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SYLLABUS 

Reg. No.  

U 2019/289 

2019-05-22

SGR009F Philosophy of the Social 
Sciences: The Fundamental Role of 
Language, 15 credits, third cycle 

The course was established by the board of the Faculty of Social 

Sciences at Lund University on 13 June 2019 and the course 

syllabus was approved by the Research Studies Council on 22 

May 2019. 

The syllabus is valid from autumn semester 2019. 

A. General information 

The course is conducted at the Faculty of Social Sciences as an 

elective third cycle course in philosophy of social science. 

The language of instruction is English. 

B. Learning outcomes 

On completion of the course, students shall be able to: 

Knowledge and understanding 

• demonstrate in-depth knowledge of some of the most 

important theories of language in the Western Intellectual 

Tradition 

• demonstrate an understanding of historical, philosophical 

and methodological knowledge germane to theories of 

language and theories in contemporary social science 

• demonstrate knowledge of and how to use intellectual 

tools for assessing theories of language in contemporary 

social science. 
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Competence and skills 

• analyse various theories of language and related theories 

human nature 

• analyse how different theoretical approaches impact on 

actual research and various policies 

• formulate a specific problem in the area of the course 

relevant to their own research/dissertation and discuss this 

on the basis of relevant theories of language 

• communicate their knowledge with critical and supported 

written and oral presentations and active seminar 

participation. 

Judgement and approach 

• assess how research contributions (articles, studies, policy 

documents etc.) can be evaluated from different 

epistemological and ontological point of views. 

C. Course content 

It is considered a truism that a well-functioning language is a 

crucial tool for successful communication in all walks of life. 

However, the fact that language to a large extent influences the 

way we conceive ourselves, others, society and the surrounding 

inorganic as well as organic reality and thus the various social 

and natural sciences is neither a well-established view, nor 

properly understood. 

The aim of this course is to rectify this deficiency by a careful 

study of the nature and function of language; showing how it 

influences the way the social sciences develop, i.e. how 

conceptions of language shape the fundamental ideas in the 

philosophy of the social sciences. 

Answers to questions of the similarities/differences between the 

natural and social sciences; the nature of objectivity and 

explanations in the social sciences; the role of values and 

interpretations (hermeneutics) in the social sciences and a 

number of related questions all rely on (too often unconscious 



Page 3 of 5 

 

 

 

 

and therefore unexamined) assumptions on the nature and 

function of language. 

D. Course design 

The course consists of 12 lectures/seminars. 

Seminar 1:  General presentation of course content, literature, 

assignments. Presentation of participants and their MA/PhD 

areas/topics. 

Seminar 2: The Fundamental Role of Language. An historical 

overview: Hobbes, Locke, Herder, Humboldt, Wittgenstein, 

Chomsky/Fodor and Taylor. 

Seminar 3. Wittgenstein’s two conceptions of language 

(Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and Philosophical 

Investigations). 

Seminar 4: Application of Wittgenstein: (1) Language 

acquisition and (2) Cognitive Science. Student presentations. 

Seminar 5: Chomsky/Fodor on language and thought. 

Seminar 6: Application of Chomsky/Fodor: (1) Evolutionary 

psychology and culture and (2) the utilitarian-rationalistic 

approach to society. Student presentations. 

Seminars 7-8: Charles Taylor on language: criticism of the 

established tradition and presentation of his expressivist 

conception of linguistic capacity. 

Seminar 9: Application of Charles Taylor: (1) Identity, (2) 

Society and the public sphere and (3) ethics. Student 

presentations. 

Seminar 10: Evaluation of the discussed approaches: Which 

account is most fruitful for the social sciences? Student 

presentations. 

Seminars 11-12: Final papers: presentation and discussion. 
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The students are expected to prepare for the seminars by reading 

and critically reviewing the reading list and by preparing issues 

for discussions during the seminars. Participation in seminars is 

mandatory. Students are expected to give oral and written 

presentations of the literature and of specific topics related to 

their own research. A final seminar is held in which the 

participants present and discuss each other’s papers. 

E. Assessment 

The student is expected to write two course papers or a longer 

one, on an issue or issues chosen by the student, related to the 

course content. The student is expected to come prepared to the 

teaching sessions, actively participate in the seminars, and 

contribute to a constructive discussion of other participants’ 

course papers and other issues that are brought up in the required 

reading. Those who are unable to participate in a specific 

teaching session may instead complete a written assignment 

relating to the assigned texts. 

F. Grades 

The grading scale consists of Pass and Fail. A grade of Pass 

requires that the student fulfils the stated learning outcomes for 

the course, has made one short oral seminar presentation and a 

short written seminar paper and written course paper, fulfilled 

the seminar requirements, and has also demonstrated knowledge 

about, and an autonomous, reflectional and critical approach to, 

the theories, methods and empirical studies presented within the 

framework of the course. 

At the start of the course, the students will be informed about the 

course’s learning outcomes and the grading scale and its 

application. 
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G. Entry requirements and selection 

To be admitted to the course, students must have been admitted 

to third cycle studies or second cycle studies. Doctoral students 

from the Faculty of Social Sciences at Lund University have 

precedence if a selection process for applicants is required. 


