
Spring 2021 

SOCI 712 

Contemporary Social Theory 

George Mason University 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Dr. Manjusha Nair 
04:30 PM to 07:10 PM W online 

  

 

 

In this course, we seek to examine theories on how humans are situated in their worlds, 

and how they understand and experience those worlds, and how these experiences and 

worlds have been constituted historically, culturally, as well as subjectively. We look at 

some that are by sociologists and some by other scholars and together we will try to 

make sense of these experiences. A few questions we address include: 

1. Have modernity and progress made humans better? 

2. How has domination and resistance been theorized after Karl Marx and Max 

Weber?  

3. What are some critiques of west- centric thought and what other ways of being, 

understanding, and representing do they offer? 

4. How can we make social theory global? 

This course does not cover all social theorizing, students may please consult standard 

textbooks such as Introduction to Contemporary Social Theory, by Anthony Elliott & 

Charles Lemert to get a comprehensive overview.  

In this seminar, you are expected to have a mature intellectual agenda, curiosity, and 
willingness to learn and unlearn.  
 

The books have been ordered through the GMU Bookstore.  You are required to have all 

the readings at your disposal, s0 acquire them, they will adorn your shelves (virtual or 

real) in future. 

 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 

 



1) Attendance and Participation (10% of final grade) 

 

Attendance means on-time arrival (at the scheduled hour); participation means the 

contribution of insightful comments in class based on the assigned readings. When you 

cannot make it to class, please let me know in advance, if possible. You can miss one 

class during the semester; after that, absences deduct 1 percentage point each from your 

final grade. You are responsible for material covered and due in the classes that you 

miss. 

 

2) Weekly Reading Notes (30% of final grade) 

 

Reading notes on the week’s readings are due at the beginning of each class. These notes 

are approximately 2 pages each week and should include (a) the full bibliographic 

citation of the work, (b) the main points of the reading, (c) significant quotations and 

items that you find interesting; (d) answers to the “big questions” identified at the start 

of the course; and (e) your reactions/questions/critiques/linkages with other 

theorists/etc. Please submit these notes before class on blackboard. Points will be 

deducted for late submission. MA students need to submit only 8 reading notes. 

  

3) Three Short Essays, one each due on February 26, April 2, and April 30 (60% of final 

grade) 

 

Each essay counts 20 points. Each essay should be approximately 1000 words in length 

and is chosen from the topics assigned one month before submission.  The essay should 

comprise, other than the discussion of the topic, (i) Title: a short and descriptive title; 

(ii) Summary: a 100-word paragraph summarizing the entire paper; (iii) Ideas and 

citations from the readings; and (iv) References: a list of references cited in the paper. 

Submit the papers on blackboard. 

 

OTHER REQUIREMENTS, POLICIES, AND SERVICES: 

 

GMU email: Students should check their GMU email accounts regularly to receive 

messages related to this class. 

 

Blackboard: You should access the Blackboard site for this course using your GMU 

username and PatriotPass password. This site has the syllabus and the readings and the 

updates that I will do occasionally.  

 

Academic Writing: You should be able to write a short paper with a coherent argument, 

proper grammar and citation. You should use a standard citation format like the ASA 

(American Sociological Association).  

 

Plagiarism policy:  Cheating, plagiarism, or any other kind of academic dishonesty will 

not be tolerated. It will result in a failing grade and a referral to the Dean of Students. 



The Mason Honor Code defines cheating, plagiarism and lying as threats to academic 

integrity. The University Policy on Academic Integrity is at 

http://mason.gmu.edu/~montecin/plagiarism.htm   

 

Diversity Policy: Students are expected to abide by the Mason pledge of diversity 

https://diversity.gmu.edu/diversity. 

 

Class room behavior policy: Just as your grade depends on your adhering to certain 

basic rules of academic integrity, so, too, will it depend on your adhering to certain 

fundamentals of appropriate classroom behavior, as follows: I encourage the free 

exchange of ideas in a safe, supportive, and productive classroom environment. To 

facilitate such an environment, students and faculty must act with mutual respect and 

common courtesy. Thus, behavior that distracts students and faculty is not acceptable. 

Such behavior includes cell phone use, surfing the internet, checking email, text 

messaging, listening to music, reading newspapers, leaving and returning, leaving early 

without permission, discourteous remarks, and other behaviors specified by individual 

instructors. Courteous and lawful expression of disagreement with the ideas of the 

instructor or fellow students is, of course, permitted, and encouraged.  

 

Email policy: The instructor will respond to emails in less than 36 hours. Be patient. 

 

Office of Disability Services: If you are a student with a disability and you need academic 

accommodations, please contact the Office of Disability Services at the beginning of the 

semester at 993-2474.  

  

The University Writing Center: If you want help in writing, you can make an 

appointment with a tutor at the writing center: (http://writingcenter.gmu.edu).   

 

Counseling services: If you need some counselling help, call the Counseling and 

Psychological Services at 993-2380 or visit the website, https://caps.gmu.edu/.  

 

   

 While the syllabus can be understood as an agreement between the instructor and 

student, I reserve the right to make changes in the syllabus, course requirements and 

evaluation during the class. Students will be notified of such changes through 

announcements on the Blackboard. 

 

 

CLASS SCHEDULE 

January 27 

Introduction  



 

Watch Up the Yangtze by Yung Chang. Think of China’s  
social transformation, social dislocation, and anything else 
 sociological. What do they say about our experience with  
contemporary modernity? How similar or different they are from that 
discussed by Marx, Weber, Durkheim, or Simmel?.  
 
https://tubitv.com/movies/462776/up-the-yangtze 
 
or watch it on Amazon Prime 

  
February 3  

The Question of Modernity 

Required Readings: 

Bauman, Zygmunt. Modernity and the Holocaust. Cornell University Press, 2000, 

chapters 1-5. 

Habermas, Jurgen. Philosophical Discourse on Modernity. MIT Press, 1987:  

1. Modernity's Consciousness of Time and Its Need for Self-Reassurance  

2. Hegel's Concept of Modernity Excursus on Schiller's "Letters on the Aesthetic 

Education of Man"  

 

February 10 

Postmodernity 

Required Readings: 

Jameson, Fredric. Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Duke 

university press, 1991: Chapters 1-7. 

Habermas, Jurgen. Philosophical Discourse on Modernity. MIT Press, 1987:  

4. The Entry into Postmodernity: Nietzsche as a Turning Point  

5. The Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Max Horkheimer and Theodor 

Adorno 

 
February 17  

A Theory of Power 

Required Readings: 

Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality: An Introduction. Vintage, 1990.  

Habermas, Jurgen. Philosophical Discourse on Modernity. MIT Press, 1987:  

9. The Critique of Reason as an Unmasking of the Human Sciences: Michael Foucault  

10. Some Questions Concerning the Theory of Power: Foucault Again  

 

https://tubitv.com/movies/462776/up-the-yangtze


February 24  

A Theory of Class, and A Critique of Western Rationalism 

Required Readings: 

Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste. Harvard 

university press, 1984. Part 1 &Part 2 

Habermas, Jurgen. Philosophical Discourse on Modernity. MIT Press, 1987:  

7. Beyond a Temporalized Philosophy of Origins: Jacques Derrida's Critique of 

Phonocentrism Excursus on Leveling the Genre Distinction between Philosophy and 

Literature 

 

First short paper due on February 26, 11:59 pm 

 

March 3   

The Sociology of Knowing and Being 

 

Required Readings: 

Berger, Peter L., and Thomas Luckmann. The social construction of reality: A treatise in 

the sociology of knowledge. Penguin UK, 1991.  

Goffman, Erving. Asylums: Essays on the social situation of mental patients and other 

inmates. Aldine Transaction, 1968. 

 

March 10  

A New Theory of the Social 

Required reading: 

Latour, Bruno, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. By 

Bruno Latour. Oxford and New York, Oxford University Press 2005. 

March 17 

Intersectionality 

Required reading: 



Collins, Patricia Hill. Intersectionality as critical social theory. Duke University Press, 

2019.  

 

March 2 

Feminisms 

 

Required Readings: 

Haraway, Donna. Simians, cyborgs, and women: The reinvention of nature. Routledge, 

2013.  

 

March 31 

Theorizing from the Border 

Required reading: 

Anzaldua, Gloria. Borderlands: The new mestiza. Aunt Lute Books, 2007. 

Third paper due on April 2, 11:59 pm 

April 7 

Race and Coloniality 

Required reading: 

Fanon, Frantz. Black skin, white masks. Grove press, 2008.  

April 14 

Postcoloniality 

 

Required reading:  

Mbembe, Achille. On the postcolony.  Univ of California Press, 2001.  

April 21 

Being Human 

Required reading: 

McKittrick, Katherine, ed. Sylvia Wynter: On being human as praxis. Duke University 

Press, 2015. 



April 28 

Southern Epistemologies 

Required reading: 

de Sousa Santos, Boaventura. The end of the cognitive empire: The coming of age of 

epistemologies of the South. Duke University Press, 2018. 

Third paper due on April 30 by 11:59 pm 

 

 

 


