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CULT 818: SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS (Fall 2018)   Office Hours: M 2—4  
Prof. Roger Lancaster      and by appointment 
Mon, 4:30—7:10, Research Hall 201    3rd Floor Enterprise Hall 
 
 
 
A need is considered the cause of the origin: in truth, it is often merely an effect of what did originate. — 
Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals 
 
 
PREAMBLE: In the social sciences, the term “social institution” refers to relatively stable patterns of 
collective activity involving rules, values, and roles or offices. These include durable structures of everyday 
life such as family, kinship, money, and race. They also include a subset of persistent modern bureaucratic 
forms, more or less deliberately organized in the pursuit of some conscious collective goal, such as the 
prison, the hospital, the corporation, and welfare programs. 
 
Everyone agrees that institutions do not “express” but rather shape such things as will, affect, and desire. 
Durkheim, who described sociology as “the science of institutions,” puts it this way: Institutions 
“crystalize” or “institute” “certain modes of action and certain ways of judging which are independent of 
the particular individual will considered separately.” Mary Douglas takes this thought further: “[An] 
institution is only a convention”; it has the effect of “turning individual thought over to automatic pilot,” 
essentially “constructing a machine for thinking and decision-making....” 
 
A great many of the things we call institutions are not freestanding entities but are webbed or networked 
with other institutions: Marriage, the family, and kinship are difficult to extricate from each other because 
the one is invariably involved with the other. Some of the things we call institutions are actually 
assemblages of institutions: government, a meta-institution, is comprised of the prison system, the legal 
system, welfare, the military, and so on. 
 
Social institutions are enduring—But they not timeless. Every institution has a history: it was constructed 
under such-and-such circumstances; it persists under certain conditions. Conflicts are endemic to 
institutions, and equilibrium is not guaranteed. Perturbations or disruptions in one institutional framework 
will necessarily affect the stability and functioning of others. Institutions can cease to exist, if the 
conditions of their birth and reproduction change sufficiently. And if the scholarly literature sometimes 
seems wishy-washy about basic definitions, perhaps this is because institutions are usually understood to 
mediate or “stand in between” the one thing and the other: individual and group; part and whole; agency 
and structure; efficacy and restriction; economic base and cultural superstructure.... 
 
 
THE FIELD OF CULTURAL STUDIES began as an attempt at grappling with how certain modern 
institutions—education, mass media, the welfare state—mediated between the “economic base” and the 
“cultural superstructure,” affecting class relations while also opening up the cultural field for the 
production of new kinds of identities. Such a perspective keeps ontological reason—the illusion that such 
and such identities or ways of life are eternal, timeless, or necessary—at bay and forces various kinds of 
reckoning with history. The vocation remains an open one; to the extent that the field has lost contact 
with this calling, it has become a less-than-serious form of endeavor, subject to fleeting enthusiasms, 
unblinking essentialisms, and liturgical pronunciamentos. 
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IN THIS COURSE, then, we will first try to understand what an institution is and how theorists have 
fashioned it as an object of study. We will pay special attention to how institutions confer (or withhold) 
legitimacy, to how they mediate and reproduce other social relations, and to how they endure or cease to 
exist. After tracing indispensable concepts in social theory, we will examine some key social institutions—
specifically, some of the ways modern identities are instituted—more closely, with special focus on their 
role in producing or maintaining social inequalities. Not least, we will ask: How might inequalities be 
minimized, and how might more just social institutions be built? 
 
GRADES: Grades will be based on class participation (40%) and a course project (60%). 
 
PROJECT: Recuperate the course readings by applying them in some way to an institution of your 
choosing and constructing a rigorous argument. For instance, you may thread a question or proposition 
about how that institution functions, what it mediates, how it connects with other institutions, whether it 
is in the throes of crisis, or even (in difficult cases) why it ought to count as an institution. Appx. 5,500 
words or ten pages. 
 
BOOKS: 
• Jurgen Habermas, Legitimation Crisis 
• Anthony Giddens, from The Consequences of Modernity 
• Anthony Giddens, from Modernity and Self-Identity 
• Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities 
• José Vasconcelos, The Cosmic Race 
• Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, México Profundo 
• Didier Eribon, Returning to Reims 
• Arlene Stein, Unbound: Transgenderism and the Remaking of Modern Identity 
 
 
 
 

SCHEDULE OF READINGS AND MEETINGS 
 
 
WEEK 1 ½ Introductions: And What Might It Matter? Brief, Random Reflections on the 
Stakes of the Present Conjuncture (27 August) 

• Virginia Hotchkiss, “Ritual Protest and the Theater of Dissent” 
• Roger Lancaster, “Identity Politics Can Only Get Us So Far” 
• Yanis Varoufakis, “Liberal Totalitarianism” 
• Nancy Fraser, “Progressive Neoliberalism Versus Reactionary Populism” 
• Frederic Jameson, “Wal-Mart as Utopia” 

 
 

Part One: Key Concepts in Social Theory 
 
 
WEEK 2 ½ (Labor Day, No class): What Is A Social Institution? (3 September) 

• Emile Durkheim, “What is a Social Fact?” from The Rules of Sociological Method 
 

Further Reading: 
• Mary Douglas, “Institutions Are Founded on Analogy” and other excerpts from How Institutions 

Think 
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WEEK 3 ½ What Sticks Society Together? Notes on Solidarity & Fellow-Feeling (10 
September) 

• Emile Durkheim, Ferdinand Tonnies, “An Exchange Between Durkheim and Tonnies on the 
Nature of Social Relations” 

• Durkheim, Book 1, Chapters 2—3 (pp. 70—132), from The Division of Labor on mechanical versus 
organic solidarity 

 
Further Reading: 

• Notes on Marx and Class Consciousness 
• Adam Smith, from Theory of Moral Sentiments 

 
 
WEEK 4 ½ How Is Rule Imposed (Part 1)? Power, Authority, & Legitimation (Or, Weber for 
Beginners) (17 September):  

• Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “Ruling Class and Ruling Ideas” 
• Max Weber, “Power and Domination” and “The Types of Legitimate Domination,” from Economy 

and Society 
• Max Weber, “Class, Status, and Party,” Politics 
• Max Weber, “What is Politics?” (excerpt) 
• Max Weber, “Characteristics of Modern Bureaucracy” 

 
Further Reading: 

• Max Weber, from “Basic Sociological Terms” 
 
 
WEEK 5 ½ How Is Rule Imposed (Part 2)? Determination, Hegemony, & Articulation (24 
September) 

• Karl Marx, Abstract from Preface of A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy 
• Raymond Williams, “Base and Superstructure,” NLR 
• Antonio Gramsci, “Workers’ Democracy,” “Conquest of the State,” “Hegemony, Relations of 

Force, Historical Bloc” 
• Jennifer Darryl Slack, “Theory and Method of Articulation” 

 
 
WEEK 6 ½ What Is ‘Power’ and How Does It Work on Us? Three Models (1 October) 

• Michel Foucault, Chapter 11, Society Must Be Defended 
• Giorgio Agamben, “The Politicization of Life,” from Homo Sacer 
• Norbert Elias, “On Transformations of Aggressiveness” 

 
Further Reading: 

• Giorgio Agamben, “Introduction,” from Homo Sacer 
• Daniel Zamora, “Foucault, The Excluded, and the Neoliberal Erosion of the State” 

 
 
WEEK 7 ½ Legitimation Crisis (9 October: MONDAY CLASSES MEET ON TUESDAY) 

• Jurgen Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, pp. 1—94 
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Part Two: Institutions, Politics, Identities, & Inequalities 
 
 
WEEK 8 ½ Modernity and Identity (15 October) 

• Anthony Giddens, from The Consequences of Modernity, Ch 1 (pp. 1—54) and Ch 4 (pp. 112—
150)  

• Anthony Giddens, from Modernity and Self-Identity, Ch 3 (pp. 70—108) 
 
Further Reading 

• Zygmunt Bauman, “From Pilgrim to Tourist” 
 
 
WEEK 9 ½ Imagined Communities (22 October) 

• Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities 
 
 
WEEK 10 ½ Constructing Identities, in Mexico, for Example (29 October) 

• José Vasconcelos, The Cosmic Race 
• Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, México Profundo 

 
 
WEEK 11 ½ Race/Class/Articulation (5 November) 

• Stuart Hall, “Race, Articulation, and Societies Structured in Domination” 
• Kimberle Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex,” University of Chicago 

Legal Forum 
• Barbara Fields and Karen Fields, Introduction and Chapter Four from Racecraft 

 
 
WEEK 12 ½ Race/Class Today? (12 November) 

• Adolph Reed and Merlin Chowkwanyun, “Race, Class, Crisis” 
• Touré Reed, “Between Obama and Coates” 
• Walter Benn Michaels, “The Political Economy of Anti-Racism” 

 
Further Reading: 

• Eric Hobsbawm, “Identity Politics and the Left” 
 
 
WEEK 13 ½ Class/Habitus (19 November) 

• Didier Eribon, Returning to Reims 
 
 
WEEK 14 ½ Reconstructing Gender (26 November) 

• Arlene Stein, Unbound: Transgenderism and the Remaking of Identity 
 
 
WEEK 15 ½ Precarity, Health, and Capitalism’s Crisis of Care—Or, Another Biopolitics Is 
Possible (26 November) 

• Malcolm Bull, “Vectors of the Biopolitical,” New Left Review 45 (May-June 2007): 7—25. 
• Michael Denning, “Wageless Life” 
• Martha Nussbaum, “Capabilities as Fundamental Entitlements,” Feminist Economics 
• Nancy Fraser, “Contradictions of Capital and Care” 
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Further Reading: 

• Fraser, “Capitalism’s Crisis of Care,” Interview 
 
 


