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Honors Seminar in the Social Sciences I: Theory

(SSH 201 – 3 credits – Fall 2012)

Dr. Neil Kressel 


“Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;

 
The Proper study of Mankind is man.”


Alexander Pope, Essay on Man (1734)

Course Description:

We explore theoretical perspectives in the social sciences through careful reading and discussion of classic works by major figures in some of the constituent disciplines.  We also read some contemporary books.  Along the way, students should develop sensitivity to the implications of various moral, theoretical, political, and methodological choices made by psychologists, sociologists, political scientists and other social scientists as they attempt to decipher human social behavior.   Special efforts are made to identify where the social science disciplines differ and where possibilities exist for interdisciplinary collaboration.  The seminar also provides some historical perspective on the development of the social sciences.

Contact Information:
My campus phone number is (973) 720-3389 and my email address is kresseln@wpunj.edu.  The best way to contact me is by email.  I generally hold office hours in SCIENCE EAST 2039 on Mondays (9:30-10:30 AM) and Fridays  (9:30-11 AM).  But it is always better to schedule an appointment.  The psychology department secretary, Elizabeth Siders, can be reached at 720-2148; her email address is siderse@wpunj.edu . 
Readings:
No single textbook adequately covers the material students need to read for this course.  Where possible, links are provided to classic works that are available free-of-charge on the Internet.  In some instances, students will have to obtain materials from the library.
Students will need the following books:
1.      Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner, Freakonomics. Harper.  ISBN-13: 978-0060731335  Paper. (Audiobook acceptable.) (Assigned sections.)
2.      Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class.  Penguin.  Isbn 0 14 00 5363 8  Paper (Assigned sections – most of book.)
3.      Michael Curtis, ed., The Great Political Theories.  Volume 2.  The new expanded edition.  Avon.  Isbn 0-380-01235-9.  Paper.  (Several brief assigned sections.)
4.      Marvin Harris, Cows Pigs Wars and Witches.  Vintage.  Isbn 0-679-72468-0.  Paper (Assigned sections.)
5.      B. F. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignity.  Bantam or Hackett.  ISBN-13: 978-0872206274  Paper. (Assigned sections.)
6.      Neil J. Kressel, Political Psychology:  Classic and Contemporary readings.  Paragon House.  ISBN 1-55778-452-3 Paper.  (Out of print.  In libraries.  Possibly available used on the Internet.)  (Several brief assigned sections, available elsewhere as well -- but hard to find.)
7.    Albert Ellis, Feeling Better, Getting Better, Staying Better : Profound Self-Help Therapy For Your Emotions. Impact.  978-1886230354.  (Entire volume.)
8.    Neil J. Kressel, “The Sons of Pigs and Apes”:  Muslim Antisemitism and the Conspiracy of Silence.  Potomac Books.  978-1-597-702-9.  (Entire volume.)  
Portions of all books are required reading.  Except for Curtis, the edition doesn’t matter.  Take the least expensive copy available.  My book, Political Psychology, is out of print but inexpensive used copies are available on the web.
Please feel free to inquire about additional readings in areas of special interest.  

Course Objectives:

1. The principal goal of this course is to get students thinking and writing about the relationship among the various social sciences (especially sociology, psychology, anthropology, and political science).
2. To achieve this objective, students must possess or acquire some foundation in each of the social sciences.

3. While I deal with current trends in each discipline, our focus is on classic works of social science.   This focus should permit a basic understanding of the historical development of the social sciences.  No semester course can treat all these topics or thinkers in depth, but I hope to provide students with a sampling and a basis for further study.  

4.  I hope also to impart some sense of the political and philosophical implications of various theories of human social behavior.

5.  I hope that after taking this course students will be able to converse intelligently with people schooled in any of the social sciences.

6.  I  additionally hope that students will improve their capacity to write about social scientific matters.

7. As part of the honors track in social science, this course should help students embark on a successful honors experience. 

Student Learning Outcomes:
Students should be able to explain the approach of each theorist covered during the semester.  Explanations should include an articulation of critiques that have been offered of each approach.

Students should be able to explain the political and philosophical implications of various approaches.

Students should be able to demonstrate -- orally and in writing – a more substantial understanding of at least one subfield of social science theory.

Students should be able (at an honors level)  to write about and discuss the interrelationships among the various social sciences.
Topical Outline (subject to change) 

You must attend class to learn of any changes in schedule or assignments.
Week 1–  Introduction I.  The honors track.  Personal introductions.  The case of the unreturned cafeteria trays.    Reference: Lloyd Etheredge, The Case of the Unreturned Cafeteria Trays. 
Week 2 - Introduction II.  Explanation in the social sciences.  What should we study?  Science and the social sciences.   Current organization of the social sciences.  Reading:  Freakonomics. (Portions announced).  Optional reading: Alexander Pope, Essay on Man,  Epistle II, part 1 (more, if desired). (This is the poem from which the lines on the top of the syllabus were taken.)  See: www.theotherpages.org/poems/pope-e2.html.  Film: “Galileo: The Challenge of Reason.”    
Weeks 3-4 – Introduction III.  Free speech, bias, and perspective in the social sciences.  Film: “You Can’t Say That!  What’s Happening to Free Speech?” Reading:  “The Sons of  Pigs and Apes”: Muslim Antisemitism and the Conspiracy of Silence.  Entire volume:    http://www.npr.org/2011/02/15/133782908/Expert-Finds-Bias-Among-Bias-Researchers?ft=1&f=5 (read or listen).  “Expert Finds Bias — Among Bias Researchers.”  
Week 5 –Essay #1 due (on Freakonomics or “The Sons of Pigs and Apes”.  Quiz #1. Psychology I.  Introduction to psychological perspectives on human nature.

Freud.  Civilization and Its Discontents.  Film: “Freud:  The Hidden Nature of Man.”  Readings: Political Psychology, chapters by Eulau, Freud, Skinner, Cantril, Simon, Cocks, and others to be announced.
Week 6 -- Psychology II:  Humanistic/ Existential Psychology. 

Week  7 -- Psychology III: B. F. Skinner, Behaviorism and Society.   Film: “A Conversation with B. F. Skinner.”   Walden II.  Optional reading:  more of Beyond Freedom and Dignity (beyond excerpt in Political Psychology).
Week 8 – Psychology III.  Albert Ellis and Rational-Emotive Behavioral Therapy (REBT). Reading:  Feeling Better, Getting Better, Staying Better : Profound Self-Help Therapy For Your Emotions.   Quiz #2.  
Week 9  –   Political Science I. Introduction to the perspective of political science and political theory.  Niccolo Machiavelli.  Film: “Machiavelli on Political power.”    Reading: Excerpts from The Prince (introduction, chaps. 26-28, others to be announced).  See:  www.pagebypagebooks.com/Nicolo_Machiavelli/The_Prince.  Essay #2 due.
Week 10 – Political Science II.  Revolution Constitution and the Founding Fathers.  Film: “Burke and Paine on Revolution.”   Reading: Excerpts from The Federalist Papers (numbers 10; 47, 83,).  See:  http://www.constitution.org/fed/federa00.htm  Reading:  Burke and Paine chapters in Curtis, pp. 48-68.  
Week 11 – Political Science III.  Democracy and empire.  Film: “The Lure of Empire: America debates Imperialism.”  Reading: Joseph Chamberlain, “The True Conception of Empire.”  www.bartleby.com/268/5/14.html.  Zionism.  Optional Reading:  Herzl chapter in Curtis, 242-248.  Quiz #3.  
Week 11 – Sociology I.  Introduction to the sociological perspective.  History of sociology.  Film: to be announced.  Reading:  Weber chapter in Curtis, 423-436;  Marx chapter in Kressel.  Start reading Veblen, chapters to be assigned.
Week  12 – Sociology II.   The theory of the leisure class. Should be done reading Veblen.  Start reading Harris, chapters to be announced. 
Week 13 --  Anthropology I:  Introduction to the anthropological perspective.  Film: to be announced.  
Week 14 – Anthropology II:  Harris, anthropology, and religion. Should be done reading Harris.  Quiz #4.   Essay #3 due. Conclusion/discussion.  Which social science has the most useful perspective?  Why?  When are interdisciplinary perspectives helpful?. What is the proper relationship between theory and data.  Debate:  Are you receiving an unbiased education?  What would an unbiased education look like?  
Take-home final exam – during exam week.  

Teaching Methods:

Lectures, assigned readings, classroom discussions, special events, occasional videos and debates.
Course Expectations and Grading:

Students are required to: 1) attend class regularly, 2) participate in discussions, 3) complete on time three short essays (6 pages each), 4) take 4 quizzes, and 5) take one take-home final exam..  Although the instructor may (under unusual circumstances) take grade trends, effort and other intangible factors into account, the grade will mainly reflect the following calculation: papers (40%), quizzes (35%), final exam (15%), and class participation (10%).  
