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Autumn 2008


Syllabus Sociology 4461 [Section 002]

Course Title: 

Critical Thinking in Sociology

Time: 


Tuesday and Thursday, 3:30 p.m. - 4:45p.m.

Place: 


Ramaley Biology N1B31

Instructor: 

Tom Mayer

Instructor's Office:
 Institute of Behavioral Science




 Building 2




 1546 Broadway




 (303) 492-2138




 Thomas.Mayer@colorado.edu

Office Hours: 

Tuesday 10:00am -12:00 pm or by appointment

Course Content:

The official description says that courses in Critical Thinking should "challenge students to think rationally and critically about those matters that educated people debate .... In Critical Thinking courses, students will learn to recognize and avoid common mistakes in reasoning, to identify and assess tacit assumptions, to gather and evaluate evidence, and to distinguish different kinds of reasoning.  Each Critical Thinking course will have substantive . . . topics of inquiry.  Each will deal not with logical concepts in abstraction, but with arguments and issues as they naturally arise in some particular areas of inquiry.  Typically they will focus on issues that are likely to occasion lively discussion and argument.  Students will be required not only to write papers in which they present or criticize arguments, but also to present arguments orally and to engage in reasoned class discussions."

With a few exceptions, this particular Critical Thinking course will adhere fairly closely to the official description.  The general topics we will focus on are public sociology and the place of sociological knowledge within the larger realm of human understanding.  Public sociology is the effort to make sociological theory and research relevant to issues that concern the general public.  Public sociologists strive to present scientific ideas in clear and accessible language.  Following this theme we will consider questions like the following:  Why is child care in the United States often inferior to that available in Europe?  What kind of education helps you get into college?  Should the government promote marriage?  Why are so many Americans in prison?  Does money influence Congress?  Why do men like sports?  Are sexual practices in the United States becoming more conservative?  Should the United States pay reparations for slavery to black people?  Can social movements produce social change? 

In addition to specific questions like those just mentioned, this Critical Thinking course will consider the field of sociology as a whole and will encourage students think about how human societies have evolved over long periods of time.  The course will be divided into four main parts: (a) as overview of sociology (two weeks), (b) methods of critical thinking (three weeks), (c) topics in public sociology (seven weeks), and (d) the evolution of human societies.  In some ways this semester will be a synthesis of what you have learned as a sociology major combined with suggestions about how you might use sociological knowledge in the future.  

Required Books:

Charles Lemert, Social Things: An Introduction to the Sociological Life, Fourth Edition. Lanham, Maryland:

Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2008.  231 pages.

A unique, poetic, and moving overview of sociology.  Writing in a personal style, Lemert combines history and biography to illuminate the deeper meaning of sociological inquiry.  He emphasizes the idea of sociological competence and interprets the subject, not simply as a means of acquiring knowledge about society, but also as a way of navigating life.  The ideas of Pierre Bourdieu, W.E.B. DuBois, Emile Durkheim, Charlotte Gilman, Karl Marx, C.Wright Mills, and Max Weber appear frequently in these pages.  The complex interaction between social structure and individual agency is considered repeatedly throughout this book.  Social Things has a rather somber tone because Lemert  reflects upon both  the murder of a neighborhood shopkeeper and -- with even greater poignancy -- the suicide of his eldest son Mathew.

Alec Fisher, Critical Thinking: An Introduction.  Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001.  249 pages.

A short book by a British philosopher of education on how to do critical thinking.  Written in plain language, the book teaches students valid ways of interpreting, analyzing, and evaluating ideas and arguments.   It includes a large number of questions designed to give practice in critical thinking.  It also includes over fifty passages in which arguments about important social, political, scientific topics are made.  Students are encouraged to interpret, analyze, and evaluate these arguments.

Jeff Goodman and James M. Jasper (editors),  The Contexts Reader.  New York: W.W. Norton Co. [on behalf of the

American Sociological Association], 2008.  515 pages.

In 2002 the American Sociological Association established Contexts magazine as a means of communicating sociological research and perspectives to a broad public.  The magazine emphasizes clear writing and relatively short articles about interesting and important subjects.  It has been remarkably successful.  This book is a collection of the best articles from Contexts magazine.  It includes articles about families, education, media, inequality, gender, race, religion, and politics among other topics.  The authors of these articles are distinguished sociologists who can write in stimulating and sometimes controversial ways.

Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies.  New York: W.W. Norton,1999.  480 pages.

This is one of the most important (and most honored) social science books written in the last several decades.  It has won numerous awards including the Pulitzer Prize.  Jared Diamond provides a highly original interpretation – based on geography, food production, and microbes – about why some human societies came to dominate others.  Thus he illuminates the origins of racial inequality without resorting to racist concepts of any kind.  Guns, Germs, and Steel is an incisive and controversial work that provides an excellent subject for critical thinking.  It encourages broad thinking about human societies and their history.

Course Organization:

This class emphasizes logical thinking, clear writing, public speaking, and class discussion.  There will also be a midterm examination and a final.  Students will write two short papers and lead a class discussion on a sociological topic.   Each paper and each student led class discussion should demonstrate critical thinking about race relations.  A student led class discussion should also demonstrate capacity to speak clearly and effectively in public as well as ability to communicate honestly and constructively with other class members.

Each paper must not exceed five typewritten pages in length and should be constructed in the following way.  Choose an article from The Contexts Reader or a chapter from Social Things or Guns, Germs, and Steel.   Then do a critical analysis of the article or chapter you have chosen using the methods discussed in class and presented in the book Critical Thinking: An Introduction.  You may agree or disagree with the position taken in the article or chapter you discuss.  I will evaluate the papers on (a) their use of appropriate methods of critical thinking, (b) the clarity and cogency of  their arguments, (c) the degree to which they marshal relevant evidence, and (d)  the depth of insight about the chosen subject.  The position you take in a paper need not be what you really believe.  The important thing is doing critical thinking about sociological issues.

The task of leading class discussions is intended to give students practice doing critical thinking within a public context.   A student led class discussion will sometimes be a three way conversation between the student discussion leader (or leaders), the instructor, and the other students.  In advance of the class discussion, the student leader should prepare some material suitable for critical thinking.  This material can be short written passages, provocative questions, graphs or tables, film clips, or other things.  The material chosen by the student discussion leader must pertain to the topic of the day.  It can, but need not, be taken from the assigned reading for the day.  Student discussion leaders have sometimes composed their own essays and used them as subjects for critical thinking.  Summarizing the assigned readings for the day is sometimes helpful, but is certainly not required.  Variety and willingness to experiment with new approaches will make our class discussions both more interesting and more instructive.

The midterm and final examinations test (a) how well students have understood the assigned readings and the class discussion, (b) how effectively they can analyze evidence and arguments in a time limited framework, and (c) how fluent and resourceful they are in the practice of critical thinking.  Regular class attendance is extremely important to gain the benefits of this course.  Class attendance will be taken regularly and will influence grades.

As a special challenge students in this class will be given some logical problems to solve.  These problems are entirely optional, but students who solve them correctly will receive extra credit.  Students can work on these problems collaboratively if they wish, but they should then submit their answer as a joint project.  Joint submissions are entirely acceptable and will get full credit for all who collaborated in solving the problem. 

Class Schedule:

A.  An Overview of Sociology  (August 26 – September 4)


1.  The sociological life  (August 26)



Reading:  Social Things: Preface, Introduction, chapters 1-3.  


2.  The changing field of sociology (August 28)



Reading:  Social Things: chapters 4-6


3.  Social structure and individual purpose (September 2)



Reading:  Social Things: chapters 7-9


4.  Global society (September 4)



Reading:  Social Things: chapters 10-12

B.  Methods of Critical Thinking  (September 9 – 25)


5.  What is critical thinking?  (September 9)



Reading: Critical Thinking: chapter 1


6.  The language of reasoning (September 11)



Reading: Critical Thinking: chapter 2


7.  Patterns of reasoning (September 16)



Reading: Critical Thinking: chapters  3,4


8.  Clarification and credibility (September 18)



Reading: Critical Thinking: chapters 5,6


9.  Evaluation (September 23)



Reading: Critical Thinking: chapters 7-9


10.  Causation and decision making (September 25)



Reading: Critical Thinking: chapters 10, 11

First paper due (September 25)

C.  Topics in Public Sociology  (September 30 – November 13)


11.  Modern marriage (September 30)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 7, 9, 10, 11


12.  Educational quality and equality (October 2)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 12, 13


13.  Growing up and going to college (October 7)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 14, 15


14.  Poverty and welfare  (October 9)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 21, 22, 23


15.  Roots of social inequality (October 14)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 24, 26, 62


16.  Sex and gender (October 16)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 30, 31, 34


17.  Gendered practices (October 21)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 32, 33, 44

18.  Midterm examination (October 23)


19.  Race and class (October 28)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 20, 35, 36, 37


20.  How race relations change (October 30)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 38, 39, 40


21.  Crime and punishment (November 4)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 49, 50, 51


22.  Drugs and violence (November 6)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 52, 53


23.  Power, culture, and crime  (November 11)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 42, 54, 55


24.  Social movements and political change (November 13)



Reading: The Contexts Reader: chapters 56, 57, 58

D.  The Evolution of Human Societies (November 18 – December 11)


25.  Yali’s question (November 18)



Reading: Guns, Germs, and Steel (pages) 9-32


26.  How Europe became dominant (November 20)



Reading: Guns, Germs, and Steel (pages) 33-81

Second paper due (November 20)

Thanksgiving Break (November 24-30)


27.  The relevance of food (December 2)



Reading: Guns, Germs, and Steel (pages) 83-130


28. Domesticating plants and animals (December 4)



Reading: Guns, Germs, and Steel (pages) 131-191


29. Germs and writing (December 9)



Reading: Guns, Germs, and Steel (pages) 193-238


30.  Technology and the state (December 11)



Reading: Guns, Germs, and Steel (pages) 239-291

Final examination (Tuesday, December 16, 1:30pm – 4:00pm)




Approximate Grading Percentages

Class attendance


20%




Leading class discussion      
15%

First paper


15%

Second paper


15%

Midterm examination

15%

Final examination

20%




Extra credit projects

15% (additional)

Critical Dates




First paper due 
 

September 25




Midterm exam  


October 23




Second paper due  

November 20




Thanksgiving break

November 24-30




Final exam  


Tuesday, December 16, 1:30pm - 4:00pm




