(SO 346OH)
CULTURE & SOCIETY
Trent University

Department of Sociology

(Fall 2008)

Professor:  Deborah White


Secretary: Tracy Horn
Office: OC 167


Office: OC 154

Phone: 748-1011 ext. 7865


Phone: 748-1011 ext.1537

Email: deborahwhite2@trentu.ca


Email:sociology@trentu.ca 

Office Hours (appointments are suggested)

Tuesday: 1pm – 1:50pm; Friday: 11am – 11:50am  

*if necessary, arrangements can generally be made to meet at other times
Course Format
This course has a lecture and seminar component.  Each is one period in length.
Lecture:    Tuesday, 11:00am – 11:50am
Seminar:   Tuesday, 12:00pm – 12:50pm; 2pm – 2:50pm; 3pm – 3:50pm 

Prerequisites:  A full-credit second year sociology course.

(Note: This course is not open to students with credit in the former SO 345)
GENERAL OVERVIEW
This course is designed to offer a critical examination of culture in contemporary capitalist society. Focusing on the connections between cultural activity and broader social structures, we will explore some of the social contexts of cultural production and the consumption of commodities and symbolic meanings. While studies of culture have oftentimes been perceived as marginal to sociology, there exists nonetheless, a robust and fascinating body of work centred on the complex and powerful place of the cultural in social life. Tapping into this literature, while remaining grounded in the sociological tradition, we will analyze culture across a variety of contexts and dimensions, particularly as it is mediated by capital.  
REQUIRED READINGS  (available from Trent University Bookstore)
1) SO 3460H Culture & Society Coursepack, edited by Deborah White.  Toronto: CSPI, 2008.

2)
Glass Paper Beans: Revelations on the Nature and Value of Ordinary Things Leah Hager Cohen. New York: Doubleday, 1997.
*I may, from time to time, give you a ‘hand-out’ reading if I come across one that seems especially useful for the subject matter we are discussing.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
EVALUATIONS

Take-Home Test ...........................................................................20%

Handed out on Oct. 14, to be submitted Oct. 28
Essay .............................................................................................30%

Based on the book Glass Paper Beans, the topic selections will be given to you near the beginning of the term. You are to submit a one-page essay plan/outline by November 11th (at the latest). The essay is due on November 25th. I will discuss the expectation for both the essay plan and the essay with you during the seminars.
Final Examination ...................................................................…..35%

Scheduled final examination period (December 8 - 20)

Active Seminar Participation*.....................................................15%

*Please Note: Seminar participation is very important in this course. To help digest and interpret the materials that will be used I expect you to come to class having completed the weekly readings which are listed on the Course Schedule below the weekly lecture titles. Your contributions during these discussions will be a valuable part of exploring ideas, issues and debates in a smaller group setting. Active participation implies some form of contribution such as asking questions, challenging ideas and/or responding to others’ thoughts in ways that might help us all better understand the course materials. Occasionally I will ask you to make a brief written submission.  
Detailed Course Description:
The first part of the course is designed to familiarize you with some of the notable theorists and debates within the sociological study of culture.  Focusing on the ways in which culture and society are distinct yet inter-related, we will explore the works of key classical sociological theorists, as well as some of the more recent contributions that have been made towards an understanding of the cultural dimensions of society.  We will start by looking at the different forms that culture takes as it is mediated by capital, and then probe the constructed differences between 'popular culture' and 'art culture', and how cultural forms have shifted in the contemporary context.
From here, we will shift our studies toward the practices of "everyday life".  Here we will focus on consumption and its place in the cultural circuit wherein artifacts, as commodities, become integrated into ordinary experiences.  Starting with Marx and the “fetishism of commodities”, we will move to look at the historically intrinsic role of advertising and popular culture in facilitating mass consumption. We will focus on the 'culture of consumption', particularly with respect to leisure and lifestyle issues (along with the ways in which cultural objects actively reinforce stratification), for which we will turn to the writings of Max Weber, Thorstein Veblen and Pierre Bourdieu.  

Towards the end of the course, we will tie together the conceptual threads, drawing them into an analysis of the meanings and possibilities of resistance and change. We will explore questions such as: How is cultural change possible, and from which sites is it most likely to arise? How do we reconstitute self-identities grounded in and representative of our everyday local experiences in an increasingly global and diversified context?  Do we have the imagination necessary to conceive of, and consciously pursue alternatives to the cultural representations of hegemony, especially as they become more and more fragmented and complex? What vision can we present to illustrate shared imaginations and collective action? With respect to these considerations, we will touch upon examples of sub-cultures, protest movements and some of the more recent sites of resistance that are appearing through new social groupings, identities and modes of interaction.

Learning Objectives:

· To show knowledge regarding the ways that classical and contemporary theorists have analyzed culture sociologically
· To demonstrate understanding of the social relations surrounding consumerism and the ‘culture of consumption’
· To indicate a sense of the debates regarding the relative autonomy of culture and their significance in highlighting social relations of power

· To exhibit comprehension of the ways in which creativity becomes commodified in capitalism

· To critically evaluate the power of cultural movements and the symbolic with respect to fundamental social change  

COURSE GUIDELINES
1)
All assignments are due on the dates indicated. While extensions may be granted on medical/compassion grounds with appropriate documentation, work that is late without just cause (e.g., due to poor time management) will be penalized as follows:

1 - 3 calendar days late =   5% of assigned grade

4 - 5 calendar days late = 10% of assigned grade

6 - 7 calendar days late = 15% of assigned grade

        *Assignments more than 7 days late will be not accepted


Be careful not to make travel plans or other commitments that might coincide with the final exam date – University policy dictates that you must write your exams at the scheduled time.

2)
Always keep a copy of any work handed in.  Any work you submit must be original.  Plagiarism on assignments, and cheating on tests or examinations are very serious academic offenses and carry penalties ranging from failure on a test to debarment from the University. In September 2003, Trent University instituted an “Academic Dishonesty Policy” which is printed in the Calendar Supplement. Please read this to familiarize yourself with the expectations of the University with respect to academic integrity.

3) You are responsible for all materials presented in this course, including assigned readings, lectures and any videos/films that are shown in class.

4)
If you are having any difficulty understanding course material and/or assignments please come and see me before the problem gets out of hand.  I am more than happy and willing to work through any questions you may have and to help you with interpreting any readings that you may not understand (assuming that you have read them thoroughly and have been attending classes).  Please always feel free to come to talk with me in person, or email me concerning any difficulties or problems you may have.  Remember also the very valuable services provided by the Academic Skills Centre and Student Counseling.

5)
Access to Instruction It is Trent University’s intent to create an inclusive learning environment. If a student has a disability and/or health consideration and feels that he/she may need accommodations to succeed in this course, the student should contact the Disability Services Office (BL Suite 109, 748-1281, disabilityservices@trentu.ca) as soon as possible. Complete text can be found under Access to Instruction in the Academic Calendar
SO 3460H (2008):  COURSE SCHEDULE
*All of the readings listed below are from the SO 3460H Coursepack. Please note that [O] means that a reading is optional - it is not required, but is there for your interest with regard to further exploring the subject matter covered that week.

Sept   9  
“Welcome” & Introduction to the Course  (no seminars this week)

Sept  16  
Conceptualizing 'Culture' Sociologically  (seminars begin)
· Culture: A Sociological View  (Howard Becker)  

· Towards a Sociology of Culture [excerpt]  (Raymond Williams)  

Sept  23
'Culture' in the Classical Tradition (Durkheim, Weber, Marx) 
· Culture  (Raymond Williams)  

· Touching Greatness: The Central Midwest Barry Manilow Fan Club   (Thomas O’Guinn)  
· Material Activity, Consciousness and Ideology  (Karl Marx) [O]  

Sept  30 
Situating Contemporary Culture:  Modernity & Postmodernism
· Postmodernism  (Dominic Strinati)  

· What is Indie Rock? (Ryan Hibbett)
*Essay assignment to be handed out
Oct  7
Art, Aesthetics & The Relative Autonomy of Culture

· Art as Collective Action  (Howard Becker)  

· The Picture Frame: An Aesthetic Study  (Georg Simmel)  

· Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (Walter Benjamin)  [O]  
Oct  14
Popular Cultural Industries & The Commodification of Creativity

· Gramsci’s Concept of Hegemony [excerpt]  (Dominic Strinati)  
· In Perfect Harmony: Popular music and Cola Advertising (Bethany Klein)
· Culture and Ideological Hegemony  (Antonio Gramsci) [O]   
· The Promotional Condition of Contemporary Culture  (Andrew Wernick)  [O]                    
(Video to be shown during the workshop:  “Advertising & the End of the World”)
*Take-home test to be handed out
Oct  21    (Reading Week)

Oct  28
Consumer Society & The Fetishism of Commodities

· Meaning Manufacture & Movement in the World of Goods (Grant McCracken)
· Bottled Water: The Pure Commodity in the Age of Branding (Richard Wilk)
· Blue Jeans  (Fred Davis) [O]
· The Fetishism of the Commodity and its Secret  (Karl Marx) [O]  

*Take-home test to be handed in during class
Nov  4
Advertising: Making the Link Between Production & Consumption 


· Selling Good(s): On the Genealogy of Modern Advertising  (Pasi Falk)  
· I Hate Myself and Want to Buy (Heath/Potter) 
· Perspectives on Consumer Culture (Mike Featherstone) [O]
· For the Love of Joe: The Language of Starbucks (Constance Ruzich) [O]
Nov  11
The Culture of Lifestyle & 'Taste':  From Weber to Veblen to Bourdieu

· Class, Status, Party [excerpt]  (Max Weber)  

· The Uses of Things  (Don Slater)  
· From Status-Seeking to Coolhunting  (Heath/Potter)  
· Conspicuous Consumption  (Thorstein Veblen)  [O]  
· Artistic Taste and Cultural Capital  (Pierre Bourdieu) [O]  

*Final deadline for submitting ‘essay plan/proposal’
Nov  18 

Popular Culture in Private and Public Spaces  

· The Semiotics of Home Decor  (Joan Kron)  

· Disney World:  Public Use/Private State  (Susan Willis)  

· The ‘Consumption’ of Tourism (John Urry)  [O]
Nov  25
Sub-cultures, Counter-cultures and Resistance

· Green Consumption: Life-politics, Risk and Contradictions (Connolly/Prothero)

· Power Play & Party Politics: The Significance of Raving (Daniel Martin)  
· Rebel Girl, You are the Queen of my World:  Feminism, ‘Subculture’, & Grrl Power   (Marion Leonard)  [O] 
· Benetton’s World Without Borders  (Henry A. Giroux)  [O]
*Essays due
Dec  2
Agency, Fantasy and the Collective Imagination: Recipe for Change?

· Towards a New Politics of Consumption  (Juliet B. Schor)
***Review for final exam to be given during seminar period
Final exam to be scheduled during the University examination period (Dec 8 – 20) 
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