Sociology 2040 _ Classical Sociological Theory

Instructor: José Itzigsohn

Office: 203 Maxcy Hall

Email: Jose_Itzigsohn@Brown.edu
Office hours: Mondays and Fridays 3 to 4.
Classical Sociology
Most sociological empirical work operates at the level of mid-range theories. That is, theories that apply to limited fields and addresses empirical phenomena in those specific. Why then study then broader sociological paradigms, or theories of society? Theory, I argue is important because it forces us to clarify our assumptions about society, about history, and about individuals in society. It makes us aware of the perspective through which we look at the specific empirical issues that interest us. If we are not aware of the broader theoretical foundations of our mid-range theories, the assumptions we make in the questions we ask, our practice as sociologists lacks reflexivity. As John Maynard Keynes famously put it “Practical men who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist.”

Sociology emerged and institutionalized as a discipline in the late 19th and early 20th century. Throughout this period a variegated number of people in different locations proposed ways to think systematically about society and research the social processes they were witnessing. Some of them came to see themselves and be seen by others as sociologists and others didn’t. Most sociologists think today about Marx, Weber, and Durkheim as the founding fathers of Sociology, but this is a much later construction. The three of them were important social thinkers but none of them was thought during their lives as founding fathers of the discipline (in fact, Marx was not considered a sociologist, nor did he consider himself in those terms). In their times many people looked at August Comte and Herbert Spencer as the founders of sociology, yet we don’t read them today. And there were many more practicing the incipient discipline. Some of them, like Georg Simmel or Charles Horton Cooley we still read, and many more we have forgotten. In fact, in the United States, as Zine Magubane shows, the first references to sociology as a science of society are in texts defending slavery in the mid 19th century. 

The canonization of Marx, Weber, and Durkheim as the founding fathers of the discipline is a mid-century social construction. It was Talcott Parson in the 1940s that “canonized” Weber and Durkheim and it was Marxist sociologists, opposed to Parsons, that insisted on adding Marx to those two. But although the cannon is a fiction, it is one that has taken deep roots in sociology. And, in a way, it is a useful fiction because those three propose different theoretical perspectives to think about society. Marx emphasized the role of economic relations and class conflict; Durkheim investigated the sources of solidarity in a society characterized by functional differentiation; and Weber emphasized the emergence of instrumental rationality and bureaucracy and the relationship between culture and the economy. Studying these three theorists shows us a range of ideas present about society at the time of the emergence of sociology as a discipline. 

But even though Marx, Weber, and Durkheim present conflicting views on society, their perspectives—the questions they ask, the issues they identify—emerge from the historical experiences of European and North American societies. The three of them, in very different ways, saw Euro-American North Atlantic societies as the models for the the rest world. The rest of the world was on different stages of becoming modern (i.e., similar to Euro-American North Atlantic societies). And the three of them explained processes of social change as endogenous to nation states, even though the states they wrote about were in fact colonial empires at the time of their writing. 
There were, of course, other views on society at the time of the emergence and institutionalization of sociology. Views that constructed theoretical perspectives on society based on different historical experiences, the experiences of the marginalized and the oppressed people of modernity. To start correcting the Eurocentric bias of the classical sociological cannon theory, this course gives a central place to the work of W. E. B. Du Bois, who developed a theoretical approach that put racialization and colonialism as the pillars of modernity. Moreover, to start correcting the patriarchal bias, we will start the course by reading the work of Anna Julia Cooper, who developed an early feminist and intersectional approach to the study of society. Whether or not practicing sociologists need a classical canon is a question that we will consider along the way.

Goals of the Seminar

This course has two goals. The first one is to provide the students with a foundation on key ideas of classical sociological theory. The second goal is to develop the students’ skills to think theoretically and to be reflexive about their own sociological work. We’ll aim to achieve these goals through an in-depth reading of the works of classical sociologists, discussing the assumptions and logic of their theoretical constructions, and reflecting on whether and how their theoretical ideas can be applied to new problems. 

We will engage the work of these theorists by posing the following questions to the readings: 

1. What are the key questions that guide their work?

2. How do they understand modernity?

3. How they understand the relationship between social analysis and historical analysis?

4. How they understand the social self?
5. What are the limitations of their approach? 
These questions will help us learn about the ideas of each of these theorists, to compare them, and to understand the logic of their theory building. 

Organization of the seminar

The class will be divided into three parts, with short breaks between them. 
I. In the first hour, a student or a group of students will make a short (10-15 minutes) presentation of the readings. After the presentation, I will divide the class randomly into small discussion groups. The small groups will discuss the presentation and the readings for about 20 minutes. Following this, every group will briefly present the key points of their discussion. 

II. In the second part, that will last about 50 minutes, I will lead a class discussion of the readings. The goal of this part of the class is to expand and deepen our understanding of the issues raised in the first part of the class.

III. In the third segment of the class we will return to a discussion of the starting students’ questions on the readings and new questions on my presentation. 
Requirements: 
· Weekly response memo: You need to submit a response memo on the readings for each class. This memo should be no longer than 300 words and it should be structured in three paragraphs as follows: One paragraph summarizing your key take-aways from the readings. One paragraph pointing to something in the readings that particularly impressed you (positively or negatively). And a last paragraph presenting one or two questions for class discussion. The goal of this memo is to make sure that every student come to class ready to discuss the readings.
· Class leading: Each student will lead at least one class (more than one class if necessary). This implies making a brief presentation on the readings and preparing questions for class discussion. 

·  Fist paper: Contrasting theoretical approaches. You should write a paper comparing and contrasting two out of five theorists discussed in class: Anna Julia Cooper, Du Bois, Marx, Weber, and Durkheim. The paper should compare and contrast the theorists of choice along the dimensions listed earlier: What are the key questions that guide their work? How do they understand modernity? How they understand the relationship between social analysis and historical analysis? How they understand the social self? What are the limitations of their approach? This paper should be about 4,000 words long. This paper is due on 11/17.
· Second paper: Building your own theoretical approach: This paper asks you to craft your own theoretical perspective and apply it to an issue of your interest. You should build your approach based on the ideas of at least two of the theorists discussed in the class. This paper should be about 5,000 words long. This paper is due on 12/8.
Rules for discussions: 

There are many ways to interpret the course readings and many competing views on the topics we will discuss, and I hope we will debate many contrasting viewpoints during the course of the semester. To facilitate good discussion, please keep in mind that we are debating ideas, not each other as individuals. This type of debate might take the form of “I disagree” instead of “you are wrong.” Please keep the diﬀerence in mind so that we can engage in useful and vigorous discussion!

In the context of a graduate seminar, respect takes on an additional, speciﬁc meaning. In graduate seminars, there is a tendency to try to “show oﬀ” by “name dropping” (or, read more sympathetically, to make exciting intellectual connections to material outside of the immediate scope of the class). This tendency can lead to stiﬂed discussions and alienation as students who are unfamiliar with a particular thinker or concept are forced out of the conversation. Thus, as a rule, if you want to introduce a term or theorist that we have not explicitly discussed in the class, you must fully explain who the theorist is/was or the meaning of the concept, and then why that theorist or concept is relevant to our discussion. The goal here is not to prevent students from bringing in outside material, but to make sure that we can have a productive conversation by building a shared vocabulary — one of the central purposes of exposure to classical theory.

Grade:

Class participation (includes participation in class discussions and class leading): 25%

Attending the zoom meetings is a necessary but insuﬃcient condition for full participation. You must also engage with the readings and your colleagues and do so respectfully. If you have concerns about your participation, please raise them with me in oﬃce hours before the end of the term.

Weekly memos: 12%

Each memo will be graded pass or fail. Whereas the memos are only 12% of the grade, you need to have at least 10 memos with a pass grade to pass the course (in other words, don’t think that because the memos are only 12% of the grade you can afford not to submit them. I expect all the class to read each other’s memos. For that reason, the weekly memos are due on Tuesday at 6PM the latest. 
Course papers:

· First paper: 30%

· Second paper: 33%

Academic Integrity

Plagiarism and other forms of academic misconduct are unacceptable. Information on the University’s academic code is available here. Any student who plagiarizes will fail the course and may face other sanctions imposed by the University.

Accommodations for Learning 

Brown University is committed to full inclusion of all students. Please inform me early in the term if you have a disability or other condition that might require accommodations or modiﬁcation of any of the course procedures. For more information, please contact Student and Employee Accessibility Services (phone: 401-863-9588, email: SEAS@brown.edu). Students in need of short-term academic advice or support can contact one of the deans in the Dean of the College oﬃce.

Time Expectations 

You are expected to work approximately 180 hours total to complete this class. Over 13 weeks, students will spend 3 hours per week in class (39 hours total). The required readings for each class are expected to take approximately 7 hours per week (91 hours). Weekly response memos should take about an hour each (12 total), and the three papers should average 12 hours of work each (36 hours total).

Readings:

Du Bois, W.E.B. Black Reconstruction in America (free versions of Black Reconstruction can be found on line in several places. This is one of them: http://ouleft.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/blackreconstruction.pdf).
Bhambra, Gurminder and John Holmwood. Colonialism and Modern Social Theory. Polity ($26.95 paperback).
Cooper, Anna Julia. The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper ($30.69 paperback, $22.99 kindle).

Du Bois, W.E.B. Dusk of Dawn ($24.75 paperback, $9.99 kindle).
Durkheim, Emile. The Division of Labor in Society ($14.95 paperback, $7.99 kindle).
Durkheim, Emile. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Oxford University Press.
Itzigsohn José and Karida Brown. The Sociology of W. E. B. Du Bois: Globalized Modernity and the Global Color Line. NYU Press

Tucker, Robert C. The Marx-Engels Reader (from $8.25 used, $9.99 kindle).
Weber, Max. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism ($14.91 paperback).
Weber, Max. The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (from $6.67 used).
All the books are available at the bookstore. Some of them can be accessed online. 
Course outline:
Week 1 (9/8): Introduction: On theory and theoretical perspectives.
Abend, Gabriel. 2008. “The Meaning of Theory.” Sociological Theory 26(2): 173-199.

Hill Collins, Patricia. “Black Feminist Epistemology,” p. 251-271 in Black Feminist Thought.

Watch video on decolonizing sociological theory.
Week 2 (9/15): Anna Julia Cooper on gender, race, and intersectionality 
Readings: 

From “The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper”

Chs. 1-14, 16, 18, 19.
Week 3 (9/22): Du Bois on racialized subjectivity and Du Boisian sociology. 

Readings: 

Dusk of Dawn, chs. 1-7

Souls of Black Folk chs. 1,3,4,13,14

The Sociology of W.E.B. Du Bois Preface, Introduction and ch. 1
Week 4 (9/29): Du Bois on racial and colonial capitalism
Readings: 

Black Reconstruction, Ch. 1-5, 14, 16.
The World and Africa, Ch. 2 and 3.
The Sociology of W.E.B. Du Bois ch. 2.
Week 5 (10/6): The early Marx and historical writings 
Readings: 

Marx-Engels reader: Pages 66-101, 147-200, 469-501, 525-541, 594-664

Week 6 (10/13): Marx’ Capital
Readings:

Marx-Engels Reader: Read the section on Capital vol. 1, paged 294-438.
Week 7 (10/20): Weber on the origins of capitalism 
Readings:

The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
Week 8 (10/27): Weber on politics, economy and society

Readings: The Theory of Social and Economic Organization: 3-170, 324-429

“Science as a Vocation.”

Week 9 (11/3) Durkheim on social evolution and differentiation. 
Readings:
The Division of Labor in Society, Book chs. 1-3&7, Book 2 chs. 1-2, Book 3 ch. 1

Week 10 (11/10): Durkheim on religion, rituals, and solidarity.
Readings:

The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Intro, Book 1, Book 2 (only chs. 1 to 4), Book 3 and Conclusion. 
Week 11 (11/17): Colonialism and the canon
Readings: Bhambra and Holmwood, book.

First paper due on 11/19.

Week 12 (12/1): Decolonizing sociology

Readings: 

The Sociology of W. E. B. Du Bois, ch. 4, 5.
Hammer and Itzigsohn, “The Racial Structure of Sociological Thought: Colonial Modernity in Historical Sociology”
Week 13 (12/8): The Cannon, teaching theory, and second student paper.
Second theory paper due on 12/8.

