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This paper considers how to explain social phenomena. Each week a lecture introduces a 
particular type of explanation, and a seminar discusses empirical research on a related topic. 
The topic illustrates this type of explanation in practice, revealing its strengths and 
weaknesses. The lectures and seminars are complementary but distinct; the lecture will not 
cover the research discussed in the seminar, and so you will rely on your own analysis of the 
readings. 
 
Arrangements 
Lecture: Monday 4.30 – 5.30 p.m. (extended to 6 p.m. in week 1), Seminar Room A. 
Seminar: Thursday 2 – 3 p.m. for group A (led by Charlotte Baarda), 3 – 4 p.m. for group B 
(led by John Kenny), 4 – 5 p.m. for group C (led by Charlotte Baarda), in Seminar Room G. 
You will be randomly allocated to groups. 
 
Requirements 
1. Each week you will write a short essay of 1500 words (excluding references), based on the 
readings for the seminar. Upload the essay to WebLearn before 2 p.m. on Thursday 
(Sociological Analysis > Assignments > Submit as student). This essay is your entry ticket to the 
seminar. If for any reason you are unable to complete the essay on time, you may not attend 
the seminar. Frequently asked questions are answered on p. 8. Tips for writing essays (from 
Pepita Barlow) are appended to this document.  
2. At the end of term you will write an essay of 3000 words (excluding references) on a more 
general question (see below). Upload this essay to WebLearn before 5 p.m. on Friday of 
Week 9. 
 
Assessment 
The paper is assessed by a three-hour unseen examination in Trinity Term. 
 
Readings (* digital edition available from the Bodleian; † to be circulated) 
There is no set text, but I recommend these two books which are easy to read and provide 
complementary perspectives: 

Jon Elster, Explaining Social Behavior: More Nuts and Bolts for the Social Sciences, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2nd edition, 2015.† 
Randall Collins, Four Sociological Traditions, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994. 
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STRUCTURE AND READINGS 
 

1. Instrumental rationality 
Lecture: Social phenomena are created by the actions of many individuals, and so we begin 
with individual action. Individual action can be understood as the product of desires, beliefs, 
and opportunities. In the simplest model of instrumental rationality, desires are universal and 
largely self-regarding; explanatory leverage comes primarily from variation in opportunities. 
Complication comes from considering belief formation. This basic model has been offered as 
an explanation for a vast range of social phenomena. 
 
SEMINAR: INEQUALITY IN EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
Children of the working class are much less likely to attain high levels of education, even 
considering students with the same level of academic ability. This fundamental inequality has 
persisted despite the massive expansion of higher education in past decades. How can we 
explain this enduring pattern of stratification? What factors influence a student’s decision to 
pursue further education? Is there a distinctive ‘class culture’ inimical to educational 
achievement? 

Short essay (due by 2 on Thursday):  

• If your birthday is an odd day (e.g. 1st  of January), explicate the theoretical logic of 
Breen and Goldthorpe’s rational action theory, and then evaluate its theoretical and 
empirical adequacy. 

• If your birthday is an even day (e.g. 2nd of January), reconstruct the model of individual 
action implicit in Willis’ or MacLeod’s ethnography, and then evaluate its theoretical 
and empirical adequacy. 

John H. Goldthorpe, ‘Class Analysis and the Reorientation of Class Theory: The Case of 
Persisting Differentials in Educational Attainment’, British Journal of Sociology, vol. 47, 
1996, pp. 481–505. 

Richard Breen and John H. Goldthorpe, ‘Explaining Educational Differentials: Towards a 
Formal Rational Action Theory’, Rationality and Society, vol. 9, 1997, pp. 275–305. 

Jay MacLeod, Ain’t No Makin’ It: Aspirations and Attainment in a Low-Income 
Neighborhood, 3rd ed., Boulder, Co.: Westview Press, 2009, part 1.* 
OR 
Paul Willis, Learning To Labour: How Working Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs, 
Aldershot: Gower, 1980. 

Jennie E. Brand and Yu Xie, ‘Who Benefits Most from College? Evidence for Negative 
Selection in Heterogeneous Economic Returns to Higher Education’, American 
Sociological Review, 75, 2010, pp. 273–302. 

 

2. Interaction and emotions 
Lecture: Many actions seem to violate self-interest. These apparent anomalies inspire more 
elaborate theorizations of instrumental rationality. Actions that are immediately costly may 
have a longer-term payoff, because they influence the beliefs of others—via costly signalling, 
for example. Alternatively, these anomalies inspire a search for additional explanatory 
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‘mechanisms’. Sub-intentional mechanisms include emotions, which shape desires and beliefs 
alike. 
 
SEMINAR: INTERPERSONAL VIOLENCE 
Violence may seem irrational. How do we explain why people fight each other and even harm 
themselves? Need we consider emotions and how they produce non-rational behaviour in 
particular interpersonal contexts? Or does violence have its own perversely rational logic? 

Short essay (due by 2 on Thursday): 

• If your birthday is an odd day (e.g. 1st of January), write an essay on the explanation of 
violence by instrumental rationality (Gambetta and Hamill). Use the first half to 
delineate the logic of the explanation. Use the latter half to evaluate the argument: 
how would it be criticized by someone like Collins? how plausible do you find it? 

• If your birthday is an even day (e.g. 2nd of January), write an essay on Collins’ theory of 
violence. Use the first half to describe the logic of his theory. Use the latter half to 
evaluate his argument: how would it be criticized by proponents of instrumental 
rationality? how plausible do you find it? 

Diego Gambetta, Codes of the Underworld: How Criminals Communicate. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2009, Introduction, chs 4–5.† 

Heather Hamill, The Hoods: Crime and Punishment in Belfast, Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2010, ch. 4.† 

Randall Collins, Violence: A Micro-Sociological Theory, Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2008, chs 1–5.* 

Randall Collins, ‘Micro and Macro Causes of Violence’, International Journal of Conflict 
and Violence, vol. 3, 2009, pp. 9–22. 

 

3. Altruism and values 
Lecture: Values link the self with something greater. Such values are revealed most obviously 
when individuals are willing to sacrifice themselves for some greater cause, like their religion 
or nation. The analysis of values is undeveloped, but we can consider two aspects of values. 
First, the need for meaning motivates certain (non-rational) beliefs. Second, values may block 
reasoning about consequences. Because values are culturally specific, we need to explain 
values as well as use them to explain individual action. 
 
SEMINAR: SUICIDE ATTACKS 

Suicide attacks provide a dramatic example of the fact that some people are willing to die for 
a cause. Are these attacks best explained as an expression of irrational hatred or as the result 
of instrumental calculation? Is religion conducive to ‘altruistic suicide’? Does the particular 
content of religion matter? 

Short essay (due by 2 on Thursday):  

• Is there any connection between suicide attacks and Islam? Scrutinize all the empirical 
evidence, both qualitative and quantitative, for and against such a connection. 

• Olivier Roy, Jihad and Death: The Global Appeal of Islamic State, London: Hurst, 2017.* 
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Michael C. Horowitz, ‘The Rise and Spread of Suicide Bombing’, Annual Review of Political 
Science, vol. 18, 69–84, 2015. 

Robert Braun and Michael Genkin, ‘Cultural Resonance and the Diffusion of Suicide 
Bombings: The Role of Collectivism’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, vol. 58, 2014, pp. 1258–
84. 

Charles Kurzman, ‘Why Is it So Hard to Find a Suicide Bomber These Days?’, Foreign Policy, 
no. 188, 2011, pp. 58–64. 

Scott Atran, ‘The Devoted Actor: Unconditional Commitment and Intractable Conflict across 
Cultures’, Current Anthropology, vol. 57, 2016, pp. S192–S203. 

Assaf Moghadam, ‘Motives for Martyrdom: Al-Qaida, Salaafi Jihad, and the Spread of Suicide 
Attacks’, International Security, vol. 33, 2009, pp. 46–78. 
 

4. Social integration 
Lecture: Now we shift focus from individual action to social structure. Integration—
constituted by the density of interaction and the degree of identification with the collective—
varies across social units, from neighbourhoods to societies. An enduring tradition in 
sociology uses integration to explain individual behaviour and attitudes, from suicide and 
crime, to trust and happiness. 
 
SEMINAR: NEIGHBOURHOODS 
Over and above your own individual characteristics, your neighbourhood’s characteristics can 
affect your chance of committing crime or being poor. Identifying such contextual effects is 
empirically challenging, because we have to take into account how individuals are sorted into 
contexts as well as how contexts influence individuals. Is it sufficient to ascertain the 
magnitude of these effects, or do we need also to specify the micro mechanisms through 
which they operate? 

Short essay (due by 2 on Thursday):  

• According to Sampson, ‘the causal forces that organize life chances reside at the social 
level, even if mediated by individual action’. What are these causal forces? 

Robert J. Sampson, Great American City: Chicago and the Enduring Neighborhood Effect, 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012.* 

Geoffrey T. Wodtke, David J. Harding, and Felix Elwert, ‘Neighborhood Effects in 
Temporal Perspective: The Impact of Long-Term Exposure to Concentrated Disadvantage 
on High School Graduation’, American Sociological Review, vol. 76, 2011, pp. 713–36. 

Beate Volker, Gerald Mollenhorst, Wouter Steenbeek, Veronique Schutjens, and Henk 
Flap, ‘Lost Letters in Dutch Neighborhoods: A Field Experiment on Collective Efficacy’, 
Social Forces, vol. 94, 2016, pp. 953–74. 

 

5. Social networks 
Lecture: Social networks provide another sort of explanation for individual action. Social 
relationships provide information, and the structure of such relationships may explain the 
amount of information available to an individual. In addition, social relationships entail the 
forces of repetition and reputation which are the building blocks for collective action. 
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SEMINAR: NETWORKS AT WORK 
Social networks help to explain why some people have more success in finding a new job or 
in gaining promotion. The implications are far deeper than the cliché “it’s not what you know, 
it’s who you know”—what matters is the structure of the network in which the individual is 
embedded (or “who is known by the people you know”). What kind of network structure is 
most conducive to individual advantage? Why are some individuals located in a better position 
than others? 

Short essay (due by 2 on Thursday):  

• ‘Weak ties’, ‘structural holes’, ‘social capital’, ‘brokerage’ are ubiquitous concepts in 
the literature on social networks. Define these concepts—with empirical illustrations 
—and explain how they relate to one another. 

Mark S. Granovetter, ‘The Strength of Weak Ties’, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 
78, 1973, pp. 1360–80. 

Mark Granovetter, ‘The Strength of Weak Ties: A Network Theory Revisited’, 
Sociological Theory, vol. 1, 1982, pp. 201–33. 

Ronald S. Burt, ‘Structural Holes and Good Ideas’, American Journal of Sociology, vol. 
110, 2004, pp. 349–99. 

Vincent Chua, ‘Social Networks and Labour Market Outcomes in a Meritocracy’, Social 
Networks, vol. 33, 2011, pp. 1–11. 

Val Burris, ‘The Academic Caste System: Prestige Hierarchies in PhD Exchange 
Networks’, American Sociological Review, vol. 69, 2004, pp. 239–64. 

 

6. Diffusion 
Lecture: People often act because many others have acted in the same way. Various causal 
mechanisms can produce this pattern: subintentional mechanisms of belief formation, 
preferences for conformity, and rational choice where the payoff to an action increases with 
the number of others acting in the same way. The basic insight can be formalized in a simple 
threshold model. 
 
SEMINAR: PROTEST WAVES 
Waves of protest can emerge when they are least expected. An upsurge of collective protest 
might be explained by sudden exogenous change or by preceding organization. Alternatively, 
protest might be explained as an endogenous process of ‘positive feedback’ or diffusion. 
Which provides a more convincing explanation for these protest waves? Has digital 
communication made a difference? 

Short essay (due by 2 on Thursday):  

• To what extent can collective protest be explained by diffusion? 

Hyojoung Kim and Steven Pfaff, ‘Structure and Dynamics of Religious Insurgency: 
Students and the Spread of the Reformation’, American Sociological Review, vol. 77, 
2012, pp. 188–215. 

Michael Biggs, ‘Positive Feedback in Collective Mobilization: The American Strike Wave 
of 1886’, Theory and Society, vol. 32, 2003, pp. 217–54. 
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Kenneth T. Andrews and Michael Biggs, ‘The Dynamics of Protest Diffusion: Movement 
Organizations, Social Networks, and News Media in the 1960 Sit-ins’, American 
Sociological Review, vol. 71, 2006, pp. 752–77. 

Peter Baudains, Shane D. Johnson, and Alex Maves Braithwaite, ‘Geographic Patterns of 
Diffusion in the 2011 London Riots’, Applied Geography, vol. 45, 2013, pp. 211–19. 

Laura Barberena, Hortencia Jiménez, and Michael P. Young, ‘“It Just Happened”: 
Telescoping Anxiety, Defiance, and Emergent Collective Behavior in the Student 
Walkouts of 2006’, Social Problems, vol. 61, 2013, pp. 1–19. 

Ion Bogdan Vasi and Chan S. Suh, ‘Online Activities, Spatial Proximity, and the Diffusion 
of the Occupy Wall Street Movement in the United States’, Mobilization, vol. 21, 2016, 
pp. 139–54. 

 

7. Cultural evolution 
Lecture: Explanation of action by values or social structures implies a second-order 
explanation of such phenomena. It is tempting to explain long-term change as a process of 
variation and selection, along the lines of Darwinian evolution. Evolution could occur on 
various levels from the idea or practice to the social group. An evolutionary process may 
seem to justify functionalism, but paradoxically it can produce a ‘dysfunctional’ outcome that 
is resistant to further change. 
 
SEMINAR: CHANGING ATTITUDES TO HOMOSEXUALITY 
There has been a remarkable shift in attitudes towards homosexuality in the past half century. 
Previously stigmatized and criminalized, it is now accepted by a large portion of the public and 
protected in law in Britain and other similar countries. We will focus on explaining this 
measurable quantitative trend, while also noting the longer-term process of constructing 
categories such as ‘sexual orientation’. 

Short essay (due by 2 on Thursday): 

• What explains increased tolerance of homosexuality in Western societies? Identify 
two distinct explanations and evaluate them. 

Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, ‘The Female World of Love and Ritual: Relations between 
Women in Nineteenth-Century America’, Signs, vol. 1, 1975, pp. 1–29. 

Ari Adut, ‘Theory of Scandal: Victorians, Homosexuality, and the Fall of Oscar Wilde’, 
American Journal of Sociology, vol. 111, 2005, pp. 213–48. 

David John Frank, Bayliss J. Camp, and Steven A. Boutcher, ‘World-Wide Trends in the 
Criminal Regulation of Sex, 1945 to 2005’, American Sociological Review, vol. 75, 2010, 
pp. 867-93. 

Fred C. Pampel, ‘Cohort Changes in the Social Distribution of Tolerant Sexual Attitudes’, 
Social Forces, vol. 95, 2016, pp. 753–77. 

Ronald F. Inglehart, Eduard Ponarin, and Ronald C. Inglehart, ‘Cultural Change, Slow and 
Fast: The Distinctive Trajectory of Norms Governing Gender Equality and Sexual 
Orientation’, Social Forces, vol. 95, 2017, pp. 1313–40. 
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Mark McCormack, ‘The Intersection of Youth Masculinities, Decreasing Homophobia and 
Class: An Ethnography’, British Journal of Sociology, vol. 65, 2014, pp. 130–49. 

 
8. Explanation and evidence 
Lecture: We have reviewed a variety of explanations for social phenomena. What are the 
hallmarks of a good explanation? 

John H. Goldthorpe, Sociology as a Population Science, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016.* 

Diego Gambetta, ‘Concatenations of Mechanisms’, in Peter Hedström and Richard 
Swedberg (eds), Social Mechanisms: An Analytical Approach to Social Theory, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998, pp. 102–24.† 

Andrew Abbott, ‘Transcending General Linear Reality’, Sociological Theory, vol. 6, 1988, 
pp. 169–86. 

Andrew Abbott, ‘The Chaos of Disciplines’, Chaos of Disciplines, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2001, pp. 3–33.* 

Stanley Lieberson and Freda B. Lynn, ‘Barking Up the Wrong Branch: Scientific 
Alternatives to the Current Model of Sociological Science’, Annual Review of Sociology, 
vol. 28, 2002, pp. 1–19. 

Duncan J. Watts, ‘Common Sense and Sociological Explanations’, American Journal of 
Sociology, vol. 120, 2014, pp. 313–51. 

 
SEMINAR: EXPLANATIONS IN PRACTICE 
The seminar will debate principles of explanation. In addition, you will put these principles 
into practice by considering a puzzling empirical phenomenon (to be circulated later) and then 
asking (i) how it might be explained, and then (ii) how those potential explanations could be 
tested empirically. 

Short essay (due by 2 on Thursday):  

• How could this phenomenon be explained? Provide two different explanations. How 
could these explanations be empirically tested? 
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Tutors 
Charlotte Baarda (charlotte.baarda@sociology.ox.ac.uk). Leads seminar for Group A and C, 
marks essays for group A. Thesis: ‘Cooperation, Exploitation, and Trust: Migration from Edo 
State, Nigeria into Sex Work in Europe.’ Office hours (please email in advance): Tuesday 2 – 
4 p.m., Departmental meeting room. 
John Kenny (john.kenny@trinity.ox.ac.uk). Leads seminar and marks essays for group B. 
Thesis: ‘The Effects of Economic Conditions on Support for Environmental Protection’. Office 
hours: Tuesday 9.30 – 11.30 a.m., Trinity College, Staircase 5 Room 7. 
Meg Scott (megan.scott@nuffield.ox.ac.uk). Marks essays for group C. Thesis: ‘Gender 
Differences in Planning a Career: Evidence from the UK’. Office hours (please email in 
advance): Friday 1 – 4 p.m., Nuffield College, H19.  
 
 
Weekly short essay: frequently asked questions 
Why do I have to write an essay every week? In order (1) to guarantee that everyone can 
contribute to collective discussion in the seminar, (2) to ensure that you have comprehensive 
notes on the topic, and (3) to provide you with practice in writing short essays, thus 
preparing you for the final examination. 
What am I meant to do? You will answer a question specified in advance. Evaluate the readings 
and construct your own argument. 
How long should it be? No longer than 1500 words, excluding references. 
How should I cite the literature? Use the style of any major sociological journal (e.g. American 
Sociological Review, British Journal of Sociology, European Sociological Review). Whatever style you 
choose, use it consistently and correctly. 
Why is the essay not given a mark? There is a good chance that your first few essays will be 
mediocre or even poor. We want you to be able to practice constructing an argument 
without being inhibited by fear of a low mark. You will have many opportunities to improve 
your understanding—starting with the collective discussion in seminar and the comments on 
your individual essay. (The term essay will provide an indicative mark.) 
What if I can’t finish my essay in time because I am sick? As long as you have a note from a 
doctor or your college tutor, you can submit a late essay; you will get comments as usual. 
What if I can’t finish my essay on time because I left it too late? You must submit the essay by 5 
p.m. on Friday of week 9 (this is a requirement to pass the course), but we will not provide 
comments. 
I haven’t been able to finish my essay in time because . . .—can I please join the seminar? No. 
Can I exchange ideas for the essay with other students? Yes, of course!—as long as your writing is 
your own. 
I’m running out of time, can I use chunks of text from the internet to make my essay? NO! This 
constitutes plagiarism. See the university’s practical guide. The Department takes plagiarism 
extremely seriously. Any case of suspected plagiarism will be referred to the Proctors 
(university officers in charge of student discipline), who can impose a range of penalties 
including expulsion from the university. 
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Short essay for week 8 
In our MSc course Diego Gambetta initiated the tradition of using puzzles to stretch the 
sociological imagination. 
Choose one of these puzzling phenomena. How could this phenomenon be explained? 
Provide two different explanations. How could these explanations be empirically tested? 
1. What explains the dramatic rise in the number of vegans in the UK, especially among 
teenagers? (Pepita Barlow) 
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/may/27/the-rise-of-vegan-teenagers-more-
people-are-into-it-because-of-instagram 
2. Why have British people become more favourable to immigration since the Brexit 
referendum? (Lindsay Richards) 
http://ukandeu.ac.uk/how-have-attitudes-to-immigration-changed-since-brexit/ 
3. Why is the proportion of men identifying as gay much greater than the proportion of 
women identifying as lesbian, in the UK and apparently in other English-speaking countries? 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/sexuality/bulletins/sex
ualidentityuk/2016 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10508-016-0857-5 
You should rely primarily on your own theoretical intuitions. You are not expected to review 
sociological literature on the topic—these puzzles are chosen because they are not the 
subject of a large body of scholarship. It might be helpful to ascertain the rough contours of 
the phenomenon. But focus mainly on formulating your own hypotheses, rather than doing 
empirical research. 

 

 
Term essay 
1. To what extent can the class differential in university admission be explained by differences 
in academic ability? 
2. Is it analytically useful to treat violence as a rational choice? 
3. Compare the benefits—to an individual—of strong ties with the benefits of weak ties. 
4. Should sociologists integrate rationality and emotions into a unified model of individual 
action? 
5. How do we explain altruistic actions, such as joining a collective protest to volunteering for 
a suicide attack? 
6. Can the shift in social attitudes towards homosexuality be treated as a process of diffusion? 
7. How can the ‘collective efficacy’ of a neighbourhood affect the lives of its inhabitants?  
8. What is a ‘social mechanism’? 
You should read beyond what is on this reading list, at least an additional two articles or a 
book. However, the aim is to answer the question clearly and precisely, and so focus on 
intensive analysis rather than promiscuous citation. You may propose your own question for 
the term essay, as long as it is closely related to the themes of the paper; consult with me 
first. Naturally you may incorporate material from your weekly essays. 
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Tips for Essays 
Pepita Barlow 

 
Before starting to write your essay you should read the essay question at least a couple of 
times and make sure you understand what is required.  
Make sure you have an argument in your essay, or an overarching point to make. An 
‘argument’ in an academic sense is more than just opinion, it requires thorough analysis and 
evidence.  
If you are new to writing essays it is best to follow the standard essay structure: introduction, 
main body, and conclusion. It may seem boring but this is what is expected from academic 
writing. You can be original and interesting with the content. This kind of structure helps you 
to articulate your thoughts, as it forces you to order your ideas and helps you forming a good 
argument.  
In the introduction, very briefly i) describe the debate, ii) if necessary, define key terms, and 
iii) state the position that you are taking in the argument and (briefly) how you are going to 
argue that this is the case. 
In the bulk of the essay discuss each of the points you have outlined in the introduction and 
clearly connect each paragraph back to your argument/ the essay question.  
In the conclusion give a summary of what you have argued in your essay; go over the main 
points of each paragraph and how this supports your position on the essay question. This 
should contain no new information, though you could briefly mention the limitations of the 
current literature. 
Be critical—but within reason. You should point out problems in theories and articles. 
Criticise papers, methods, and arguments, where appropriate: this is an important element of 
academic discourse and sharpens your skills. But do not overdo it. A few methodological 
flaws do not necessarily invalidate a paper or field, they usually just limit applicability, or 
indicate areas for further study (possibly even your own MSc thesis or DPhil!). If you are 
critical of some points always explain why. Even better, you could suggest alternative 
approaches to help address these issues. 
Don’t use subheadings in short essays. You should practice writing a clear and well-flowing 
argument. Of course, subheadings and key words may be useful when planning—but take 
them out before submission and make sure that your essay works without them. 
This one is on style: cut the waffle and unnecessary adjectives. Keep in mind George Orwell’s 
advice on style: if it is possible to cut out a word, always cut it out. If it is possible to use a 
shorter word in place of a longer one, use the shorter word. In addition, it is much more 
powerful to reserve the use of strong adjectives for the few instances in which they actually 
apply. If you use “very” before every adjective, the reader will not be able to tell when it 
actually applies. 
Sometimes students include interesting paragraphs which are not directly linked to answering 
the essay question. It is vital that you are focused on answering the question that you were 
given, and that the connection of each paragraph to the question is clear. This is especially 
important in short-form writing, as you simply do not have any space to go off-topic.  
Avoid blanket statements, (potentially) politically insensitive language, “everyone knows 
that…” type of statements and colloquial English (“and so on”, “nice”). 
If you make any claims, particularly about empirically verifiable trends, make sure you back 
these up with evidence.  
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Words like “proof” should be used with caution in the context of social sciences (and 
arguably any field). Generally, you don’t prove hypotheses: even the best-run experiments 
hardly prove anything on their own. 
If you have a point, be brave enough to make it. Many essays have good points that are 
merely mentioned in passing. Make those stand out, show to the reader what you have done 
analytically! 
 
 
Guides to writing 
Howard Becker, Writing for Social Scientists: How to Start and Finish Your Thesis, Book, or Article, 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986. 
Michael Billig, Learn to Write Badly: How to Succeed in the Social Sciences, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013. 
George Orwell, ‘Politics and the English Language’, 1946. 
https://www.fadedpage.com/showbook.php?pid=20180223 
 

 


