Social Theory

Dr. Douillet

Research/reflection paper

This paper (14-16 pages) will involve library research and personal reflections upon a theorist of your choice. It will allow you to explore in depth an area of social theory that we may touch upon in class but not analyze in detail. The goal of this assignment is for you to choose a social theorist and do some in-depth research about his/her life and important theoretical contributions. You will also compare and contrast this author to other authors we are studying in class. Last, you will reflect upon the ways in which his/her theory can be applied to the real world and to your own life.
Your paper will include 5 main parts:


Part 1: Biography (about 1 page): Identify important dates, education, major themes of the author’s work, and any pertinent personal details. Provide a list of his/her major books and articles.


Part 2: Theoretical approach (about 5 pages): In this section, you will first provide a survey of the author’s theories and important contributions to the field. What are the key ideas of this author? Which of his/her ideas are particularly important and famous? In what ways are his/her theories novel? In what ways are they a departure from previous or other authors? What is the context of the theory/what did it respond to? 


Second, you will need to select one of his/her theories that you find particularly compelling or interesting and analyze this theory in detail. What tensions, contradictions, refinements exist in the theory? Describe the theory in all its complexities.

Part 3: Practical applications (about 3 pages): Select one of the theories of your chosen theorist that you find particularly interesting or compelling. Reflect upon the specific applications you can imagine for this theory. Think about how you could apply this theory to research questions in sociology as well as how you could apply this theory to real life events and problems. What current event, interest, issue does this theory remind you of? Provide specific examples.



How do you personally relate to this author’s ideas? In what ways does this author help you understand yourself, your place in society and your personal journey and reflections upon life and society? What are some of the ways in which you agree or disagree with this author? Why is this author’s theory particularly relevant to you? (be concrete and personal here: you might have to disclose personal information that is important to you for this section).

Part 4: Commentary on an essay (about 3 pages): Select an essay (no more than 10 pages) written by this author that you find particularly interesting or relevant as it exemplifies an essential aspect of his/her theories. Offer a detailed summary and commentary on this essay. Select and comment upon key sentences or passages that you think are particularly interesting. Make sure you turn in a copy of the author’s essay along with your summary/commentary.

Part 5: Comparison (about 3 pages): Compare and contrast this author’s theoretical arguments to one or two authors we are studying in class. What are some of the differences and similarities you notice between their theoretical approaches?

Choosing an author: You could look at the table of contents of your Social Theory textbook: look for themes that seem interesting to you. You may want to select an author that you have studied and enjoyed in previous classes as well. You do not need to limit yourself to an author mentioned in our textbook, but please check with me if you choose an author that is not listed in it.

Doing your research: you will need to use several scholarly essays and books to write this paper. At least 5 or 6 essays and 2 or 3 books by and about the author or his/her work you chose would be reasonable for this assignment. 

You can, particularly for the biographical section of your paper, use the internet, but the bulk of your research and your bibliography must come from books and journal articles: use and list in your bibliography no more than 2 websites for this assignment (internet websites are often not trustworthy and credible sources and because one of the goals of this assignment is to enhance and consolidate your library research skills). Make sure you talk to Becky Canovan, our librarian, if you cannot find the sources you need.


Writing your paper: You will turn in different sections of the paper throughout the semester (see deadlines below). I will give you critical feedback on each section. This feedback is meant to help you revise and improve your paper. You can also see me during my office hours for more lengthy, one-on-one feedback and suggestions.

Your final version (due in class April 30) must show that you carefully thought about my feedback and revised your paper accordingly. Also, your final version should indicate that your paper and your level of understanding of your author’s theories has matured and grown throughout the semester. In other words, your final version should be more sophisticated and well-polished than the individual sections you will be turning in during the semester. Also, you will need to make sure that your final version reads as a well-organized essay with a clear thesis and focus, an introduction and a conclusion (You don’t want your final version to read as a list of five unrelated sections).
Presenting your paper to the class: During the last week of class, you will present your main findings to the class in a short presentation and will be expected to do a Power Point presentation (about 4 minutes).

Important dates:

Thursday, January 29: Choose an author

Thursday, February 5: Class meets at library

Tuesday, February 10: Biography (Part 1) due

Tuesday, February 24: Part 2 due (and revised bibliography)

Thursday, March 19: Part 3 due (attach a copy of the essay you are analyzing)
Tuesday, March 31: Part 4 due
Tuesday, April 7: Part 5 due
Tuesday, April 21 and Thursday, April 23: Presentations due.
Tuesday, April 30: final, complete version of your paper due (include an introduction,  a conclusion, and a bibliography; attach a copy of the essay you will analyze in Part 3 as well as all your marked drafts)

