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Contemporary Sociological Theory 
Monmouth University 

Spring 2017 
BH 229 

Dr. Van Cleaf 
kvanclea@monmouth.edu 

Office Hours: Tuesday 12-2 & Friday 11:30-12:30 (or by appointment) 
 

 
Course Description: Contemporary sociological theory refers to ways of framing and interpreting the 
empirical world that arose (generally) after the World Wars. Sociologists, and many other social 
scientists, were (and are!) trying to make sense of the (failure) of Enlightenment ideas, the violence that 
accompanies liberal society, an increasingly globalized culture, and the intractability of inequalities based 
on race, gender, religion, sexuality, ethnicity. The goal of this course is to provide an overview of some of 
the major developments in sociological thinking from, roughly, the 20th century on. We will examine the 
following major theoretical schools of thought: Critical Theory (the Frankfurt School); Symbolic 
Interactionism; Feminism; Critical Race Theory; Postmodernism; and Neoliberalism/Globalization.  
 
Required Readings: All of our readings will be online, you can find them either through the URL listed 
here OR I will provide them via eCampus.  
 
Course Requirements: 
Attendance/Participation (25%): This class requires discussion! You must do your best to read what’s 
scheduled, take notes on it, and come prepared with ideas, comments, and questions. This portion of your 
grade is broken down into two components.  
 

1. One of the ways I measure participation, beyond thoughtful discussion, will be from a brief 
“concept-connection” (CC) presentation you will do. For the CC assignment, you will need to 
explain ONE (only ONE, do not summarize the entire reading!) concept from the reading. You 
will also need to connect the idea to something from the real world—a current event, an example 
from something in another class, a movie, event, etc. These should be 5-10 minutes (max).You’ll 
sign up for these in the beginning and you may do a few of these. Each CC is worth 10 points.  
 
2. The other measure comes from attendance and class work. Attendance is measured by random 
sign-ins, in class writings, and turning in questions/comments on the readings (I will not collect 
these every period). Everyone should bring in at least 2 questions or observations per reading. I 
will give you credit for these as long as they are thoughtful and show that you engaged with the 
reading. If it’s clear that you did not do the reading, you will not get credit. If we have 10 
attendance/participation checks and you turn in/sign-in 8, then your grade will be 80%. (We will 
definitely have more than this!) 
 

Weekly Writings (25%): One blog post (500-700 words, an image, link, or embedded video) and one 
comment on a classmates post per week. These posts can be a concept-connect, you can map out the 
general argument of the reading, or you can focus in on a passage and offer up your interpretation. You 
should always use page numbers and quotes when citing from the reading. I will try to write on the blog 
as well—my hope is that it can be a crowd sourced study aid for you all. We will set up the class blog the 
first week of class. Your first assignment is to write a short post introducing yourself to the class.  
 
Exams (50%): Three in class exams. Essay, short answer. You will not put your names on these; use 
your student ID instead.  
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RULES/POLICIES: No cell phones—we can do it! No laptops (unless we are scheduled to have a tech 
day in class). No EARBUDS! (seriously, WHAT is this??) No cheating, no plagiarism. Respect each 
other and different opinions.   

1. No cell phones: Silence them, put them away. If you cannot keep your hands and eyes off, I’m 
open to bringing a basket in for us all to leave them during class. If you have an emergency or 
childcare or need your phone on your desk, please let me know before class starts. If I see you 
using them, I will note it next to your name and take five points off your total score each time I 
see you using your phone.  

2. Laptops: Please do not bring to class unless I ask you to for specific workshop days. Laptops, 
like phones, are distracting to you, to me, and to those sitting around you.  

3. No earbuds/headphones: Seriously, DO NOT SIT IN CLASS WITH ONE EARBUD IN (or 
two). If you do this, you’ll be instructed to leave immediately and I will take 10 points off your 
next upcoming text. 

4. Lateness/leaving early: If you repeatedly are late to class or leave early (more than 3 times), I 
will take off a point for each late/early from your final grade. Let me know before class if you 
need to leave early.  

5. Do not sleep during class.  
6. Final grades are FINAL: I do not negotiate grades. Do not ask. I do not need to hear about your 

GPA, or what grade you need or must get. You are responsible for your grades. Regardless of 
what other faculty tolerate, I do not negotiate grades with students.  ALL GRADES ARE FINAL. 
If you wish to learn more about why you earned the grade you were assigned, you must see me in 
person during my posted office hours. Do not request email explanations of your grades; I will 
not respond in that venue. I also do not give extra credit. If you are struggling, be sure you come 
see me right away. Some of you might have to prepare yourselves to come see me on a regular 
basis. You may also have to prepare yourself to seek additional college services, such as tutors, if 
your grades reflect that you are struggling. Do NOT wait until the end of the semester to tell me 
you have been struggling all along. By then, it is much too late in the course to remedy the 
situation. Nonetheless, students should remember that coming early and often for help does not 
guarantee that I will pass you.  In the final hour, you need to demonstrate proficiency in 
sociology, no matter how hard you tried. Coming to class, trying hard/studying many hours in 
college is a given.  In the end, you must produce college-level work.  

7. Absences: Extended absences due to medical conditions must be documented and reported to 
health services, which will then contact your professors. If there is a death in the family, you must 
contact the Office of Counseling and Psychological services and have them issue an official 
bereavement notice.  Student athletes are required to communicate any accommodation 
requirements to their instructor at the beginning of the semester. Formal documentation means a 
note written on letterhead with an appropriate date, signature, and PHONE NUMBER.  I will 
need this information to call and confirm your crisis.  If you missed an exam or assignment 
because you were seriously ill (which is the only kind of illness that should prevent you from 
showing up to major exams and assignment deadlines), you must do your best to provide written 
documentation of your illness from a doctor. If you are faced with the infamous "car trouble" that 
seems to always happen around major exam time, you must get a dated receipt from a towing 
service, or show me a copy of a police report if you are in an accident.  Missed deadlines due to 
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the requirements of Greek life are not excusable under any conditions, nor are any missed 
deadlines incurred due to team practices.  Finally, although we will want to do our best to support 
you in the terrible event that you suffer the loss of a family member or close friend, if you are 
called on to attend a funeral or a wake on the day of an exam or paper deadline, you should 
contact the Office of Counseling and Psychological Services and explain your dilemma so that 
they can issue me, and your other professors, an official bereavement notice that documents your 
absence.  If you feel uneasy doing that, you should be prepared to bring me a program from the 
memorial service.  In all emergency cases, regardless of the nature, YOU MUST CALL MY 
OFFICE BEFORE THE EXAM OR DEADLINE PASSES to let me know of your 
emergency.  You may, of course, send a follow-up email to your phone call, but IF YOU ONLY 
EMAIL ME YOUR EXCUSE, I WILL NOT ACCEPT IT. If you fail to call me, and fail to do 
so prior to the exam or paper deadline, I will require you to bring additional documentation from 
the ER (or the police department, or wherever) that shows me it was such a crisis that you 
couldn’t pick up the phone and let me know you were missing a major responsibility in this 
course. Finally, quizzes, exams and assignments missed due to lateness and/or unexcused 
absences automatically earn failing grades. 

8. Make up exams: Perhaps most important to keep in mind should you feel like you can’t make an 
exam date: In the event that you do miss an exam for a legitimate reason, be aware that the make-
up exam will be not be in the same format, and it will be harder since, despite your legitimate 
absence, you will no doubt have more time to study then you classmates. Moreover, the date of 
any make-up exams is determined by me, at my discretion and availability.  If you cannot attend 
the make-up date I have set for you, you must provide me with another formal excuse for your 
inability to attend that exam period as directed above.  

9. Student Athletes: If you are a student-athlete, you MUST see me within the first week of classes 
and submit your official game schedule to me for my approval. Student-athletes whose game 
schedules significantly interfere with coverage of course material may be asked to find a more 
appropriate section. 

10. Disabilities: Students with disabilities must have disabilities documented to qualify for flexible 
arrangements, deadlines, timelines, and submissions. You must declare disabilities through the 
university at the start of the semester if you require accommodations in the class at any point. In 
order to receive accommodations, students must be registered with the appropriate disability 
service provider on campus as set forth in the student handbook and must follow the University 
procedure for self-disclosure, which is stated in the University Guide to Services and 
Accommodations for Students with Disabilities.  Students will not be afforded any special 
accommodations for academic work completed prior to disclosure of the disability.  Students will 
not be afforded special accommodations for academic work completed prior to the completion of 
the documentation process of the appropriate disability office.  

For additional information on MU academic policy and procedure, consult the MU Student 
Handbook and the MU Undergraduate Catalog 
www.monmouth.edu/registrar/important_information.asp). 

11. Respectful class environment: Sociology is a challenging discipline because it examines how 
most of our taken-for-granted ideas and behaviors work. Sometimes this is personally 
challenging. Let’s have lively debates but always respect each other’s experiences. Secondly, 
professors can actually see what you are doing in class. When you are texting even when we 
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asked you not to do so, or talking to your neighbor, we are watching it all and making mental 
notes that form general impressions about you as disrespectful or unprepared or unmotivated 
students.   

12. Cheating/Plagiarism/Academic Integrity: A student who submits work that is not original 
violates the University’s academic integrity standards and will be reported to the Chair for 
appropriate sanctions. I take cheating and plagiarism seriously and you will automatically fail the 
course. It’s in your best interest to do your own work, in your own words. I expect all students to 
know MU's policy on academic dishonesty. In general, violations of academic integrity include, 
but are certainly not limited to the following: quoting from any text without giving credit; 
paraphrasing without giving credit; copying from, or helping, another student during a quiz or 
exam; using a purchased paper or exam; presenting another's work as if it were your own; altering 
a graded paper or exam; theft of exams; grade tampering. Ignorance of what counts as cheating is 
no excuse for violations of academic honesty codes.  If I find that you have plagiarized any 
portion of a paper, or cheated on an exam, you will automatically fail the course. 

GRADING SCALE: 
 

100=A+   79-77 = C+ 
99-93=A   76-72 = C     
92-90=A-  71-70 = C- 
89-87=B+  69-60 = D 
86-83=B    Below 60 = F 
82-80=B- 

 
Reading Schedule: 
Jan 17  Introductions 
Jan 20  Class blog set up, bring laptops!  
Jan 24  Critical Theory  
 “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” by Horkheimer and Adorno 
 URL: https://currentsoctheory.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/the-culture-industry.pdf 
Jan 27  Excerpts from The Authoritarian Personality (Introduction, Chapter 1) 
  URL: http://www.ajcarchives.org/AJC_DATA/Files/AP4.pdf 
  URL:  
Jan 31  Critical Theory, continued 
Feb 3  One Dimensional Man, Chapter 1. Marcuse 

URL: http://www.stereolux.org/sites/default/files/fichiers/marcuse_h_-_one-
dimensional_man_2nd_edn._routledge_2002.compressed.pdf 

 
Feb 7  Symbolic Interactionism  

Goffman, Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 
  URL: 	  

https://monoskop.org/images/1/19/Goffman_Erving_The_Presentation_of_Self_in_Every
day_Life.pdf 

 
Feb 10  The Managed Heart, Arlie Hoschild (ecampus) 
Feb 14  Review 
Feb 17  Exam 1 
Feb 21  Postmodernism/Post Structuralism 
  Foucault, “Docile Bodies”  
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 URL: https://currentsoctheory.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/foucault-22docile-
 bodies22.pdf 
 “Panopticon” URL:  

https://currentsoctheory.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/foucault-22panopticism22.pdf 
“History of Sexuality”  ecampus 

Feb 24  (ess)  continue Foucault 
 
Feb 28 David Harvey, “The Condition of Postmodernism” excerpts, ecampus. 
 
Mar 3  Feminism  

Wages Against Housework, Siliva Federici 
https://caringlabor.files.wordpress.com/2010/11/federici-wages-against-
housework.pdf)  

 Woman’s Consciousness, Man’s World, excerpts from Sheila Rowbotham 
 (ecampus) 
 The Reproduction of Mothering, excerpts from Nancy Chodorow (ecampus) 
 
Mar 7  Selections from Judith Butler, Gender Trouble and Bodies that Matter cont.  
 
Mar 10  Critical Race Theory, Readings eCampus 
  “The Whites of Their Eyes” by Stuart Hall (ecampus) 

URL: http://ctcs482.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Hall_The-Whites-of-Their-Eyes-
Racist-Ideologies-and-the-Media.pdf 

 
Mar 21 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, chapters 1-2. URL: 

https://uniteyouthdublin.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/black-feminist-though-by-patricia-
hill-collins.pdf 

 
Mar 24  cont., Review 
 
Mar 28  EXAM 2 
 
Mar 31  Neoliberalism/Globalization 
   “America’s Immigration ‘Problem’” by Saskia Sassen (ecampus) 
 
Apr 4  Neo-Marxist Thought 

“Immaterial Labour” by Immanueal Lazzarato URL:  
http://www.e-flux.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/2.-Maurizio-Lazzarato-Immaterial-
Labor.pdf 
 

  “Free Labor” by Tiziana Terranova 
  URL: http://web.mit.edu/schock/www/docs/18.2terranova.pdf 
 
Apr 7  Contemporary Theory 
  “Cruel Optimism” Lauren Berlant, ecampus 
Apr 11  continue 
Apr 14  Resilience and Melancholy (excerpts) by Robin James 
  ecampus 
 
Apr 18  Review 
Apr 21  Exam 3 


