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SOCIOLOGY GR5051: CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY 

FALL 2017 | Wednesdays 2:10 – 4:00 PM | Room 509, Knox Hall 

 

COURSE INFORMATION 

Professor: Hannah Wohl (hw2637@columbia.edu) 

Office Hours: Mondays 3:00 – 5:00 PM, Room 601D, Knox Hall 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 

This course provides a foundation to the theories through which sociology has emerged and 

evolved as a discipline. We engage with the works of core theorists who shaped the 

discipline – Marx, Weber, and Durkheim – as well as other modern theorists. We approach 

these text not as communicating objective facts, but as providing different perspectives of 

society and the role of sociology. These perspectives are rooted in ideological commitments 

and beliefs through which theorists construct distinct methodological approaches. We use 

classical texts to address sociological topics that remain central to the field, including 

capitalism, power, inequality, class, culture, and identity. We also examine how 

contemporary sociologists have used and revised these classical theories. Through readings, 

assignments, and class discussions, we approach classical sociological theories in a way that 

is: 

(1) Rigorous – focusing on close readings of primary classical texts. 

(2) Relevant – pairing classical texts with contemporary sociological research. 

(3) Usable – examining how to employ these approaches in your own research. 

 

COURSE ASSESSMENT 

 

Class Participation: Questioning and debating texts is central to academic life, and 

academics must do this over the course of their careers as they discuss each other’s research 

in workshops and conferences. Through weekly class discussions, we will engage with the 

readings and hone our ability to formulate sociological arguments and critiques. I expect you 

to ask and respond to critical questions about the readings. To build this environment, it is 

important that you attend class and arrive on time. If you need to be absent from class, please 

let me know in advance. Repeated lateness and/or unexcused absences will negatively impact 

participation grades, and, if severe, can result in failure of the course. In addition to attending 

class, I expect you to form and meet in weekly support groups to review the reading. You 

may self-organize, or, if you prefer, I can facilitate organizing these groups.  

 

Critical Reading Questions: The transition into graduate school involves a shift from 

knowledge consumption to knowledge production. This requires a change in orientation 

toward your reading, moving from a passive “flow” state to an active and critical focus. To 

develop this reading orientation and enhance class discussion, you will submit three critical 

reading questions per week via Canvas. Please direct at least one question to each assigned 

reading. So that I can incorporate your questions into the class discussion, critical reading 

questions are due by 3 PM on the Tuesday before each class. Late submissions will be 

considered as missed. Critical reading questions may draw connections across readings, point 

to weaknesses in theories, analyze the relationship between different concepts of the author, 
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examine how authors use empirical evidence to build theories, or explore the scope 

conditions of the theory. They should be rooted in the text, meaning that you should be able 

to point to parts of the that elicited the questions. Critical reading questions are those that 

spark further discussion, such as “What does Hochschild’s concepts of emotional labor reveal 

about the gendered nature of alienation, and how does this concept revise Marx’s argument 

about alienation?” or “How is DuBois’ concept of double consciousness similar to and 

different from Simmel’s concept of the stranger?” or “How does Weber’s theory of the 

Protestant ethic explain the rise of capitalism in non-Protestant societies?” (Not-so-good 

questions are those that do not spark further discussion, such as “When did Durkheim write 

The Elementary Forms of Religious Life?” or “What is Weber’s definition of class?”). 

 

Response Papers: Becoming knowledge producers means thinking about readings in light of 

your own research interests and projects. You will write four 4-5 page response papers, 

focusing respectively on Marx, Durkheim, Weber, and modern theorists. Due dates are noted 

in the course schedule below. With the exception of an excused, extenuating circumstance, 

one grade will be detracted for each late day (i.e. A → A- for one day late, A → B+ for two 

days late). In each response paper, you will explore ways to approach your research interests 

and projects through the methods and ideas of the particular theorist. For example, you could 

ask, “What would my project look like if I approached it through a Marxist lens? How would 

this change what kind of data I collect and how I collect and analyze it? What would I focus 

on, and what would I overlook? What hypotheses would I draw?” You should use the 

assignments as a low-stakes way to think through possible methodologies and analytical 

approaches that you could employ in your theses. I recognize that you will develop your 

theses at different rates, and may have only nascent ideas of your possible interests and 

projects right now. Therefore, these assignments are flexible and can be used to explore 

potential broader topics (i.e. religious participation in cities, subcultures, or housing projects) 

or specific research projects (i.e. formulating a research design or analyzing your preliminary 

data through a specific approach). The goal is to see how these theoretical approaches can be 

used on the ground and to help get your research projects off the ground.   

 

Contemporary Reading Presentation: Each week, we will read contemporary sociological 

research that draws on the classical sociological theories at hand. Some readings will be a 

direct extension of the classical theorist’s approach, while other readings will be riffing off 

the broader theme. You and a partner will give one 5-10 minute verbal presentation of the 

contemporary reading assigned on a particular week. You will sign up for a presentation date 

at the beginning of the semester. In the presentation, you will (1) summarize the core 

argument of the reading, (2) describe the ways in which you find the reading to use, refine, 

and/or contrast the classical text, and (3) raise critiques and/or critical questions about the 

reading and/or the classical text in light of the reading, including comparing and contrasting 

the methodological approach, empirical findings, and theoretical concepts. This assignment 

will be ungraded, as I would like you to feel comfortable taking intellectual risks, and 

because I do not hold you solely responsible for the content of a partnered assignment. Feel 

free to come to my office hours to discuss your thoughts beforehand.  

 

The assignments will be weighted as follows: 
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Class Participation: 20% 

Critical Reading Questions: 20% 

Response Papers: 60% (15% each) 

Contemporary Reading Presentation: Ungraded 

 

I recognize that students in the MA program come from many different academic 

backgrounds. I am invested at meeting everyone at their current level, while also providing a 

continually challenging academic environment. This means that I will consider your prior 

exposure to sociology and sociological theory in my grading. However, I expect students to 

improve throughout the course, with an especially steep learning curve for those with less 

prior exposure. Therefore, I will grade more critically as the semester progresses.  

 

COURSE POLICIES 

 

Office Hours: I encourage you to attend office hours whenever you think it may be helpful. If 

you cannot attend my office hours due to a scheduling conflict or need more immediate 

assistance, please email me. I will usually respond to emails within 24 hours, and I am happy 

to set up an alternative time to meet in person or talk via Skype or phone. We can use this 

time to discuss a range of individualized topics, including course readings and assignments, 

research projects and interests, professional plans and goals, and personal issues that may be 

impacting your work.   

 

Media in the Classroom: Cellphones must be turned off or on silent during class and may not 

be used. If you choose to use a laptop for notetaking, please disable WiFi for the duration of 

class.  

 

Academic Integrity: I expect students to work in accordance to the Student Honor Code. 

Plagiarism and receiving illegitimate help on assignments will not be tolerated. Any violation 

of academic integrity will be referred to the Dean’s discipline process and will result in 

failure of the course. For more information, please see the Columbia University 

Undergraduate Guide to Academic Integrity (which also applies to graduate courses): 

https://www.college.columbia.edu/academics/academicintegrity. 

 

Students with Disabilities: If you are a student with a disability and have an DS-certified 

accommodation letter, please come to my office hours to confirm your accommodation 

needs. If you believe that you might have a disability that requires accommodation, you 

should contact Disability Services at 212-854-2388 and disability@columbia.edu.  

 

COURSE READINGS 

 

The following texts are available at Book Culture (536 West 112th St.). You may purchase 

these books from other sellers, but please make sure that they are the same publisher and 

edition. We will be examining specific passages as a group during class, and therefore we 

will need to be (literally) on the same page. All other texts will be posted on Canvas.  

 

Durkheim, Emile. The Division of Labor in Society. Translation by W.D.Halls. The Free 

https://www.college.columbia.edu/academics/academicintegrity
mailto:disability@columbia.edu
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Press. ISBN: 9781476749730. 

Durkheim, Emile. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Translation by Carol Cosman. 

Oxford University Press. ISBN: 9780199540129. 

Durkheim, Emile. The Rules of Sociological Method and Selected Texts on Sociology and its 

Method. Edited by Steven Lukes. The Free Press. ISBN: 9781476749723. 

Marx, Karl. The Marx-Engels Reader. Second Edition. Edited by Robert C. Tucker. Norton. 

ISBN: 9780393090406. 

Mead, George Herbert. Mind, Self, and Society. Edited by Charles Norris. University of 

Chicago Press. ISBN: 9780226112732. 

Simmel, Georg. On Individuality and Social Forms. Edited by Donald Levine. University of 

Chicago Press. ISBN: 9780226757766. 

Weber, Max. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Translated by Stephan 

Kalberg. Oxford University Press. ISBN: 9780199747252. 

Weber, Max. The Theory of Social and Economic Organization. Edited by Talcott Parsons. 

The Free Press. ISBN: 9780684836409. 

 

COURSE SCHEDULE 

 

September 6th - Week 1: Introduction 

 

September 13th - Week 2: Marx 

 

Marx, Karl. The Marx-Engels Reader. “Theses on Feuerbach” and “The German 

Ideology: Part 1” (Pp. 143-200). 

 

Burawoy, Michael. Manufacturing Consent. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 (Pp. 33-94). 

[Canvas] 

 

September 20th - Week 3: Marx 

 

Marx, Karl. The Marx-Engels Reader. “Estranged Labor” and “Wage Labor and 

Capital” (Pp. 70-81 and 203-217). 

 

Hochschild, Arlie. The Managed Heart: The Commercialization of Human Feeling. 

Chapters 1, 3, and 8 (Pp. 3-23, 35-55, 162-184). (Skim Chapter 3) [Canvas] 

 

Bernstein, Elizabeth. Temporarily Yours. Chapter 4, “The Privatization of Public 

Women” (Pp.70-111). [Canvas] 

 

September 27th - Week 4: Marx  

 

Marx, Karl. The Marx-Engels Reader. Selections of “Capital: Volume One,” Pp. 302-

312, 319-343, and 351-361. 

 

Theodor Adorno. “On the Fetish-Character in Music and the Regression of 

Listening.” [Canvas] 
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RESPONSE PAPER #1: Due September 29th by midnight  

 

October 4th - Week 5: Durkheim 

 

 Durkheim, Emile. Rules of the Sociological Method. Pp. 20-49 and 78-100.  

 

Abend, Gabriel, Caitlin Petre, and Michael Sauder. “Styles of Causal Thought: An 

Empirical Investigation.” [Canvas] 

 

October 11th - Week 6: Durkheim 

 

Durkheim, Emile. The Division of Labor in Society. Chapters 2 and 3. 

 

Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish. “The Body of the Condemned” – only pp.3-

top of 6, “The Spectacle of the Scaffold,” and “Panopticism.” [Canvas] 

 

October 18th - Week 7: Durkheim 

 

Durkheim, Emile. Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Book I: Chapter 1, Book 2: 

Chapter 1, and Conclusion.  

 

Zelizer, Viviana. “Human Values in the Marketplace: The Case of Life Insurance and 

Death in 19th Century America.” [Canvas]  

 

 RESPONSE PAPER #2: Due October 20th by midnight 

 

October 25th - Week 8: Weber 

 

Weber, Max. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Pp. 67-138 (stop at 

“Pietism” section) and 158-179.  

 

 DiMaggio, Paul, and Walter Powell. “The Iron Cage Revisited.” [Canvas] 

 

November 1st - Week 9: Weber 

 

Weber, Max. The Theory of Social and Economic Organization. Pp. 324-363 of “The 

Types of Authority and Imperative Coordination.” 

 

 Espeland, Wendy, and Michael Sauder. “Rankings and Reactivity.” [Canvas] 

 

November 8th - Week 10: Weber 

 

Weber, Max. “Objectivity in Social Science” and Pp. 3-26 in “Basic Sociological 

Terms.” [Canvas] 
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Note that there will be no contemporary reading presentation this week, as we will 

devote substantial class time to a comparison of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber. 

 

 RESPONSE PAPER #3: Due November 10th by midnight 

 

November 15th - Week 11: Simmel and DuBois 

 

Simmel, Georg. On Individuality and Social Forms. “The Stranger” and “Group 

Expansion and the Development of Individuality.”  

 

Granovetter, Mark. “The Strength of Weak Ties” and exchange with Herbert Gans 

[Canvas] 

 

November 22nd - Week 12: NO CLASS (Thanksgiving break) 

 

November 29th - Week 13th: Mead and Goffman 

 

Mead, George Herbert. Mind, Self, and Society. Selections in “Self” section: 

Section 18: The Self and the Social Organism 

Section 19: The Background of the Genesis of the Self 

Section 20: Play, the Game, and the Generalized Other 

Section 22: The “I” and the “Me” 

Section 25: The “I” and the “Me” as Phases of the Self 

Section 29: A Contrast of Individualistic and Social Theories of the Self.  

  

Du Bois, W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk. “Of our Spiritual Strivings.” [Canvas] 

  

December 6th - Week 14th: Goffman 

 

Goffman, Erving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. “Introduction” and 

“Performances.” [Canvas]  

 

Grazian, David. On the Make. “Winning Bar.” [Canvas] 

 

 RESPONSE PAPER #4: Due December 13th by midnight 


