of explanations that point
toward purportedly deep claims about the world as it is rather than the facts of our
experience.

5.1 Covering Laws

Arguably we are most likely to be able to reconcile empiricism with explanatory
ambitions if we defend a thin concept of explanation. The logical positivists upheld
just such a thin concept of explanation that gave it little more content than the
Huntean idea of experiences of regular successions. According to the Jogical positivists
explanations are a type of argument that appeals 10 a covering law (Hempel and
Oppenheim 1948; Hempel 1942). So, to explain X by reference 10 A, B, and C is to
evoke a covering law (a general proposition) that correlates things of the same type as
X with things of the same type as A, B, and C. Hence explanations are just arguments
whose premises include not only factual claims but also a law of nature. The relevani
arguments might be deductive or inductive provided that they evoked a covering law.
The logical positivisis’ account of explanation thus largely sidesteps the substantive
issues about causation that trouble empiricists. It suggests that an explanandunt is just
the conclusion of an argument that has the explanans as its premises, where whether
or not a particular explanation is good depends on the truth of its premises including
the relevant covering law. Questions about the nature of causation are put aside as
matters for the analysis of concepts such as “Jaw of nature.”
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The covering-law theory is no longer a contender in philosophy. It fell before recog-
nition of the asymmetry problem (Bromberger 1966). Explanation is asymimetrical in
a way that the covering-law theory is not. The standard example has become that of a
flagpole that casts a shadow on the ground. Imagine that we want to explain the length
of the shadow. The covering-law theory suggests that we explain it as a deduction
from the height of the pole, the position of the sun, a bit of basic trigonometry, and
laws of nature (optics). However, we can also reverse the explanation so that it applies
to the length of the Aagpole. The covering-law theory suggests here that we might
explain the length of the flagpole as a deduction (rom the length of the shadow, the
position of the sun, a bit of trigonometry, and the laws of optics. There is no logical
difference between the two explanations as they appear given the covering-law theory.
The explanation of the height of the flagpole, like the explanation of the length of the
shadow, stands as a deduclion from premises that include a law of nature. As the
example of the flagpole clearly shows, explanations are direclional in a way that the
covering-law theory just does not capture. Philosophers now take that to be an utterly
decisive objection 10 the covering-law theory.

5.2 Reasons as Causes

The directional nature of explanation suggests that the concept of explanation can-
not easily be divorced from causation: When we go in one direction, we have an
explanation since X ¢auses Y, whereas when we go in the other, we do not have an
explanation since Y does not cause X. The demise of the covering-law theory thus
sparked a renewed interest in questions about causation, Some of these questions
are very general ones about determinism, conditionglity, and causation.™ Others are
more specific to the siudy of human life. How should we think about the causes of
our actions and 50 the practices and institutions to which these actions give rise?

Discussions of the causes of actions ofien begin with recognition of intentionality.
The concept of intentionality captures the idea that, as we saw earlier, our actions
depen.: un what we belicve whether consciously or not. Human life is thus meaning-
ful in a way that purely physical events are not. Recognition of the intentionality of
human life poses the question of mental causation: How can mind (or intentionality)
make a difference in a world of physical things (atoms, tables, genes, human bodies,
etc.)?

Meaning holists generally responded 10 the question of mental causation in one of
two ways, inspired respectively by Wittgenstein and Donald Davidson. The philoso-
phers inspired by Wittgenstein deny actions have causes (e.g. Anscombe 1957; Winch
1958). In their view, causal explanations present events as instances of a lawlike regu-
larity, whereas explanations of actions show how the action fits into larger patterns of
belief'and rationality, Even though Davidson’s argument set him apart from this view,
he drew heavily on it (Davidson 1980b; see also Heil and Mele 1995). He 100 proposed

Y For a uselul set of essays see Sosa and Tooley (1993).
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that we explain actions in terms of intentionality: We explain actions by reference 1o
a “primary reason” consisting of the belief and pro-attitude (or desire) of the actor.
He too accepted that we thereby make actions intelligible by locating them inv a larger
pattern of belief and rationalily. But for Davidson the primary reason for an action is
also its cause. Davidson treats a primiary reason and an action as distinct events. He
then adapts a Wittgensteinian suggestion that actions can be intentional under one
description (“T wanted a drink™) but not under others (“] knocked the cup over™) 10
argue that the connection between these two events can be described in different ways.
Under one description, the connection is a rational one that we cannot assimilate to
a lawlike regularity. Under another description the same connection can appear as a
lawlike regularity.

Davidson offers us a way of combining folk psychology with physicahsm: We can
explain actions rationally using folk terms such as belief and desire, while conceiving
of the world as composed of physical objects and their interactions. For philosophers,
the main questions this view raises are those about the relationship between these
mental and physical languages. Davidson himself argued for an “anomalous monism™
according (0 which the mental supervenes on the physical but there are no laws
relating them. In this view, any mental event, such as “my wanting to swim,” can
in principle be paired with a physical eveni, but no strict law relates “wanting to
swim” 10 a particular type of brain activity (Davidson 1980¢). Other philosophers
have rejected this argument for various reasons. Some philosophers complain that it
leaves the mental with no real causal powers. Others hold 10 a physicalist vision of
a time when folk psychology will be replaced by the language of neuro-science or at
least translated into it. For our purposes, however, it seems sufficient to accept that
we cannot yet reduce folk psychology to a physical language, so political scientists
currently are bound to deploy the kind of rational explanations associated with terms
like intentionality, belief, and desire.

5.3 Historicism

Some readers might not yet realize how meaning holism challenges the formal ex-
planations that dominate political science. Rational choice theorists might think that
they already explain actions by showing how they are loosely rational given a set of
beliefs and desires. Other political scientists might think that they can tairly easily
treat their appeals to social categories as stand-ins for appeals to beliefs and desires:
Provided they do not reify social categories, they can treat a claim such as “workers
generally vote for social democratic parties™ as shorthand for a set of ¢claims about
the kinds of beliefs and desires workers have and the kind of voting pattern to which
these beliefs and desires give rise.

The challenge 1o formal explanations arises once again from the holism apparent
in the idea that rational explanations work by locating an action within a larger
web of beliefs or reasons. Holism pushes us to move from formal and ahistorical
explanations 1o contextualizing and historicist ones.
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Holism pushes us, firstly, to adopt contextual explanations. It implies that we
can properly explain people’s beliefs (and so their actions and the practices and
institutions to which their actions give rise) only if we locate them in the context
of a wider web of beliefs. Holism thus points to the importance of elucidating beliefs
by showing how they relate to one another. not by trying 1o reduce them to categories
such as social class or institutional position. We explain beliefs—and so actions and
practices—Dbyv unpacking the conceptual connections in a web of beliefs, rather than
by treating them as variables.

Holism pushes us, secondly, to adopt historicist explanations. It implies that people
can grasp their experiences and so adopt new beliefs only against the background of
an inherited web of beliefs. Hence we cannot explain why people hold the webs of
belief they do solely by reference to their experiences, interests, or social location. To
the contrary, even their beliefs about their experiences, interests, and social location
will depend on their prior theories. Hence we can explain why they hold the webs of
beliet they do only by reference to the intellectual traditions that they inherit. Holism
suggests, in other words, that social explanation contains an inherenty historicist
aspect. Even the conceplts, actions, and practices that seem most natural to us need to
be explained as products of a contingent history.

Perhaps | should admii here that most of the meaning holists [ have discussed
do not themselves argue tor historicism. When they discuss social explanation, they
often emphasize the importance of locating an action within a wider web of beliefs
that shows it 10 be loosely rational. Buy they do not suggest the importance of then
explaining these weDbs of belief by locating them against the background of inherited
traditions. However, my own philosophical work has attempted not only to bring
meaning holism to bear on historical inquiry but also 10 suggest how meaning holism
leads to historicism. It is that latter suggestion that 1 have now repeated here (Bevir
1999, 187-218).

5.4 Issues for Political Science

Why should political scientists worry about the shift toward contextual and historical
forms of explanation? In stark terms, the answer is that it implies that their correla-
tions, classifications, and models are not properly speaking explanations at all. They
are, rather, a type of data that we then might go on to explain using contextualizing
historical narratives. Correlations and classifications become explanations only if we
unpack thent as shorthands for narratives about how certain beliefs fit with other be-
liefs in a way that makes possible particular actions and praciices. Similarly, although
models appeal to beliefs and desires, they are mere fables that become explanations
only when we treat them as accurate depictions of the beliefs and desires that people
really held in a particular case (cf. Rubinstein 2006; 1995). Finally, even after we treat
correlations, classifications, and models as shorthands for narrative explanations, we
then should provide a historical account of the contingent traditions behind these
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beliefs; we cannot treat the beliefs as epiphenomena explicable in terms of objective
facts about the world, social formations, or a purportedly universal rationality.

6 CONCLUSION

As this chapter draws 1o a close, 1 hope it has delivered rather more than it first
promised. It has certainly tried 1o clear the underbrush of confusion that arises frem
reflecting on methods in terms of traditions of political science rather than philo-
sophical subfields and doctrines. Yet, in addition, this chapier has tried to make a start
at clearing the underbrush of confusion that arises from political scientists relying on
philosophical doctrines that the rise of meaning holism has left looking increasingly
implausible. Jt has argued that political science is too often committed to forms
of empiricism, realism, and formal explanation that increasingly lack philosophical
plausibility. [t has suggested that we need to rethink political science and its methods
S0 as to give greater scope 10 theory choice, constructivism, and historicism. We might
still defend empiricism, but we must recognize that the justification of knowledge
depends on comparing whole webs of belief. We might still defend realism, bul we
must recognize that much of social reality is linguistically constructed. We might still
defend naturalism, but we must recognize that the human sciences require historicist
forms of explanation.”

Let me be clear, ihe problem is not that holism repudiates any particular method
for creating data; it does not. The problem is that holism undermines the dominant
meta-methodological commitments in terms of which political scientists think about
their data. Holism poses awkward questions about how political scientists should use
and explain the data generated by multiple methods. To be harsh, the real problem is
that political scientists have not even begun to think about these questions, let alone
respond to them and modify their practice accordingly.

[t is true that critical and constructivist approaches to political science sometimes
try to toreground such questions. Alas, however, other political scic::tists are prone
to dismiss these alternative approaches for lacking methodological rigor—as if the
nature and relevance of methodological rigor could be taken as given without both-
ering te think about the relevant philosophical issues. To be harsher still, therefore,
political scientists are in danger of becoming dull technicians, capable of applying
the techniques that they learn from statisticians and economists, but lacking any
appreciation of the philosophical issues entailed in decisions about when we should
use these techniques, the degree of rigor we should want from them, and how we
should explain the data they generate.

' My own view is that historicism entails an antinaturalist view of social explanation but not an
antinaturalist ontology. For the antinaturalist view of explanation, see Bevir and Kedar (forthcoming).
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Many political scientists have long worried about hyperfactualism—the collection
of data without proper theoretical reflection. Today we might also worry about
hypermethodologism—the application of methodological techniques without proper
philosophical reflection.
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