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This article offers an anti-naturalist philosophical critique of the naturalist tendencies within qualitative concept formation as devel-
oped most prominently by Giovanni Sartori and David Collier. We begin by articulating the philosophical distinction between
naturalism and anti-naturalism. Whereas naturalism assumes that the study of human life is not essentially different from the study
of natural phenomena, anti-naturalism highlights the meaningful and contingent nature of social life, the situatedness of the scholar,
and so the dialogical nature of social science. These two contrasting philosophical approaches inspire, in turn, different strategies of
concept formation. Naturalism encourages concept formation that involves reification, essentialism, and an instrumentalist view of
language. Anti-naturalism, conversely, challenges reified concepts for eliding the place of meanings, essentialist concepts for eliding
the place of contingency, and linguistic instrumentalism for eliding the situatedness of the scholar and the dialogical nature of social
science. Based on this philosophical framework, we subject qualitative concept formation to a philosophical critique. We show how
the conceptual strategies developed by Sartori and Collier embody a reification, essentialism, and instrumentalist view of language
associated with naturalism. Although Collier’s work on concept formation is much more flexible and nuanced than Sartori’s, it too
remains attached to a discredited naturalism.

A
prominent faultline that continuously surfaces in

debates over modes of inquiry in political science is
the one between positivist or scientific approaches

on theonehandandpostpositivist or interpretive approaches
on the other.1 Alas, these debates are often conducted with
very little reflection on the philosophical underpinnings of
the relevant approaches.2 In thesedebates, concepts like “pos-
itivist” and “postpositivist” are often associated with meth-
odological choices—quantitative or qualitative—at least as
much as philosophical commitments—naturalism or anti-
naturalism. This lack of philosophical reflection can result
in a skewed understanding of the issues at stake in the debates
over an adequate political science.3 For example, when meth-
ods are judged solely in pragmatic terms (i.e., in terms of
their substantive utility for certain lines of inquiry), it might
seem possible to reconcile methods that are in fact irrecon-
cilable from a philosophical standpoint.We will argue, more
particularly, that when political scientists lump all qualita-

tive approaches together, they neglect the philosophical
chasm that separates naturalist and anti-naturalist uses of
qualitative and interpretive methods.

The distortion that arises from a neglect of philosoph-
ical issues is perhaps nowhere as evident as in the division
between qualitative and quantitative approaches. In meth-
odological debates, this division often gets mapped onto
that between positivism and postpositivism. But, in phil-
osophical terms, the qualitative methods camp is in fact
split between some who share the philosophical natural-
ism of so much positivism, and others who seek to dis-
tance themselves from just such naturalism.4

A split between naturalists and anti-naturalists haunts
even the recently formed Organized Section on Qualita-
tive Methods within the American Political Science Asso-
ciation. On the one hand, many qualitative scholars neglect
philosophy while making implicit naturalist assumptions
and trying to build bridges between qualitative and quan-
titative methods.5 Thus the first issue of the Section’s News-
letter defined its scope in methodological terms: “case study
methods, small N analysis, comparative methods, concept
analysis, the logic of inquiry, comparative historical meth-
ods, the ethnographic tradition of field research, construc-
tivist methods, interpretive methods.”6 On the other, some
qualitative scholars raise philosophical concerns, chal-
lenge attempts to build bridges to the positivism they asso-
ciate with quantitative approaches, and insist on the

Mark Bevir is Professor of Political Science (mbevir@
berkeley.edu) and Asaf Kedar is a doctoral candidate in
Political Science (asafkedar@berkeley.edu) at the University
of California, Berkeley. We would like to thank the anony-
mous referees for their helpful comments. An earlier version
of this article was presented at the 2006 annual meeting of
the Midwest Political Science Association, Chicago, IL.

| |
�

�

�

Articles

doi:10.1017/S1537592708081255 September 2008 | Vol. 6/No. 3 503



interpretive nature of political science. Indeed, there has
been an upsurge of avowedly constructivist or interpretive
approaches in most subfields of the discipline including
policy analysis, international relations, and feminist
research.7 Thus, in a recent issue of the Section’s Newslet-
ter, Bernhard Kittel complained that “the qualitative
response to the quantitative template seems to have
embraced too many [of the latter’s] assumptions” in a way
that “blatantly disregards important developments both
in the natural sciences and in the philosophy of science.”8

In an earlier issue of the Newsletter, Dvora Yanow went so
far as to argue that an interpretive approach was not a
subfield of qualitative methods since it does “not live under
the same philosophical umbrella.”9

In this article, we offer a philosophical critique of the
naturalist tendencies within the qualitative methods group.
Specifically, we defend an anti-naturalist philosophy, and
then use it to challenge the naturalist tendencies within
qualitative concept formation as developed most promi-
nently by Giovanni Sartori and David Collier. Sartori and
Collier have largely neglected the philosophical dimen-
sion of issues of concept formation, and adapted concep-
tual strategies dominated by implicit naturalist assumptions.
But, in our view, these assumptions are inappropriate to
the human sciences given the meaningful and contingent
character of human action and the situatedness of the
social scientist.

We begin our essay, in the first section, by articulating
the philosophical distinction between naturalism and anti-
naturalism. In the second section, we then show how nat-
uralism and anti-naturalism inspire different strategies of
concept formation. We argue that naturalism encourages
the formation of concepts characterized by reification,
essentialism, and an instrumentalist view of language. In
the final section of the paper, we draw on the framework
set up in the previous parts of the paper to subject quali-
tative concept formation to a philosophical critique. We
focus on the two most prominent theorists and practition-
ers of qualitative concept formation, Giovanni Sartori and
David Collier, and show how their conceptual strategies
embody a reification, essentialism, and instrumentalist view
of language associated with naturalism.

So, we seek to draw attention to the philosophical
dimension of methodological disputes. We offer a chal-
lenge to qualitative methodologists to explain how they
would defend the appropriateness of their tools and strat-
egies in the face of an anti-naturalist critique. We also
prepare the philosophical groundwork for an alternative,
anti-naturalist perspective on the formation of social sci-
ence concepts. We do so in the belief that a debate about
philosophical issues will ultimately improve and enrich
political science regardless of its particular outcomes.
Indeed, we want above all to expose the shaky philosoph-
ical foundations of qualitative methods; we are less con-
cerned to provide a detailed account of an alternative

methodological edifice. Such critique constitutes, of course,
a well-established intellectual practice in its own right
within modern philosophy and social science. Critique
serves to expose unfounded assumptions, demarcate new
fields of debate, and stimulate scientific innovation. We
hope that our present critical voyage will likewise lead us,
as well as our readers, into new geographies of political
inquiry.

Naturalism and Anti-Naturalism
One problem with the usual faultline between positivism
and postpositivism is the unhelpful way in which it mud-
dles philosophical and methodological concerns. The term
“positivism” often fuses foundationalist empiricism and
naturalism with quantitative methods in opposition to a
“postpositivism” that fuses postfoundationalism and per-
haps anti-naturalism with qualitative and interpretive meth-
ods.10 But things are not that simple. Many proponents of
qualitative methods are, for example, naturalists who have
doubts about positivist epistemologies, while some propo-
nents of qualitative methods appear to embrace a rather
naïve empiricism in justifying their methods as ways of
getting at facts that elude quantitative scholars. We want,
therefore, deliberately to break with the usual fault line
between positivism and postpositivism to focus on philo-
sophical issues. We focus initially on the specific distinc-
tion between naturalism and anti-naturalism.

The dazzling achievements of the natural sciences have
exerted an enormous pressure on the human sciences,
including a powerful drive to model the latter on ontolog-
ical and epistemological foundations associated with the
former. Naturalism arises from the belief that similarities
between the natural and social worlds are such that they
should be studied in the same ways. Initially naturalists
wanted mainly to preclude appeals to supernatural expla-
nations: they argued that humans were part of nature and
so amenable to empirical study, and they insisted upon a
scientific method based on the rigorous collection and
sifting of facts. Before long, however, naturalism became
ensnared with the positivist conviction that the same logic
of inquiry applies to both the natural and human sciences.
Hence we can define naturalism as the idea that the human
sciences should strive to develop predictive and causal expla-
nations akin to those found in the natural sciences.11 In
the classic statements of this view, the human sciences
study fixed objects of inquiry that possess observable and,
at least to some extent, measurable properties, such that
they are amenable to explanations in terms of general laws,
even if these general laws sometimes involve assigning prob-
abilities to various outcomes.

In the past few decades, however, philosophers of
social science have typically come to favor anti-naturalism.
The critique of naturalism has developed over the past
half-century within a variety of philosophical traditions.

| |
�

�

�

Articles | Concept Formation in Political Science

504 Perspectives on Politics



Anti-naturalism has been most clearly and consistently
articulated within the hermeneutic tradition, starting with
the work of Wilhelm Dilthey at the turn of the twentieth
century and developed more recently by Hans-Georg Gada-
mer, Paul Ricoeur, and others.12 In the social sciences,
Max Weber was one scholar who incorporated some her-
meneutic themes. He insisted that causal explanation in
social science relied in large part on verstehen (interpretive
understanding).13 Weber also insisted on the singularity
of such causal explanation; it is a form of explanation that
seeks the contextually specific causes of historical particu-
lars.14 Indeed, Weber developed his ideal-typical strategy
of concept formation, in his famous essay on “Objectiv-
ity,” by way of an explicit critique of the naturalist ten-
dency “to require the analysis of all events into generally
valid ‘laws’.”15 Nowadays anti-naturalism has also become
dominant within analytic (or post-analytic) philosophy.
Its dominance therein began in the latter half of the twen-
tieth century following the leads provided by Ludwig Witt-
genstein,16 Alasdair MacIntyre,17 and Charles Taylor.18

Additional contributions to the rise of anti-naturalism have
come from phenomenology19 and pragmatism,20 and,
within the social sciences, from ethnomethodology21 and
cultural anthropology.22

Anti-naturalists argue that constitutive features of human
life set it apart from the rest of nature to such an extent that
the social or human sciences cannot take the natural sci-
ences as a model.The relevant features of human action are
that it is meaningful and historically contingent. Let us
explore themin turnbefore thenemphasizing that they apply
as much to social scientists as to those whom they study.

We will begin with the meaningfulness of social life.
Some naturalists hold a positivist epistemology according
to which causal explanations are validated by their fit with
observations, and meanings are irrelevant because they are
not observable. These positions informed, for instance,
classical behaviorism as propounded by John B. Watson
and B. F. Skinner.23 However, because this positivist epis-
temology is rarely espoused nowadays, we will concen-
trate on naturalists who would agree that human actions
have meanings for those who perform them. It is widely
accepted today that agents act for reasons of their own,
albeit that we sometimes take the reasons to be tacit, sub-
conscious, or even unconscious, as opposed to explicit
and conscious. What divides naturalists and anti-naturalists
is the role they give to meanings in the explanation of
actions and so in the explanation of practices and institu-
tions arising out of actions.24 Naturalists typically want
meanings to drop out of these explanations. Philosophical
exponents of naturalism argued, for instance, that to give
the reasons for an action was merely to redescribe that
action. If we want to explain an action, they added, we
have to show how it—and so no doubt the reason for
which the agent performed it—conforms to a general law
couched in terms of social facts.25

Anti-naturalists refuse to let meanings or beliefs drop
out of explanations in the human sciences. They argue
that meanings are constitutive of human action. Hence, as
Clifford Geertz famously claimed, social science needs to
be “not an experimental science in search of law but an
interpretive one in search of meaning.”26 Some naturalists
attempt to rebuff anti-naturalism by equating social sci-
ence with the study of systems or structures that cannot
be understood as the intended consequence of a single
action. Traffic jams are often evoked as examples of such
structures.27 But traffic jams and other such structures
scarcely undermine anti-naturalism. Most of what we want
to know about traffic jams comes down to intentional
action. To explain why people are driving when and where
they are, we want to know whether they intend (con-
sciously or not) to go to work, to a sports game, shopping,
visiting relatives, and so on. Even more generally, we might
explore the wider webs of belief that constitute the social
practices within which these intentions are embedded. Why
do people believe that driving to work is better than using
public transportation? Why don’t they take political action
to increase public investment in transportation infrastruc-
ture? All such questions are questions about meaningful
intentionality. If an account of traffic jams or other such
structures really did ignore intentionality, it would be a
very thin and inadequate account. It could tell us only in
purely physical terms that the traffic jam arose because a
given number of people tried to drive cars along a stretch
of road of given dimensions. It could tell us nothing about
the actions that led to these physical consequences; it could
not tell us why these people were driving their cars or why
the road system is as it is.

Anti-naturalists uphold the centrality of meanings for
social science on the grounds not only that actions are
meaningful but also that these meanings are holistic. In
this view, we can properly understand and explain people’s
beliefs only by locating them in a wider context of mean-
ings. Meanings cannot be reduced to allegedly objective
facts since their content depends on their relationship to
other meanings. The human sciences require a contextu-
alizing form of explanation that distinguishes them from
the natural sciences. Anti-naturalism has increasingly
drawn, then, on holistic theories of meaning. The very
idea of a hermeneutic circle asserts such meaning holism.
As Gadamer wrote—referring back to the work of Friedrich
Schleiermacher at the end of the eighteenth century—“as
the single word belongs in the total context of the sen-
tence, so the single text belongs in the total context of a
writer’s work.”28 Semiotics too treats signs as acquiring
content or meaning from their place within a system of
signs; it does so in the strand of semiotics that derives
from Charles Peirce’s pragmatism as well as in that which
derives from Ferdinand de Saussure’s structuralism.29 Like-
wise, many analytic and post-analytic philosophers argue
that concepts can refer, and propositions can have truth
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conditions, only in the context of a web of beliefs or a
language game.30 Hermeneutics, semiotics, and contem-
porary analytic philosophy thus point to the importance
of elucidating and explaining meanings by reference to
wider systems of meanings, rather than by reference to
categories such as social class or institutional position, and
rather than by construing ideas or meanings as “indepen-
dent variables” within the framework of naturalist forms
of explanation. All these forms of philosophy thus lend
support to an anti-naturalism that is at odds with the
leading ways of doing political science. It is worth adding
perhaps that the dominance of holism in contemporary
philosophy—as observed even by skeptics31—suggests that
naturalism might prove a difficult doctrine for political
scientists to defend.

Let us turn now to the historically contingent nature of
human action. When naturalists try to let meanings drop
out of their explanations, they are usually hoping at least
to point toward classifications, correlations, or other reg-
ularities that hold across various cases. Even when they
renounce the ideal of a universal theory or law, they still
regard historical contingency and contextual specificity as
obstacles that need to be overcome in the search for cross-
temporal and cross-cultural regularities. Greg Luebbert,
for example, discusses a number of discrete national case
studies but his ultimate aim is to find “a single set of
variables and logically consistent causal connections that
make sense of a broad range of national experiences.”32

Naturalists characteristically search for causal connections
that bestride time and space like colossi. They attempt to
control for all kinds of variables and thereby arrive at par-
simonious explanations. But they can do so only by “freez-
ing history.”33

In stark contrast, anti-naturalists argue that the role of
meanings within social life precludes regularities standing
as explanations. That said, we need to be careful how we
phrase what is at issue here. Anti-naturalists have no rea-
son to deny that we might be able to find or construct
general statements that cover diverse cases. Rather, they
typically object to two aspects of the naturalist view of
generalizations. First, anti-naturalists deny that general
statements constitute a uniquely appropriate or powerful
form of social knowledge. To the contrary, they consider
statements about the unique and contingent aspects of
particular social phenomena to be at least as apposite and
valuable as general statements. Generalizations, in the anti-
naturalist view, often deprive our understanding of social
phenomena of what is most distinctly and significantly
human about them. Second, anti-naturalists reject the claim
that general statements can provide explanations of fea-
tures of the particular cases: just as we can say that X, Y,
and Z are all red without explaining anything else about
them, so we can say that X, Y, and Z are all democracies
but that does not explain any other feature they might
have in common. Anti-naturalists oppose explanations of

human actions in terms of trans-historical generalities
because they conceive of human action as being inher-
ently contingent and particular. Human life is character-
ized by ineluctable contingency, temporal fluidity, and
contextual specificity. Hence we cannot explain social phe-
nomena adequately if we fail fully to take into account
both their inherent flux and their concrete links to specific
contexts.

Anti-naturalists argue, in other words, that the human
sciences require a historical and contingent form of expla-
nation that distinguishes them from the natural sciences.
Wittgenstein’s claim that the meaning of a word cannot
be elucidated in abstraction from the specific context in
which that word was used points toward just such a his-
torically contingent mode of knowledge.34 Indeed, this
account of meaning leads Wittgenstein explicitly to con-
clude that no explanation is ever final since it is always
limited to a specific context.35 Likewise, analytic and post-
analytic philosophers now often argue that the human
sciences deploy languages that presuppose ideas of choice
and contingency that are quite at odds with the forms of
explanation found in the natural sciences. In this view, the
meaningful nature of actions implies that to explain them
we have to invoke the reasons of the actors, thereby imply-
ing that the actors could have reasoned and acted differ-
ently: actions are the products of contingent decisions,
not the determined outcomes of law-like processes.36 Much
contemporary philosophy thus points to the importance
of narrative explanations that work by unpacking the con-
tingent and particular conditions of actions and events,
rather than by searching for trans-historical models, clas-
sifications, or correlations.

So, anti-naturalists emphasise the meaningful and con-
tingent nature of action. To conclude this section of the
article, we want to point out that meaningfulness and
contingency apply to social scientists as much as to their
objects of inquiry. Social scientists too come to hold par-
ticular webs of belief against the background of contin-
gent traditions. Naturalists usually treat the situatedness
of the social scientist as an obstacle to be overcome in the
creation of proper knowledge. They require social scien-
tists to try to abstract themselves from their historical per-
spectives. They argue that social scientists can produce
valid scientific knowledge only if they divest themselves of
their prejudices. In contrast, anti-naturalists usually deny
the very possibility of abstracting ourselves from our prior
webs of beliefs. They suggest that social science always
takes place from within particular linguistic, historical,
and normative standpoints. The questions asked and the
concepts formed by social scientists are always informed
by their existing webs of belief and by their ordinary lan-
guage, which thus play an active role in shaping their
scientific work.

The combined recognition of, on the one hand, the
situatedness of the social scientist and, on the other hand,
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the meaningfulness of social life introduces a dialogical
dimension to social science. Naturalists typically construe
explanation as the product of a unidirectional subject-
object relationship. Their neglect of the constitutive role
of meanings leads them to see the social scientist as the
only agent involved in crafting explanations: the objects
of social science are just that—passive objects to be stud-
ied. In contrast, anti-naturalists often conceive of expla-
nation as the product of a kind of dialogue between social
scientists and those they study. Social science generally
involves a subject-subject interaction in which the scholar
responds to the interpretations or meanings of the rele-
vant social actors. It involves a “fusion of horizons,”37 that
is, a process of reaching some kind of shared interpreta-
tion in which the social scientists’ own views are often
transformed. An encounter with the beliefs or meanings
of social actors always has the potential to send out ripples
through a scholar’s own beliefs, altering their understand-
ing of, say, their research agendas, the traditions in which
they work, or their normative commitments.

We have thus arrived at the point where the meaningful
and contingent features of action combine with the situ-
atedness of the scholar and the dialogical view of social
science. For anti-naturalists, actions are meaningful, mean-
ings are contingent and liable to change over time, and
these facts apply to the actions and beliefs of social scien-
tists as well as those whom they study in a way that points
to dialogical forms of explanation.

Two Views of Concept Formation
We have described our anti-naturalist philosophical per-
spective as a response and an alternative to naturalist con-
ceptions of the social sciences. We now move on to discuss
how naturalism and anti-naturalism inspire different
approaches to concept formation in the social sciences.
On the one hand, naturalism encourages strategies of con-
cept formation that involve aspects of reification, essen-
tialism, and an instrumentalist view of language. On the
other, anti-naturalism challenges reified concepts for elid-
ing the place of meanings, essentialist concepts for eliding
the place of contingency, and linguistic instrumentalism
for eliding the situatedness of the scholar and the dialog-
ical nature of social science. Let us examine each challenge
in turn.

Reification is one dimension to debates about concept
formation. Anti-naturalism implies that many—perhaps
even all—social science concepts denote objects that are
composed at least in part of meanings or intentional states.
Reification occurs whenever these concepts are defined
either in ways that neglect relevant meanings entirely or in
ways that neglect the holistic character of meanings, thereby
likening human action to meaning-less “things.” Natural-
ism encourages such reification in that it ignores the con-
stitutive role of meanings in social explanations, or at least

it tears meanings from their holistic and contingent con-
texts so as to embed them in mechanistic explanations.
Naturalists usually rely on reified concepts to elide the
place of meanings in social science. Because reified con-
cepts neglect intentionality, they enable naturalists to treat
their objects of inquiry as if they were no different from
those of the natural sciences. Indeed, reification occurs
whenever the attributes of a social science concept are
regarded as reducible to causal laws, probabilities, or fixed
norms. For example, the concept of “social class” is reified
insofar as it is understood in terms of supposedly objective
socio-economic criteria such as relation to the means of
production or income level, without taking into account
how the members of a given social class themselves con-
strue and experience their social situation. William Sewell,
in his study of the development of the French working
class from the ancien régime to 1848, shows the impor-
tance of workers’ experiences and consciousness for the
conceptualization of social class.38

Social science concepts can exhibit reification in two
possible ways. One type of reification consists in remov-
ing meanings from any constitutive or defining position
in the conceptualization of human beings and their actions.
Reified concepts of this kind never have referents that
include meanings, except perhaps as epiphenomena of an
allegedly non-meaningful stratum of social existence such
as the relations of production. The more mechanistic ver-
sions of Marxist theory exemplify this kind of reification.

The second type of reification is more complex. It arises
when meanings are given a role in social life and social
explanation but when there is no recognition of the holis-
tic and contingent nature of meanings. Reified concepts
of this kind have referents that include meanings, but the
relevant meanings are torn from their holistic contexts in
order to be cast as “independent variables” within natu-
ralist explanations; the relevant meanings are atomized in
a way that enables them to be contained within naturalist
forms of explanation. Sheri Berman, for example, appeals
to beliefs or attitudes as explanatory factors only then to
conceive of them in naturalist terms, casting them as mech-
anistic “independent variables.”39 Similarly, the sociolo-
gist Richard Biernacki attempted, in his The Fabrication
of Labor, to demonstrate that culture, which he construed
as an “independent variable”, “parsimoniously explains a
wide range of phenomena.”40

Essentialism is another dimension to debates about con-
cept formation. Anti-naturalism implies that meanings and
actions are historically specific; we can understand actions
only by locating them in their particular contexts. Essen-
tialism occurs whenever social science concepts are defined
in ways that ignore the historical specificity of the various
objects to which they refer. Naturalism promotes essen-
tialism in that it neglects historical contingency in order
to postulate cross-temporal and cross-cultural regularities.
Naturalists usually rely on essentialist concepts to elide
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the particularity and contingency of the objects they study,
and to suggest that their regularities and correlations con-
stitute explanations as opposed to mere generalizations. In
contrast, because anti-naturalists emphasize historical spec-
ificity and contingency, they often emphasize the diversity
of cases to which an aggregate concept might refer. They
would regard empirical diversity not as an obstacle to con-
cept formation, but on the contrary, as a fundamental
aspect of social reality toward which social science con-
cepts must be orientated. Essentialist approaches to con-
cept formation are, in other words, a corollary of the
naturalist neglect of contingency and particularity.41 The
concept of social class can serve us to illustrate essential-
ism just as it did reification. The conceptualization of social
class in terms of objective socio-economic criteria is essen-
tialist insofar as it ignores the way in which that concept is
construed differently within different cultural or historical
settings, as Gareth Stedman Jones and Dror Wahrman
have argued in their respective work on the working class
and British middle class.42

It is important to recognize that essentialism can appear
in a strong or a weak form. Strong essentialism occurs
whenever the intension of a social science concept is sim-
ply associated with one or more core attributes, where
these core attributes are said to characterize all cases to
which we might apply that concept, and even where the
core attributes are supposed to explain other characteris-
tics of the relevant cases. This strong essentialism exhibits
a logic of commonality, according to which concepts ought
to be defined by a set of fixed attributes to be found in all
relevant cases. This logic construes commonality, not as a
contingent empirical finding that then gets registered in
the concept, but rather as a precondition of the validity of
social science concepts. Sartori’s conceptual strategy, as we
shall discuss, offers an example of strong essentialism.

Weak essentialism emerges out of a limited acknowl-
edgement that strong essentialism is in some cases too
rigid in the face of the “messiness” of social life. It there-
fore opens up a space for diversity but it heavily circum-
scribes this space. The space arises from allowing for
variations in the degree to which a concept’s attributes are
manifested in various empirical cases. Crucially, however,
weak essentialism retains the logic of commonality as its
normative horizon. That is to say, it still shares the strong
essentialist assumption that, beyond a rudimentary level
of flexibility, any slackening of the reins of commonality
undermines the validity of social science concepts. Weak
essentialism introduces a peripheral modification to strong
essentialism while leaving the essentialist core intact. David
Collier’s strategies of concept formation, as discussed below,
exemplify weak essentialism.

Linguistic instrumentalism is a final dimension to debates
about concept formation. Anti-naturalism implies that
whenever social scientists formulate concepts, the content
of the concepts is ineluctably informed by their situation.

It also implies that the concepts should be developed through
a kind of dialogue with the social actors being studied. Lin-
guistic instrumentalism occurs when social science con-
cepts are defined in ways that tear them from their location
in the ordinary language of the scholar in an attempt to fash-
ion them either into neutral instruments or into pragmatic
instruments that nonetheless place the scholar in a subject-
object relationship to the social actors being studied. Nat-
uralism encourages this linguistic instrumentalism in two
ways. First, naturalism implies that the situatedness of the
scholar threatens the validity and reliability of social sci-
ence, much as unsterile laboratory tools threaten the work
of the biologist. Second, naturalism conceives of the scholar
as the only agent involved in crafting social explanations.
Hence naturalists typically believe that it is possible to detach
social scientists from their linguistic situation, and also to
place concepts at their service as sterile instruments directed
at mute social objects.

Linguistic instrumentalism can appear on the subject
side (i.e., the relationship between scholar and concept),
on the object side (i.e., the relationship between concept
and social world), or on both sides simultaneously. Subject-
side instrumentalism portrays social scientists as the anon-
ymous wielders of sterilized linguistic instruments that are
shielded from their own ordinary language. Hence it elides
the situatedness of the scholar. Sartori is, as we will see, a
typical example of such linguistic instrumentalism. Object-
side instrumentalism portrays the social world as a neutral
object on which the concept is set to work as an instru-
ment of discovery, description, classification, and explana-
tion, without recognizing that the actors within this world
form concepts with which to understand it and to act
within it. Hence even when object-side instrumentalism
might allow for the situatedness of the scholar, it still elides
the place of dialogue or a “fusion of horizons” within
social science. Collier is, as we will see, a typical example
of this kind of instrumentalism.

We have described in general terms the ways in which
naturalist philosophical assumptions get registered in
approaches to concept formation. Because naturalism
neglects meanings, contingency, the situatedness of the
scholar and the dialogical principle, it encourages strat-
egies of concept formation characterized by reification,
essentialism, and linguistic instrumentalism. In the rest of
this article, and within the general philosophical frame-
work established so far, we will examine the approaches to
concept formation adopted by qualitative methodologists
from Sartori up until Collier. We will show how reifica-
tion, essentialism, and linguistic instrumentalism bedevil
the conceptual strategies of these scholars and embody
their continuing dependence on a largely discredited nat-
uralist philosophy. We have chosen to focus on Sartori
and Collier because they are, by a wide margin, the two
scholars who have developed the most elaborate qualita-
tive theories of concept formation in political science.43
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Before we turn to them, however, we wish to reiterate
that our critique is a philosophical one. We attempt to
unearth the philosophical assumptions in their method-
ology, showing them to be naturalistic and hence, given
the foregoing arguments, inappropriate for political analy-
sis. We seek thereby to shift the debate from the practical
advantages of methodological strategies to their underly-
ing philosophical assumptions. Given our philosophical
agenda, there is no need for us to examine the soundness
or quality of the substantive outcomes of Collier and Sar-
tori’s approaches to concept formation. Rather, our criti-
cal task will have been fulfilled once we manage to
demonstrate that those scholars’ methodologies are marked
by a discredited naturalism.

Qualitative Concept Formation
Giovanni Sartori
Sartori’s naturalism, and its relationship to his method-
ological principles, appears in an essay he published in
1991 on “Comparing and Miscomparing.” In this essay,
he set out to “explain the disappointing performance of
the field of comparative politics”44 by moving from a cer-
tain understanding of explanation in social science, through
an account of the role of comparison in such explanation,
and the role of concept formation in the comparative
method, back to the failures of concept formation which
he thereby suggested were responsible for the malaise of
comparative politics. Sartori adopted the naturalist vision
of a social science generating “law-like generalizations
endowed with explanatory power.”45 He argued that the
role of comparison is precisely to “control (verify or fal-
sify) whether generalizations hold across the cases to
which they apply:”46 comparison is the “method”47 by
which a hypothetical explanation can be discovered to be
true or false. Next he goes on to suggest that just as expla-
nations in the social sciences depend on the comparative
method, so the comparative method depends on proper
classifications. He argues that classifications establish our
grid of similarities and differences, so if we get them wrong,
we undertake wrong comparisons.48 Finally he is thus able
to suggest that the malaise of comparative politics stems
from failures of concept formation. He complains that
comparative politics has bred “cat-dogs,” that is, miscon-
ceptualizations that have led political scientists astray by
denoting phenomena that “[do] not exist.”49

Given that Sartori’s interest in concept formation arose
out of a concern with the disappointing record of compar-
ative politics in generating naturalist explanations, we might
not be surprised to find that when he turned to concept
formation, he fell foul of reification, essentialism, and
instrumentalism. His account of concept formation can be
found in his edited volume, Social Science Concepts—a book
that did much to pioneer conceptual analysis in compara-
tive politics and so the rather newer concern with qualita-

tive methods.50 Sartori himself wrote the book’s first chapter
on “Guidelines for Concept Analysis.” The other chapters
contained case-studies of conceptual analysis that were writ-
ten more or less in accord with Sartori’s theoretical road-
map. Crucially, while this roadmap made an occasional
gesture toward anti-naturalism—it evokes approvingly
Charles Taylor’s claim that “language is constitutive of the
reality”51—it ultimately remains defiantly naturalist in its
instrumentalist, reified, and essentialist view of concepts,
or so we will now argue.

Let us begin with Sartori’s instrumentalism. At the very
start of his essay, he writes, “if language is the sine qua non
instrument of knowing, the knowledge-seeker had better
be in control of the instrument.”52 Sartori’s appeal to a
consciously and purposively crafted use of language is, of
course, compatible with anti-naturalist philosophies: it is
arguable, for example, that the whole field of speech-act
theory, as pioneered by Austin and Searle,53 is all about
how agents intentionally deploy ordinary language in order
to express certain beliefs. Indeed, Sartori is surely doing us
a service when he draws attention to issues about how
social scientists might better deploy language (perhaps in
creative and innovative ways) to convey their ideas with
lucidity and precision. However, we will show that Sar-
tori’s own discussion of these issues then exhibits a narrow
subject-side instrumentalism.

Sartori’s instrumentalism appears partly in what he does
not say. He ignores the situatedness of the scholar. His
essay concentrates, instead, on the internal economy of
the concept as an analytical tool. It explores the relation-
ships between term, meaning, and referent; between inten-
sion and extension; between declarative and denotative
and precising, operational, and ostensive definitions;
between “accompanying properties” and “defining prop-
erties”; and between homonymy and synonymy. Sartori’s
anatomy of social science concepts, in other words, is purely
“internalist.” His exposition leaves no room for his read-
ers to consider how the situation of the scholar in the
world might affect the “internal” aspects of social science
concepts, the strategies for their formation, and the ways
in which they can be used. It thus seems that Sartori thinks
of social scientists as occupying a space outside of any
particular life-world. Going back to the philosophical ter-
minology set up earlier, we can say that Sartori elides the
situatedness of the scholar in a way that shows his tacit
reliance on naturalism.

Equally, Sartori’s instrumentalism sometimes appears in
what he does say. He treats concepts as tools over which the
social scientist should seek perfect control, and he suggests
that such control comes from various technical operations
that remove concepts from ordinary language. Indeed, the
explicit purpose of his essay is to overcome the two major
“defects” he associates with “natural language.”These defects
are “ambiguity” in the relationship of a concept’s mean-
ing to the word that expresses it, and “vagueness” in the
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relationship of a concept’s meaning to its referents.54 These
are clear attempts to steer social scientists as much as pos-
sible away from their situatedness in the world.

Let us turn next to reification. Sartori’s reified vision of
concepts appears most dramatically in his definition of a
concept’s referent as “whatever is out there before or beyond
mental and linguistic apprehension.” As he writes, “refer-
ents are the real-world counterparts (if existent) of the
world in our head,”55 where the “world in our head” refers
to the intensions of our concepts, and the “real-world
counterparts” of this world are empirical social phenom-
ena. Sartori’s definition of a concept’s referent thus assumes
a sharp distinction between our concepts and social phe-
nomena. It leaves no room for a consideration of the con-
stitutive role of meanings in actions. It treats actions and
social phenomena generally as if they are distinct from the
meanings, concepts, and beliefs “in our head.” Sartori thus
treats social objects as if they were akin to physical ones.
His theory of concept formation does not allow for any
consideration of differences between the referents of con-
cepts in the social sciences and objects in the physical
world. In terms of our philosophical framework, Sartori’s
approach embodies a naturalist elision of meaningfulness.

Some of the contributors to Sartori’s Social Science Con-
cepts discuss concepts that refer to meanings or beliefs.
The naturalist perspective governing the book, however,
permeates even these concepts in the form of the second
type of reification presented above: that is to say, these
concepts neglect the holistic nature of meanings in order
to craft concepts that can be incorporated within natural-
ist explanations as, say, independent variables. Consider
Glenda Patrick’s chapter on political culture. On the one
hand, Patrick defines political culture in a way that clearly
includes meanings: it is “the set of fundamental beliefs,
values and attitudes that characterize the nature of the
political system and regulate the political interactions
among its members.”56 On the other hand, however, she
moulds the concept of “political culture” to fit naturalist
explanations. Indeed she explicitly endorses Carl Hemp-
el’s naturalist analysis of concepts: they should be designed
to “permit the establishment of general laws or theories by
means of which particular events may be explained and
predicted and thus scientifically understood.”57 She appeals
to the need “to determine the extent to which political
culture constitutes a ‘causal’ factor—an explanatory and
predictive term—for the explanation and prediction of
political phenomena.”58 Although Patrick’s chapter (like
all the others) does not include an application of a con-
cept to explain empirical cases, it seems safe to conclude
that what she has in mind is something like a correlation
between “political culture” as a rigorously demarcated “vari-
able” and other phenomena such as “political stability”—
indeed she scrutinizes Almond and Verba’s usage of
“political stability” as a “dependent variable.”59 Patrick, in
compliance with Sartori’s “Rule 8,” systematically cordons

off political culture from adjacent concepts in the same
“semantic field”—particularly “national character,” “polit-
ical style,” “public opinion,” and “ideology”—in order “to
isolate the critical differentia of the concept.”60 This atom-
ization of concepts forecloses the possibility of holistic
explanations that would open out on to the whole web of
beliefs of social actors. Here too we thus find the natural-
ist elision of meaningfulness.

Finally let us turn to Sartori’s essentialism, which is of
the strong type. His essentialism appears most clearly in
his “Rule 7,” according to which “the connotation [�inten-
sion] and the denotation [�extension] of a concept are
inversely related.”61 Rule 7 (also called the “ladder of
abstraction”) implies that the greater the number of
attributes that comprise a concept’s intension, the smaller
the number of empirical cases that comprise its extension,
and vice versa. Hence Sartori implies that when a concept
is applied to new cases, then, if those cases do not share
the core features that are shared by previous cases, the
validity of the concept diminishes. Sartori’s Rule 7, in
other words, expresses the logic of commonality charac-
teristic of strong essentialism. It excludes the historical
uniqueness and particularity of individual cases at the very
moment when we form concepts. Perhaps Sartori would
reply that we allow for diversity (if not particularity) by
forming varied concepts at a “low level of abstraction.”62

However, if we formed a number of varied concepts, the
diversity would appear only in the spaces between the
concepts. The concepts themselves would still be defined
by essential properties or at least commonalities. By thus
espousing essentialism, Sartori’s approach concurs with
naturalism.

The strong essentialist approach of Social Science Con-
cepts is exemplified by the chapter on power.63 The authors
of that chapter identify ten definitions of power, which
they label DF1, DF2, and so on. But, instead of remain-
ing content with this diversity, they subordinate all of the
definitions (except DF10) to a single schema guided by
the principle of “genus proximum et differentia specifi-
ca.”64 This schema involves an attempt to construct a
conceptual hierarchy. The top of the hierarchy consists of
DF1 which defines power in terms of causality: “X has
power over Y with regard to Z only if there is a relation of
causality between X and Y with regard to Z.”65 DF1, as
the top of the conceptual hierarchy, is then treated as an
essential core, common to all but one of the other defini-
tions of power: “no relations between whatever social units
are involved are called ‘power’ unless there is a relation of
causation between the power holder and the power sub-
ject.”66 The chapter on power argues that DF2 through
DF9 all include DF1 and its idea of causality within their
intensions. The authors expand on the core definition
(DF1) in various ways simply to cope with the various
antinomies and insufficiencies that arise from the mini-
mum nature of the core definition itself. It is true, of
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course, that the authors identify a DF10 that does not
share the essential feature of the other definitions: DF10
is “X has power in situation S if X is pivotal or decisive in
S,” which makes power a matter of non-relational deci-
sions rather than relational causality. Nonetheless, the
authors treat DF10 in a way that further illustrates their
debt to essentialism: although they accept that both
causation-based and decision-based definitions of power
are equally legitimate, they nevertheless regard their inabil-
ity to eliminate this diversity as a “semantic puzzle.”67

They view the irreducible plurality of definitions as an
anomaly rather than a normal state of affairs, and, in doing
so, they reaffirm their adherence to the essentialist view of
concepts embodied in Sartori’s “Rule 7.”

David Collier
If Sartori’s work reveals the presence of naturalism at the
birth of conceptual analysis as a qualitative methodology,
Collier’s shows how it still lingers. Collier is, of course,
a—probably the—leading political scientist working on con-
ceptual analysis in relation to qualitative methods. Collier,
like Sartori, approached questions about concept forma-
tion against the background of concerns about compara-
tive methodology. He too wrote an essay in 1991 reflecting
on the state of comparative inquiry—“The Comparative
Method: Two Decades of Change.” Collier might appear
to be less wedded to naturalism than Sartori: he identifies
contextual interpretive inquiry as one of three sub-categories
of small-N comparative analysis,68 and he calls for sensitiv-
ity to contextual diversity within comparative analysis.69

Nonetheless, Collier ultimately appears to define even inter-
pretation in naturalist terms: he assimilates it to a general
comparative method based on “a commitment to system-
atic qualitative comparison that often involves a number of
nations and evaluates each national case over a number of
time periods,”70 and he unpacks such comparison as depen-
dent upon “systematic measurement and hypothesis test-
ing.”71 Collier’s vocabulary here points to a vague and
implicit adherence to naturalism. One gets the general
impression that Collier’s implicit scientific imaginary or
model is that of the natural sciences, not only because of
the use of the term “measurement” which draws on the pres-
tige of quantitative research, but also because that measure-
ment is expected to be systematic and repeatable. Collier
implicitly presupposes that “nations” are objects whose core
properties remain essentially the same “over a number of
time periods” rather than being subjected to the fluidity of
historical contingency.

Collier’s naturalism has become clearer in his recent
work, especially in the book that he coedited with Henry
Brady, Rethinking Social Inquiry.72 This book recasts the
qualitative-quantitative relationship as one of “diverse tools,
shared standards” based on “essentially similar epistemol-
ogies.”73 The common epistemological ground is, of course,

naturalist. This naturalism appears, for example, in the
contrasting definitions of “interpretation” and “explana-
tion” in the glossary written by Collier and Jason Sea-
wright.74 Interpretation is defined as “a description . . . of
the meaning of human behavior from the standpoint of
the individuals whose behavior is being observed.”75 And
explanation is defined in explicit contrast to just such
descriptions.76 The clear implication is that proper expla-
nations have to be kept apart from interpretive studies of
the meanings social phenomena have for social actors.
Indeed, the glossary unpacks explanation in terms of depen-
dent and independent variables—a view that pervades the
rest of the book with the possible exception of the chapter
by Charles Ragin. There is no room for explanations that
point to beliefs and meanings that have a constitutive
relation to actions and other social phenomena. In these
ways, then, meanings and particularity are brushed aside
in the search for more general explanations.

So, Collier expresses a flexible view of comparative analy-
sis that nonetheless typically assumes a naturalist philoso-
phy. We would suggest that the combination of an
“eclectic”77 view of comparative analysis with naturalist
premises explains the dual movement in his approach to
social science concepts—a movement that appears to be
away from reification, instrumentalism, and especially
essentialism but actually leads him back to them. Collier
regularly appears to take a step toward the anti-naturalism
of interpretive political science. He moves toward recog-
nition of the constitutive role of meanings when he explic-
itly warns us of the danger of reification.78 He moves
toward recognition of contingency when he acknowledges
that the meanings of social science concepts change along
with the historical flux of the social world.79 And he moves
toward recognition of the relevance of the situatedness of
the scholar when he allows that concepts rightly change
along with our research goals and traditions.80 Yet, as we
will argue, although Collier thus makes the occasional
move toward an anti-naturalist and interpretive political
science, the larger path is still set by an overarching natu-
ralism. Ultimately he walks the same naturalist road as
Sartori, and it leads him too to reification, linguistic
instrumentalism, and essentialism.

Let us consider first the issue of reification. When Col-
lier and his coauthor, Robert Adcock, warn us of the dan-
gers of reification, they define reification as “the mistake of
overstating the degree to which the attributes one seeks to
conceptualize cohere as if they were like an object.”81 This
definition equates reification with an elision of contin-
gency, that is, the danger of understanding social phenom-
ena as fixed objects rather than as in historical flux. Now,
while we have pointed to the problems of neglecting con-
tingency, we have also sought to distinguish reification from
these problems. Reification consists less of an elision of con-
tingency than of elision of the meaningful or intentional
nature of action.82 Collier’s entanglement with reification
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conceived as a neglect of meanings thus appears in large part
in what he does not say: even when he is explicitly discuss-
ing reification, he does not leave any room for considering
the way in which social science concepts characteristically
have to refer to objects that are constituted in part by mean-
ings or beliefs. The meaningfulness of social action is not
mentioned—let alone integrated into strategies of explana-
tion or concept formation—in any of Collier’s essays. This
elision of meaningfulness embodies, as we have already
argued, a now discredited naturalism.

The persistence of reification within Collier’s approach
also appears in some of his more concrete essays on concept
formation. It appears in his essay, coauthored with Steven
Levitsky, on concepts of democracy in comparative
research.83 This essay discusses the suitability of various def-
initions of democracy for different historical and geopolit-
ical contexts. Collier and Levitsky suggest, for example, that
the “procedural minimum” definition of democracy is inad-
equate for several Latin American countries in which the
civilian government, even if elected freely, lacks the effec-
tive power needed to rule. They argue that in such cases we
need to add the attribute of effective power on top of the
procedural minimum definition.84 Although Collier and
Levitsky exhibit here sensitivity to context, they com-
pletely ignore the meanings that actors themselves attach
to what they are doing. As a result they offer us a series of
reified concepts of democracy that elide the place of mean-
ings in social life. Their conceptualization of democracy is,
in short, naturalistic insofar as it is devoid of reference to
meanings as constitutive of actions and as a crucial aspect
of contextual diversity within social science. Their concep-
tualization leaves no room for the possibility that democ-
racies differ from each other, for example, because they are
constituted by different beliefs (and so actions) about, say,
“voting,” “parties,” “power,” and “legitimacy.” For anti-
naturalists, the recognition of contextual diversity thus con-
sists, not in adding or dropping reified attributes (as done
by Collier and Levitsky), but in registering the different
beliefs or meanings with which political actors imbue such
attributes.

Let us turn now to the way naturalism entangles Collier
in a kind of linguistic instrumentalism. Unlike Sartori, Col-
lier acknowledges the importance of the situatedness of the
social scientist, and he thereby avoids what we called subject-
side instrumentalism. Collier and Adcock propound a “prag-
matic approach” based on two aspects of the situatedness of
the scholar: they recognize, first, that the meanings of social
science concepts can change from one research agenda or
tradition to another, and, second, that normative consid-
erations often inform choices of method.85 Nonetheless,
because Collier elides the constitutive relationship of mean-
ings to actions, he neglects the fact that the objects of social
inquiry have accounts of themselves, and so forecloses the
possibility of developing a dialogical form of social inquiry.
His approach to concept formation thus exhibits the nat-

uralist tendency toward what we have called object-side
instrumentalism.

The following example from Collier and Adcock’s arti-
cle demonstrates the coexistence of their pragmatic approach
with object-side instrumentalism. According to Collier and
Adcock, when social scientists choose between a dichoto-
mous and a graded conceptualization of democracy with
respect to non-democracy, they can sometimes justify their
choice on the basis of normative concerns.86 To demon-
strate how such normative justification operates, Collier and
Adcock explore the case of O’Donnell and Schmitter who,
they tell us, adopted a dichotomous concept of democracy
in order to capture “what they saw as appropriate targets
(neither too lownor toohigh) atwhichpolitical actors should
aim in pursuing democratization.”87 While this example
testifies to Collier and Adcock’s acknowledgement of the
scholar’s situatedness, it also reveals the way in which they
block the road to a dialogical form of social science. Collier
and Adcock do not even consider whether or not O’Donnell
and Schmitter adopted their concept of democracy as a result
of taking any account of the beliefs of political actors. Con-
sequently, the normatively-informed process of concept for-
mation ends up being presented as an entirely solipsistic
exercise; the possibility of a dialogical dimension is not con-
sidered. Collier escapes the Scylla of subject-side
instrumentalism, in other words, only to find himself with
the Charybdis of object-side instrumentalism.

Let us turn, lastly, to Collier’s essentialism. Whereas Col-
lier’s discussions of reification and linguistic instrumental-
ism are somewhat cursory, he has written at length about
the problem of contextual specificity for concept forma-
tion, so his views here will command a greater proportion
of our attention. Collier’s main treatment of the kinds of
issues covered by essentialism occurs in an essay that he coau-
thored with James Mahon.88 This essay concerns the prob-
lem of how to adapt concepts “to fit new contexts” without
depleting their explanatory and classificatory power, or, in
other words, how to allow for “conceptual traveling (the
application of concepts to new cases)” without suffering
“conceptual stretching (the distortion that occurs when a con-
cept does not fit the new cases).”89

Collier and Mahon’s starting point is Sartori’s strategy
for avoiding “conceptual stretching,” according to which
the essentialist core of a concept should be preserved in its
application to new contexts by ascending the “ladder of
abstraction” (renamed by the authors as the “ladder of
generality”).90 They explicitly reaffirm the fundamental
validity of this strategy, and, to that extent, they already
share much of Sartori’s essentialism.91

Yet Collier and Mahon do not think that Sartori’s strat-
egy can be applied to all social science concepts. Rather, they
describe as “classical categories” those concepts that are ame-
nable to Sartori’s strategy for avoiding conceptual stretch-
ing, and they then go beyond Sartori in arguing that not all
concepts are “classical” ones. It is important, therefore, to
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consider whether or not Collier and Mahon avoid the pit-
falls of essentialism with the other types of concept that
they consider. The two other types of concepts that they
consider are “radial categories” and “family resemblance cat-
egories.” “Radial categories” clearly echo the strong essen-
tialist tropes of “classical categories”; they are even defined
as categories that have a core attribute (or “central subcat-
egory”) which constitutes a kind of prototype, albeit that
this prototype applies to cases only in conjunction with other
attributes (or “noncentral subcategories”) so that the rele-
vant cases might share their defining features not with each
other but only with the prototype.92

It is to “family resemblance categories” that we must
look, therefore, to consider whether or not Collier and
Mahon offer a way out of the essentialist traps set by
naturalist assumptions. When Collier and Mahon intro-
duce family resemblance categories, they certainly appear
to be moving away from essentialism. They begin: “Wit-
tgenstein’s idea of family resemblance entails a principle of
category membership different from that of classical cat-
egories, in that there may be no single attribute that cat-
egory members all share.”93 And they continue: “the label
for this type of category derives from the fact that we can
recognize the members of a human genetic family by
observing attributes that they share to varying degrees, as
contrasted to nonfamily members who may share few of
them,” and “the commonalities are quite evident, even
though there may be no trait that all family members, as
family members, have in common.”94 Collier and Mahon’s
discussion of family resemblance concepts is a significant
advance on Sartori. It suggests that they recognize that a
principle of mutual fit between concept and cases is too
rigid for the social sciences. As we will show, however,
their analysis of family resemblance concepts ultimately
draws them away from Wittgenstein’s anti-essentialism and
back into the essentialist snares of a naturalist social sci-
ence, even if their essentialism is admittedly of the weak
rather than the strong version.

We can reveal Collier and Mahon’s departure from Wit-
tgenstein by distinguishing between two ways of thinking
of a “family.” At one pole, a family might be a cordoned-
off and relatively cohesive formation, but, at the other
pole, it might be a looser cluster of people with unstable
relationships and multiple step-members.95 Collier and
Mahon use the “family” metaphor in the former sense:
members of a family are easily “contrasted to nonfamily
members,” and their own “commonalities are quite evi-
dent.” But Wittgenstein used the metaphor of “family” in
a looser way. He was quite skeptical about the possibility
of drawing a boundary around all members of a family.96

He also would have rejected the idea of commonalities
among family members being “quite evident.” Indeed he
did not use the term “commonality;” he preferred notably
looser words such as “resemblance,” “similarity,” and “rela-
tionship.” In short, Wittgenstein used the notion of a

“family” to convey a sense of indeterminate plurality, not
common membership.97

These two different uses of the “family” metaphor sig-
nal very different stances toward essentialism. Wittgen-
stein’s looser sense of a “family” is clearly anti-essentialist.
Hence the problem of conceptual stretching does not even
arise for family resemblance concepts as he describes them:
because family resemblance concepts do not have any sin-
gle, fixed definition to begin with, it follows that there is
nothing to be stretched. To the contrary, Wittgenstein’s
account of family resemblance concepts suggests that they
develop and thrive precisely in being applied to new empir-
ical contexts, which are analyzed on their own terms so as
to elucidate their specificity. In contrast, Collier and
Mahon’s account of family resemblances reintroduces the
problems of weak essentialism insofar as they insist on
clearly evident commonalities. Hence they continue to
regard conceptual stretching as a problem even for family
resemblance categories.

Collier and Mahon’s essentialist insistence on evident
commonalities also suffuses the solutions they offer for cop-
ing with conceptual stretching. They appear to allow some
leeway for diversity in that they advocate strategies such as
“emphasiz[ing] that the category is an analytic construct
which the researcher should not expect to be a perfect
description of each case,”98 or “identifying attributes that
are present to varying degrees in particular cases, rather than
being simply present or absent.”99 However, this diversity
remains heavily circumscribed by their insistence that social
scientists do not violate the requirement of evident com-
monalities. It is this requirement that restrains Collier and
Mahon within the confines of a weak essentialism.

Why do Collier and Mahon shy away from Wittgen-
stein’s account of vague concepts and contextual specific-
ity? The answer appears to be that an implicit naturalism
drives them to seek concepts that can function within
general, causal explanations. Their naturalism gets in the
way of a properly anti-essentialist view of concepts: after
all, if the cases covered by a concept do not share a com-
mon attribute, social scientists will struggle to explain the
cases by reference to some common cause, as opposed to
explaining them by reference to their particular origins
and then using family resemblance concepts to capture
the overlaps among the cases. Their naturalism leads them
to privilege concepts that refer to objects of which we can
provide a common explanation, and so have evident com-
monalities demarcating them from the objects to which
the concept does not refer.

Conclusion
It seems not unreasonable to maintain that social science
needs to be congruent with philosophical premises appro-
priate to its subject matter. We began this article by show-
ing that there has arisen a widespread agreement (among
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philosophers if not in the unreflective practice of many
social scientists) that anti-naturalist premises are the most
appropriate for social science, where anti-naturalism high-
lights the meaningful and contingent nature of social life,
the situatedness of the scholar, and so the dialogical nature
of social science. Thereafter we suggested that, in stark
contrast, qualitative approaches to concept formation often
embody a discredited naturalism apparent in their entan-
glement with problems of reification, essentialism, and
linguistic instrumentalism. Although Collier’s work on con-
cept formation is much more flexible and nuanced than
the earlier work of Sartori, it too remains attached to a
discredited naturalism that still entangles him in these
same problems.

Our philosophical critique of qualitative concept for-
mation sheds a distinct light upon various issues in polit-
ical science. First, it highlights the profound affinity existing
between quantitative methods and certain prominent prac-
titioners of qualitative methods, and the concomitantly
profound disparity between that kind of qualitative work
and interpretive approaches. These affinities and dispari-
ties do not remain at the philosophical level, but spill over
into innumerable other aspects of political analysis, from
concept formation and strategies of comparison to forms
of explanation. Second, our critique suggests that far too
much political science might have a problem of philosoph-
ical appropriateness. It appears that the practice of many
political scientists rests upon, and alas probably perpetu-
ates, highly dubious assumptions about the nature of the
social world, the role of the scholar in political analysis,
and the relationship between scholar and world.

We have tried to show how important instances of qual-
itative methods and analyses of concept formation are beset
by problems that arise from a lack of systematic philosoph-
ical reflection. The absence of philosophical reflection cre-
ated a vacuum that has been filled by an over-emphasis
on—perhaps even a fetishization of—methodology. We
hope that our essay will stimulate our colleagues to engage
those philosophical questions that alone can enable them
adequately to consider whether or not any particular
method is or is not appropriate to any particular subject
of inquiry. Whatever the ultimate outcomes of such phil-
osophical reflection, we are confident that our discipline
can only benefit from it.
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ical issues.

11 Ayer 1967; Hempel 1942. Even the natural sciences
themselves have arguably been moving away from
the positivism that inspired the classical statements
of naturalism (see e.g. Knorr Cetina 1999). These
developments in the natural sciences are, of course,
beyond the scope of this paper and need not con-
cern us here.

12 Dilthey 1976; Gadamer 2002; Ricoeur 1976.
13 Weber 1978, 4.
14 Ringer 1997.
15 Weber 1949, 86.
16 Bevir 1999; Pitkin 1972; Winch 1958.
17 MacIntyre 1969.
18 Taylor 1971.
19 Husserl 1970; Schutz 1972.
20 Dewey 1960; Rorty 1980.
21 Garfinkel 1967.
22 Geertz 1973.
23 Watson 1924; Skinner 1938.
24 For our current purposes, we might put to one side

the question of whether understanding is or is not a
species of explanation. The dubious relevance of this
question appears in the fact that naturalists and
anti-naturalists alike are divided upon it. Indeed, we
would suggest that the question is just a terminolog-
ical one. When naturalists or anti-naturalists deny
that understanding is a species of explanation, they
are identifying explanation with the causal explana-
tions found in the natural sciences. And when they
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allow that understanding can be a type of explana-
tion, they are adopting a broader concept of expla-
nation (and perhaps also cause) such that to explain
something is just to say why it is as it is. Perhaps the
most insightful discussion of this issue is that by
Donald Davidson. In a series of essays, Davidson
(1980) argued that reasons were the causes of ac-
tions, that the relevant concept of cause was that
found in our folk psychology, and that these causes
might map onto physical causes of which we as yet
did not have secure knowledge.

25 Ayer 1967.
26 Geertz 1973, 5.
27 Hawkesworth 2006, 108.
28 Gadamer 2002, 291.
29 Peirce 1998; Saussure 1966.
30 Quine and Ullian 1970; Wittgenstein 2001.
31 Fodor and LePore 1992.
32 Luebbert 1991, 5.
33 Sewell 1996, 257.
34 Wittgenstein 2001, §§43, 79–88.
35 Ibid., §87.
36 Perhaps the most insightful discussion of this issue is

also that by Davidson (1980). His anomolous mo-
nism clearly makes the issue a conceptual one about
the languages we use thereby showing how a rejec-
tion of determinism (including probabilistic deter-
minism) in the human sciences might be compatible
with a pretty thorough-going materialism.

37 Gadamer 2002.
38 Sewell 1980.
39 Berman 1998.
40 Biernacki 1995, 473.
41 We follow Wittgenstein’s (2001) critique of essen-

tialism (also see Pitkin 1972; Hallett 1991; Fuchs
2001).

42 Stedman Jones 1983; Wahrman 1995.
43 Goertz 2006, 1.
44 Sartori 1991, 243.
45 Ibid., 250.
46 Ibid., 244.
47 Ibid., 243.
48 Ibid., 245–47.
49 Ibid., 247.
50 Sartori 1984.
51 Ibid., 17.
52 Ibid., 15.
53 Austin 1965; Searle 1969.
54 Sartori 1984, 26–8.
55 Ibid., 24.
56 Patrick 1984, 297.
57 Ibid., 265 (emphasis original).
58 Ibid., 302.
59 Ibid., 303ff.
60 Ibid., 297.

61 Sartori 1984, 44.
62 Ibid., 45.
63 Lane and Stenlund 1984.
64 Ibid., 380f.
65 Ibid., 327.
66 Ibid., 381.
67 Ibid., 396.
68 Collier 1991.
69 Ibid., 15.
70 Ibid.
71 Ibid., 25.
72 Brady and Collier 2004.
73 Ibid., 7.
74 Collier and Seawright 2004.
75 Ibid., 292.
76 Ibid., 288.
77 Collier 1991, 25.
78 Collier and Adcock 1999, 544.
79 Ibid., 544f.
80 Ibid., 545f.
81 Ibid., 544.
82 We would defend our conceptualization of reifica-

tion over Collier and Adcock’s on the grounds that it
better reflects the source of the concept in Hegelian
and Marxist contexts where reification is the process
whereby external objects are detached from their
relation to (and origin in) human consciousness
(Berger and Pullberg 1965). Here the “thing”-like
quality of reified objects or concepts, in other words,
is to be understood primarily as the quality of being
devoid of meaning (i.e. contents of consciousness),
rather than devoid of contingency (although the two
are certainly linked).

83 Collier and Levitsky 1997.
84 Ibid., 434, 443.
85 Collier and Adcock 1999, 539, 562. Also see Collier

and Levitsky 1997.
86 Collier and Adcock 1999, 554, 556f.
87 Ibid., 557.
88 Collier and Mahon 1993.
89 Ibid., 845 (original emphasis).
90 Ibid., 846.
91 It is telling that they endorse Sartori’s strategy “par-

ticularly” in response to concerns expressed by
“scholars committed to an ‘interpretive’ perspective”
(ibid., 846).

92 Ibid., 848ff.
93 Ibid., 847.
94 Ibid.
95 We are grateful to James Martin for this insight.
96 Wittgenstein 2001, §§68–9.
97 As Hannah Pitkin (1972, 85) wrote, “the various cases

out of which the meaning of a word is compounded
need not be mutually consistent; they may—perhaps
must—have contradictory implications.”
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98 Collier and Mahon 1993, 847.
99 Ibid., 848.
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