Soc 138: Class Intro
I. Introductions

a. Who are you?

II. Go over syllabus

a. Requirements

i. Paragraphs

ii. Briefs

iii. Exams

b. Class participation

i. Talk w. each other

ii. Be engaged

iii. Let’s get some new ideas

III. General points on the reading

a. Difficulty

i. Most of these works are OLD and written for fellow writers, not for general audiences.  The authors often assume you have a great deal of background in the milue they are writing in, which of course is not true.  This can make it frustrating.

Take your time reading the material, if your mind wanders, do something else and come back to it.   If you really can’t follow it, then you can try reading out loud, writing as you read, etc.  But try to focus.

b. Incoherence – “this is just stupid”

If you get to the end and think “this is just stooooopid!” you likely misread it.   All of the works we are reading are held in high regard for a reason – there is something of interest, value, etc. that these add to our understanding of social life.  It doesn’t mean that they are all correct – far from it.  But, the challenge is to put yourself in the shoes of the author/intended reader, such that you can critique the work from a reasonable and informed point of view. This means finding a perspective that allows the work to make sense. 

c. Political Sensitivity

i. A related point is that much of this work was written in a period before the political sensitivities many of us have were an issue.  The authors typically us “Man” for mankind, treat slavery in a caviler manner, often simplify the lives of people from other settings or cultures, and so forth.  

While one can obviously critique the works for these issues, it’s a somewhat trivial and surface critique.  I find it much more useful, and intellectually interesting, to note such effects and then focus on the best-intentioned reading of the material.  It may be that ignoring women, say, has a significant impact on our understanding of the work.  If so, we should be able to build that into our critique of the structure of the argument (i.e. “if Marx had understood the domestic labor of women, his models for creativity would differ by…”).

IV. What is Sociology?  

a. Why study Society?

b. Why not leave it to politics?  Religion?  The Market?

What is Sociology?

“Sociology is the development of systematic knowledge about social life, the way it is organized, how it changes, its creation in social action, and its disruption ad renewal in social conflict.  Sociological theory is both a guide to sociological inquiry and an attempt to bring order to its results.” (CoST p.1).   Is this right?

V. What is Social Theory? [will do some of this on Thursday]
a. From Social Thought to Social Science

(key point here is to get at the scientific nature of sociological theory)

i. Social theory is about 200 years old, though it has roots much deeper than that.  The key moment is a rise in scientific thinking about society.

ii. Key to science is looking objectively.  “…was the notion that the best knowledge was that based on logic and evidence, because this meant reasoning for oneself ad looking at the world for oneself and thus potentially reasoning and looking anew. … they specifically meant to challenge the notion that we should simple believe what we are taught.” (p.2)

iii. Key to science is conjecture and refutation  -- putting ideas out there and letting facts confront them.  We need theory to establish the ‘things’ we think about, the categories of thought.  This is, of course, a double-edged benefit, as these categories may be wrong!

iv. Theories also contain propositions – claims about the world – that are subject to test. But this is often complicated, as what the meaning of proposition elements mean can change (think of the secularization hypothesis, for example).

v. Theory is more than a tool for sociologists (it is that, too).  Theory is a basis for reflection on social life, informing moral decisions and public life.  Theory does this by enriching our understanding of events – linking them in systematic ways.  

b. The Idea of Society & Roots of social theory

(A brief history of main ideas)

i. The rise of individualism

1. Change in political and religious position of individuals relative to authority – rise of Protestantism, loss of kings, etc.

2. Increase in the role of choice – choosing fate in religion, relations, and thus roles in society. 

3. Lead to the classic contract theorists

ii. The rise of modern states

1. Key change was the ability of states to regulate everyday life.  States organized society (roads, prisons, schools), but were distinct from society (hence the potential for revolution).  

2. Also saw the rise of “nation” as a notion.  This has become the dominant way of thinking, though in point of fact most social life is both more local and international than this would suggest.

3. “Civil society” is another aspect that speaks to the difference between society and state.

iii. Development of large-scale markets

1. Pace of economic life changed radically in this period (18th and 19th century), giving rise to new questions about how economic life is organized.

2. Rise of market thinking through division of labor.  This is a key development in history, one that is currently shaping our understanding of globalization.

iv. European exploration of the rest of the world, war & colonization

1. Economics and religion pushed imperialist expansion, and thus exploration and exploitation played a role in early social theory.

2. The exposure to “Other” also drove lots of social theory – as we strove to understand those different from us (of course, this often included taking our biases to them, treating them as less than us).

c. The 20th Century: Synthesis and Critique

i. WWI was a key watershed.

1. Marked a growing interconnection among states

2. Showed the effect of modern implements on warfare, and the rapid death and destruction that comes from that

3. Rise of Marxism

4. Showed that success in war depended on the ability to mobilize social organization.

5. Saw the rise of American sociology (See Connell).  Key player was Parsons and his project for linking structure and action.

ii. World War 2 had a similar, though smaller effect.

1. Showed the pessimists right, to some degree.  Gave rise to critical theory – those looking for a different way of social organization.

2. Much of critical theory was in response to the rational order seen to cause / facilitate the rise of fascism.

3. created a rift in theory between those focusing on social life as integrating (functional, self regulating, etc.) and those seeing it as controlled by power and de-stable, focusing on military, economic and market power.

VI. Key organizing questions for social theory:

a. Problem of Order

i. Hobbes, Locke & Rousseau: Why doesn’t society just fall apart?

b. Problem of Action

i. If we impose order – “structure” that shapes stuff – what happens to free will?

ii. If History (capital H) has a direction, do we have the ability to change it?  What is the scope of individual agency?

c. Problem of Self / Identity

i. What distinguishes an individual person from a human being?  How are we unique?  Or Creative?

