
SOCI 314/614, The Sociology of Culture 
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Spring 2020 

 
Robinson B309 
703.993-1441;  mjacobs@gmu.edu 
 
Office Hours:  Monday 1:30-2:30 and by appt. 
 
Course Description 
Just as we give little thought to the air we breathe, even though it sustains our physical being, we pay too 
little attention to the culture that helps shape—and is shaped by—our political, economic, and social 
being.  Culture is centered around the deep meanings that give form to our collective lives.  How does 
culture help ground politics, economics, and civic life; and how do they in turn help ground culture? 
Politics and economics are realms of compulsion; within limits of ecological constraint, culture is a realm 
of relative freedom. Cultural analysis cuts through to the root issues of freedom and necessity, existence 
and identity. Culture is of special relevance to power, economics, and civic life because it has the capacity 
to de-naturalize and re-envision categories of understanding them. The concept of culture is no less 
contested than culture itself.  Does culture inhibit or enable agency? Is culture instrumental or 
expressive? Essential or constructed? Global or local? Repressive or emancipatory?  How are the various 
cultural systems—religion, science, art, collective memory, popular culture, digital culture—related to 
each other?  How are they related to structures of “rational” practice?  Through readings, class 
discussions, and sharing the results of individual research and reflection, this course will engage those 
questions 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
 Students will rotate responsibility for leading each week's class discussion of the assigned 
readings.  To jump-start the class discussions, every student will post on the “Discussion Board” of 
Blackboard by 8PM the night before each class a quotation from the assigned reading as well as a 
question suggested by that quotation. Each student will revisit the Discussion Board by 9AM the morning 
of class, to comment on one or more of the messages left earlier in the evening. Part of each class 
discussion will focus on the relevance of the assigned readings to the students’ own research interests. 
 
 The final exam will be take-home.  It will be based on the assigned readings.  The exam will be 
distributed in the final class meeting. It is due in the “Assignments” block on Blackboard by Monday, May 
11 at 4:15. 
 

Students may instead write a final paper.  The aim for graduate students is to produce a paper 
that can be presented at a professional conference.  It should be roughly 8-15 double-spaced pages. It too 
is due in my mailbox outside Robinson B305 on Blackboard by Monday, May 11 at 4:15.  A provisional 
proposal for that paper is due by March 16,  in the “Assignments” block of Blackboard.  The proposal need not 
be long, but it should include the statement of a clearly focused research problem with its sub-problems; why 
the research problem is significant; what evidence you plan to use;  how you plan to gather and analyze that 
evidence;  a three-part (at least) outline of the various steps in your argument, along with a sentence or two 
summarizing each step and examples of the ways you will be using evidence step by step. 
 
 The final exam or final paper will count 40% of your course grade.  Class participation will count the 
other 60%.  The regularity and quality of your pre-class entries in the “Discussion Board” on Blackboard will 
enter into your class participation grade.  Since attendance is essential for participation in a practicum, almost 
any absence from class is excessive, and will detract from your participation grade. 
 
 Please familiarize yourself with the terms of the Honor Code. If you are a student with a disability 
and you need academic accommodations, please see me and contact the Office of Disability Services.   All 
academic accommodations must be arranged through that office. 
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Books to Purchase (Available at Campus Bookstore) 
 
Wendy Griswold, Cultures and Societies in a Changing World, 3rd or 4th Ed.   
Tia DeNora, Making Sense of Reality 
Daniel Bell, The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism 
Eviatar Zerubavel, The Fine Line 
Robert Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart 
 
CLASS SCHEDULE 
1/22.  Introduction. 
 
1/27.  Gerry Suttles (with Mark Jacobs), Front Page Economics, Part II. 
 
1/29.  Wendy Griswold, Cultures and Societies in a Changing World, 3rd or 4th Ed.  Chs. 1-4. 
2/3. Chs. 5-8. 

(2/5—Last day to drop with full refund.) 
 
2/5.  Tia DeNora, Making Sense of Reality,  pp. xix-xxvi, chs. 1-5. 
2/10.     Chs. 6-9. 
 
2/12.  DISCUSSION OF STUDENT RESEARCH INTERESTS 
 
2/17.  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, pp. 1-18, 33-44, 99-157, 
2/19.      207-241, 418-448.  
 
2/24.  Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Author’s Intro,  Part I. 
2/26.  Part II. 
 
3/2.   Daniel Bell, The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, Foreward, Preface, ch. 1; 
3/4.  Chs. 2, 4, and Introductory Note to Part Two. 
 
3/9,11.  NO CLASS—SPRING BREAK. 
3/16.  Clifford Geertz, “Thick Description”;  “Religion as a Cultural System”  (Paper proposals due) 
3/18.   “Art as a Cultural System”; “Deep Play:  Notes on the Balinese Cock Fight.” 
 
3/23.  Eviatar Zerubavel, The Fine Line, Introduction, Chs. 1-3. 
3/25.  Chs. 4-6. 
 
3/30.  Barry Schwartz,  “Rethinking the Concept of Collective Memory”;  Robin Wagner-Pacifici, 
“Reconceptualizing Memory as an Event”. 
 4/1.   Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz, “The Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial.”  
 
4/6.  Robert Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart, chs. 1,2,3. 
4/8.  Chs. 6,8,10,11. 
 
4/13.  Jeffrey Alexander, The Meanings of Social Life, chs. 1, 3, 5. 
 
4/15.  Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction, Preface, Intro. Pp. 11-96, skip small print. 
4/20.  Pp.  93-131, Conclusion.  Skip small print. 
4/22.  Bellah, “Father and Son in Christianity and Confucianism”;   Nancy Fraser, “Towards a Nonculturalist 
Sociology of Culture.” 
 
4/27.  Student Presentations. 
4/29.  Student Presentations. 
 
5/4.  Selznick and Jaeger, “A Normative Theory of Culture.”  
           Conclusion.  Final Exams Distributed, to those who choose to take exams. 
5/11.  PAPERS OR EXAMS DUE IN MY MAILBOX (Robinson B305) by 4:15. 


