
Sociology 446: Political Sociology
 
Section 101 
Summer I 2007 
007 Business Building 
MTWRF, 12:45 A.M. ð 2:00 P.M. 
 

 
Instructor: Matt Schroeder 
mbs222@psu.edu 
Office: 907 Oswald Tower, 865-4565 
Office Hours: M 2-3 P.M.; W 10-11 A.M. 
   or by appointment 

 

I. Course Description (A brief summary of what weõll be doing this summer) 
For the next six weeks, weõll be taking a look at the subfield of political sociology.  You might 
wonder how this differs from political science, and my honest answer is òit doesnõt, at least in 
theory.ó  Sociologists and political scientists alike see political institutions as intricately related to 
social dynamics past and present, and weõll be reading material by some smart people in both these 
fields.  In practice, though, there tends to be a slight difference in the emphasis of the two disciplines: 
political scientists focus more on the internal dynamics of political institutions, while political 
sociologists pay more attention to how those political institutions emerge out of social relationships.  
Weõll be talking early in the course about various definitions of òpolitical sociology,ó but for now 
you can think of it as an analysis of the distribution of power in society and its consequences 
for political institutions and society.  Iõve organized the course around three main questions: 

 What is òpower,ó and how is it distributed in society? 

 How does society influence political institutions? 

 How do political institutions influence society in turn? 
Finally, weõll have some time at the end to dip into whatever special topics interest you (more 
information to come).  For more detail on these overarching questions, please see the course 
schedule. 

 
II. Course Goals (A brief description of what I hope this course will do for you) 
This is a specialized course, intended to get you thinking sociologically about political institutions, 
and politically about society.  At the same time, Iõd like you to take some things away from the 
course even if your future academic studies donõt involve political science or sociology.  Accordingly, 
I have three main objectives for each of you: 
 
1.  First and foremost, Iõd like you to get a basic understanding of the subfield of political sociology  

More specifically, you should be able to give coherent answers to the three main questions of the 
course.  I hope this class will help you reflect on current political arrangements and make you a 
more thoughtful citizen, while also giving you an introduction to the subfield if you decide to go 
on to graduate school. 

 
2.  Iõd also like you to improve your critical thinking skills.  Facts, although an essential part of any 

cogent social scientific analysis, come and go; what will remain with you throughout your life are 
the types of thought, reflection, and good judgment that you can never have too much of. 

 
3.  Finally, presenting the results of all your thinking requires excellent communication skills.  Thus 
Iõd like to see you learn to write more clearly and with (mostly) correct grammar and syntax. 
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III.  Course Requirements and Grading 
So how will I evaluate your progress toward these goals?   
 
Grades will be assigned as follows: 
Course Project    50 points  
Final Exam    20 points 
Participation    15 points 
Reading Quizzes   15 points 
   100 points 
 
Letter Grading Scale: 
A- 90-93.9 points  A 94-100 points   
B- 80-82.9 points  B 83-86.9 points  B+ 87-89.9 points 
    C 70-76.9 points  C+ 77-79.9 points 
    D 60-69.9 points 
    F < 60 points 
 
If you find yourself getting behind, please come talk to me.  Iõm much more likely to be willing to 
help if Iõm aware of difficulties youõre having in your academic or personal life. 
 
Whatõs this course project about? 
This is designed to fulfill the main goals of the course.  Iõll hand out more details on this soon, but 
youõll be applying the concepts and readings from the course to a political issue of your choosing.  
This will be done in three parts, spaced about every two weeks, and weõll have a writing workshop 
on each due date.  Youõll have the opportunity to revise each part for the final copy, to be turned in 
at the end of the course.   
 
What about the exam? 
While Iõm most concerned that you master the concepts weõll discuss in class and be able to apply 
them to specific real-world situations, the information youõll acquire in class and from the readings is 
an important means toward this end.  And so the exam, to be given on the last day of class (June 
29), will be a combination of multiple-choice and short-answer questions to evaluate what youõve 
learned about political sociology. 
 
How can you grade participation? 
Critical thinkingñone of the main goals of the courseñdepends on good class discussions and 
debate.  Simply put, we learn from each other at least as much as we learn from books.  Thus your 
active participation in all aspects of this course will make it a better experience for everyone.   
 
That said, some people like to talk, while others donõt.  Therefore, I tend to place more emphasis on 
quality than on quantity when I assess your participation.  This will necessarily be a pretty subjective 
evaluation, but please know that if you come to class prepared and are actively engaged, you should 
do fine on participation. 
 



And the reading quizzes? 
Just what they sound like.  A short question or two on the reading to be given randomly at the 
beginning of each class: we may have one; we may not.  These arenõt meant to trick you; if youõve 
done the reading, youõll be fine.   
 
Will I be at a disadvantage if I havenõt taken much sociology? 
Not really.  Three credits of sociology is technically a prerequisite for this course, and a decent 
understanding of the sociological viewpoint is essential for understanding political sociology.  
(Previous classes that should adequately prepare you for this course include Introduction to 
Sociology, Social Problems, and Sociological Theory.)  Still, I donõt assume you have any detailed 
knowledge of sociological concepts classical theorists (Marx, Durkheim, Weber, etc.), and I value the 
contributions of many disciplines.  As long as you feel confident that some aspect of your academic 
career has prepared you to think about the questions listed in the course schedule, youõll be fine.  If 
youõre feeling totally lost in the first few days of the course, though, come talk to me ASAP. 
 
Is there a chance to get extra credit? 
Yep.  There are two opportunities. 
 

I. News article summary 
Around campus, youõll notice newspaper machines.  With your Penn State ID card, you can 
get a local newspaper (the Centre Daily Times) and two national newspapers (USA Today; 
The New York Times) for free.  I highly encourage you to read them.  If you find an article 
that applies to something weõve been talking about in class, you can write a summary and 
sociological critique of the article (about 1.5 to 2 double-spaced pages) for extra credit.   
 
More specifically, youõll want to summarize the main points of the article in a short 
paragraph or two, and then comment on some aspect of the article that you found 
interesting.  I donõt want to limit your imaginations by giving you specific questions to 
address, but here are some things to think about.  How might an author weõve read in class 
respond to something presented in an article?  How might the author of the article, or 
someone the author quotes, have benefited from the ideas weõve talked about in class?  How 
does the article confirm, or contradict, something weõve talked about in class? 
  
Each report you submit will add half a point to your final grade, and you can submit one of 
these per week in Weeks 1-6 of the course (theyõll be due on Friday) for a possible total of 
three extra points.  This is enough to bump you up one-third of a letter grade (e.g., from an 
A- to an A orñheaven forbidñfrom a high D to a low C. 
 
II. Finding information 
If a question comes up in class that nobody can answer, and if you can find good 
documentation for the answer, you can e-mail me what youõve found before the next class 
period for an extra half-point (up to a limit of 2 points).  (Please note that òunanswerable 
questionsó do not include intractable philosophical debates such as the meaning of life or the 
existence of free will.  However, if you can prove that youõve found such answers, send them 
along.  You may get famous, even if you donõt get extra credit.) 

 



IV.  Course Materials 
Readings 
There are two required books for this course: 
 

Anthony Orum, Introduction to Political Sociology, Fourth Edition (Prentice Hall, 2001).  
This book is out of print and has been printed as a coursepack especially for this class.  
Please let me know immediately if the bookstore is out of copies. 

John Gaventa, Power and Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian 
Valley (University of Illinois Press, 1980).  This book may well be cheaper to purchase via 
www.abebooks.com, www.powellsbooks.com, or the used-book section of 
www.amazon.com.  We wonõt be using it until late in the second week of the course, so if 
you order it soon, you should have it in plenty of time. 

 
Also, Iõve placed a number of readings on the libraryõs electronic reserve system.  I know itõs 
tempting to save money by reading these online, but please print them out, read them, and bring 
them to class.  Youõll find it useful to refer to them throughout the semester.  Although this will 
cost you five cents per page after you exceed the 110-page quota, youõll still pay less than if you had 
to purchase another coursepack (and remember that you can print double-sided!). 
 
If you anticipate problems purchasing these texts and/or printing out electronic readings for 
financial reasons, please see me ASAP and weõll make arrangements. 
 
Newspapers 
Weõll be talking about current events throughout the course; keeping yourself up to date on the 
newsñwhether via newspapers or the Webñis highly desirable, although not a formal requirement.  
(See the extra credit opportunity above.) 
 
Course Management System (ANGEL) 
Iõve set up a course site on ANGEL, available at http://angel.psu.edu or http://cms.psu.edu.  
Please become familiar with this as soon as possible; youõll find an electronic copy of this syllabus, 
study questions for the readings, links to the libraryõs electronic reserves system, and lots of extra 
information. 

 
 
V.  Course Policies 
Below are answers to some questions you might have about the course.  If you donõt find what 
youõre looking for, though, please e-mail me or stop by during office hours (we can set up an 
appointment if we need to).  The same goes if youõre confused about something we talk about in 
class or if you just want to chat about sociology in general.  Iõm here to helpñjust let me know what 
I can do. 
 
What should I include in e-mails? 
To make sure I give your messages the priority they deserve, please use SOC 446 in your subject 
heading with a subtitleñe.g., òSOC 446ñPaper Questionó or òSOC 446ñRequest for Meetingó.  
If you send me an e-mail by 4:00 P.M., you can expect a response that day.  Any e-mails sent after 
that time should be answered by 9 A.M. the next morning.   
 

http://www.abebooks.com/
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How should I address you? 
Iõm still a year away from òDr. Schroeder,ó so thatõs out.  Please feel free to call me òMatt.ó  You 
can call me òMr. Schroederó if you want something more formal, but thatõll probably make me feel 
old.   

 
What will happen if my cell phone goes off in class? 
I havenõt yet developed the ability to vaporize objects with my eyes, but I still have a nasty glare.  To 
avoid disruptions to class activities, all cell phones and other electronic devices (BlackBerries, digital 
music players, etc.) should be turned off and put away when class is in session. 
 
Is attendance required?   
Itõs not a direct component of your grade, but youõll need to come to class to do well on the other 
components.  Since weõll be together for only six weeks, weõll have to move pretty fast.  To 
understand the material, you should plan to attend class regularly and to complete the assigned 
reading.  Additionally, you canõt get a good participation grade if you donõt show up! 
 
So what should I do if I miss class? 
Iõll assume that youõre serious about this course and committed to it; therefore, Iõll assume further 
that if you miss class, itõs for a very good reason (being very sick, caring for someone who is very 
sick, lost in the woods, etc.).  So you donõt need to contact me about any classes you miss.  Please 
donõt ask if you missed anything important; if I thought something were unimportant, I wouldnõt 
include it in this course.  There are three exceptions to this rule; read on for details. 
 

I havenõt been to class for a while, and/or Iõve missed lots of classes.  What should I 
do? 
You should come talk to me ASAP.  Itõs best not to get into this situation, but if you can 
document extenuating circumstances, we might be able to work something out as long as 
youõre willing to work.  Iõm far more willing to help if I know whatõs going on. 
  
I have a family emergency and/or a serious illness and need to miss several days of 
class.  What should I do? 
You should let me know your situation immediately in any possible way you can (see contact 
information at the top of this syllabus).  Iõll do whatever I can to help, but in return, I ask 
that you inform me of any such situations as soon as itõs logically possible for you.  That is, 
donõt skip two weeks of class and then come back asking for extensions because of illness or 
a death in the family.  This is one thing I donõt bend on. 
 
I missed an important due date and/or the final exam.  What should I do? 
If youõre very sick or canõt come to class for some other good reason on a day when 
something important is due, you MUST make every reasonable effort to inform me before 
the beginning of class in any possible way you can (see contact information at the top of 
this syllabus).  If you donõt make this effort, do not expect a make-up exam or a waiver of 
the late penalty.  There will be no exceptions. 

 



VI.  Academic Integrity 
Helpful notice from the College of the Liberal Arts: 
According to Faculty Senate Policy 49-20, Penn State defines academic integrity as òthe pursuit of 
scholarly activity in an open, honest and responsible manner. . . .  [T]he Universityõs Code of 
Conduct states that all students should act with personal integrity, respect other studentsõ dignity, 
rights and property, and help create and maintain an environment in which all can succeed through 
the fruits of their effortsó (Faculty Senate Policy 49-20). 
 
Dishonesty of any kind will not be tolerated in this course. Dishonesty includes, but is not limited 
to, cheating, plagiarizing, fabricating information or citations, facilitating acts of academic dishonesty 
by others, having unauthorized possession of examinations, submitting work of another person or 
work previously used without informing the instructor, or tampering with the academic work of 
other students. Students who are found to be dishonest will receive academic sanctions and will be 
reported to the Universityõs Judicial Affairs office for possible further disciplinary sanction. 
 
My translation: Unless explicitly noted otherwise, all work in this course must be your own.  I take 
violations of this policy very seriously, and they are subject to academic and/or disciplinary 
sanctions by the administration.  For more information, please see 
http://www.la.psu.edu/undergrad/integrity/studentpolicy/studentres.htm. 
 
 

VII.  Disability Services 
Helpful notice from the Office of Disability Services: 
Penn State welcomes students with disabilities into the University's educational programs. If you 
have a disability-related need for reasonable academic adjustments in this course, contact the Office 
for Disability Services (ODS), which is located in room 116 Boucke Building, at 814-863-
1807(V/TTY). For further information regarding ODS, please visit their web site at 
www.equity.psu.edu/ods/. Instructors should be notified as early in the semester as possible 
regarding the need for reasonable academic adjustments. 
 
My translation: If you anticipate having problems completing course requirements, please let me 
know ASAP.  I want everyone to be comfortable in my class. 
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Course Schedule 

 
In the typical class period, you should expect a mixture of lecture, discussion, group activities, and 
film clips (not all will be used every day, though).  Other days will be devoted more to writing 
workshops or extended film viewings. 
 
Iõve chosen readings carefully to introduce you to the major concepts and themes weõll be discussing 
during each class session.  Thus the reading listed for each class should be completed by the class 
date (i.e., pages 1-4, 43-46, and 91-111 of the Orum textbook should be read for class on 5/22, 
pages 244-265 should be read for class on 5/23, and so forth).  Iõll be posting study questions for 
each reading on the ANGEL site, so be sure to check here to read most effectively. 
 
Finally, be aware that this schedule may change during the semester; Iõll give you as much notice as I 
can if this happens. 
 
Key for readings: 
(O) = Orumõs Introduction to Political Sociology 
(G) = Gaventaõs Power and Powerlessness 
(ER) = Electronic Reserve 
 

I.  What is òpower,ó and how is it distributed in society?   
Here weõll go for the big picture and a firm theoretical foundation.  Weõll start out by discussing the 
concept of power, focusing on big national statesñwhat they are, how they arose, and how theyõve 
changed.  Then weõll look at three main theoretical perspectives on how power works in modern 
democracies.  Finally, weõll pull things together with the famous òthree-dimensionaló view of power 
as described in John Gaventaõs classic book Power and Powerlessness. 
 
Week 1 
M  5/21 Introduction to the course; what is power? 
 
Tu 5/22 Getting a common foundation: States and Systems of Rule 
 Reading:  (O) Introduction (1-4 ONLY) 
  (O) òThe Stateó through òAuthority and Its Legitimacyó (43-46)  
  (O) Chapter 5: òBasic Forms of Political Ruleó (91-111) 
 Assignment: Read through syllabus thoroughly; check out the ANGEL site. 
 
W  5/23 How did big national states form? 
 Reading:  (O) Chapter 10: òBuilding Nation-States in the Modern Worldó (244-265  
   ONLY) 
 
Th 5/24 Why do democracies come and go? 
 Reading:  (O) Chapter 10: òBuilding Nation-States in the Modern Worldó (265-283) 
 Due: Topic for course project 
 Today is also the last day to drop this course without having to go through the late-drop process. 
 



F   5/25 Power in Modern Democracies (I): Pluralism 
 Reading:  (O) Chapter 6: òPower and Equality in Modern Americaó (112-115 ONLY) 
  (ER) Robert Dahl, òWho Governs?ó 
 
Week 2 
M  5/28 NO CLASS  (Memorial Day) 
 
Tu 5/29 Power in Modern Democracies (II): Elitism 

 Reading:  (O) Chapter 2: òThe Economy and Social Stratificationó through òSustaining  
   Capitalisméó (12-17)  

 (ER) C. Wright Mills, òThe Higher Circlesó  
  
W  5/30 Power in Modern Democracies (III): State Autonomy 
 Reading:  (O) Chapter 6: òPower and Equality in Modern Americaó (117-29 ONLY) 
  (O) Chapter 3: òTheda Skocpoló (55-60) (skip the òStates and Social  
  Revolutionsó section) 
 
Th 5/31 Writing Workshop #1 
 Reading:  None. 
 Due: Part I of your course project 
  
F   6/1 The Three Dimensions of Power 
 Reading:  (G) Chapter 1: òPower and Participationó (3-25 ONLY) 
 

II.  How does society influence political institutions?  
Now that weõve gotten an idea of three major theoretical perspectives on democracies, weõll start to 
look more specifically at American government and whoñif anyoneñruns it in practice.  Weõll start 
out by applying the three-dimensional view of power to a specific political issue, then weõll talk 
about whether America possesses a òruling class.ó  Weõll spend several days assessing the empirical 
evidence for who really rules governmentñrich people? ordinary citizens? politicians?  Finally, weõll 
discuss the major social divisions that show up in current political debates. 
 
Week 3 
M  6/4 Power and Politics: Applying the Three Dimensions of Power 

 Reading:  (G) Chapter 1: òPower and Participationó (3-25 ONLYñread it again to be 
sure you understand it) 

 Film: Taken For a Ride 
 
Tu 6/5 Does America have a ruling class? 
 Reading:  (O) Chapter 6: òPower and Equality in Modern Americaó (129-146 ONLY) 
  (ER) G. William Domhoff, òThe Corporate Community and the Upper Classó 
 
W  6/6 How do economic elites matter? (I): The Second Dimension of Power 
 Reading:  (G) Chapters 3 (58-61 ONLY), 4 (104-109 ONLY), 9 (all) 
 Film: The Corporation (excerpts) 
 



Th 6/7 How do economic elites matter? (II): The Third Dimension of Power 
 Reading:  (ER) G. William Domhoff, òThe Policy-Planning Networkó 
  (G) Chapters 3 (61-75 ONLY), 4 (109-121 ONLY) 
  Film: The Corporation (excerpts) 
 
F   6/8 How do citizens matter? (I): Elections and Public Opinion 
 Reading:  (O) Chapter 9: òCitizen Participation in Politicsó (210-216 ONLY) 
  (G) Chapter 6 (all) 
 
Week 4 
M  6/11 How do politicians matter?  
 Reading:  (ER) John W. Kingdon, òAgendas, Alternatives, and Public Policyó 
  (ER) Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson, òAbandoning the Middleó 
 
Tu 6/12 How do citizens matter? (II): Working Within The System 
 Reading:  (O) òPower and Politics Within Modern Political Partiesó (187-191 ONLY) 
  (G) Chapter 7 (all) 
 
W  6/13 How do citizens matter? (III): Social Movements 
 Reading:  (O) Chapter 9: òCitizen Participation in Politicsó (218-238 ONLY)  
 Film: A Force More Powerful 
 
Th 6/14 Writing Workshop #2 
 Reading: None 
 Due: Part II of your course project 
 
F   6/15 What are the major divisions that currently exist in political arenas? 
 Reading:  (ER) Thomas Frank, òWhatõs the Matter With America?ó 
  (ER) Thomas Frank, òCon Men and Mod Squadó 
 

III.  How do political institutions influence society?  
Weõll finish up the semester by looking at the consequences of political decisions for society at large.  
Weõll learn about òwelfare statesóñwhat they are, how they influence inequality and/or reinforce 
existing economic arrangements, and how America differs from the rest of the world in these 
respects.  Weõll also have time to delve into some special topics as suggested by you.   
 
Week 5 
M  6/18 How do states influence inequality (I): Taxes and Welfare 
 Reading:  (ER) Timothy Smeeding, òPublic Policy, Economic Inequality, and Povertyó 
 
Tu 6/19 How do states influence inequality? (II): Anti-Discrimination Policies 
 Reading:  (ER) Barbara Reskin, òThe Effectiveness of Affirmative Actionó 
   
W  6/20 How do states influence inequality? (III): Democracy and Citizenship 
 Reading:  (ER) Christopher Uggen and Jeff Manza, òDemocratic Contraction? Political  
   Consequences of Felon Disenfranchisement in the United Statesó  
 



Th 6/21 Special Topic: The Media in Politics  
 Guest Speaker: Andrew Lindner, Ph.D. Candidate in Sociology 

 Reading: TBD 
 Today is also the late drop deadline: after this date, you canõt avoid getting a letter grade for this course.   
 If youõre not feeling good about your prospects at this point, come talk to me. 
 
F   6/22 Free Day (work on your projects!) 
 If youõre graduating this summer, be sure to activate your intent to graduate by 5 P.M. today! 
 (Go to http://elion.oas.psu.edu)  

 
Week 6 
M  6/25 Writing Workshop #3 
 Reading: None 
 Due: Part III of your course project 
 
Tu 6/26 Special Topics 
 Reading: TBD 
  
W  6/27 Special Topics 
 Reading: TBD 
 
Th 6/28 Special Topics 
 Reading: TBD 
 
F   6/29 Final Exam 
 
Exam Week 
M  7/2 Due: Final draft of course project, in my mailbox (211 Oswald) by 2 P.M. 

 
Due Dates at a Glance 
5/24 (Thurs.) Project Topic due 
5/31 (Thurs.) Part I of Course Project due 
6/14 (Thurs.) Part II of Course Project due 
6/25 (Mon.) Part III of Course Project due 
6/29 (Fri.)  Final Exam 
7/2 (Mon.)  Final Draft of Course Project due 
 

Other Important Dates at a Glance 
5/24 (Thurs.): Add/Drop deadline (last day to add class or to drop without it appearing on your 

transcript) 
6/21 (Thurs.): Late Drop deadline (last day to drop class, but itõll show up on your transcript as 

uncompleted) 
6/22 (Fri.): Graduating seniors: last day to activate your intent to graduate via eLion 

(http://elion.oas.psu.edu) if youõre graduating this summer. 
6/29 (Weds.): Withdrawal deadline (last day to withdraw your enrollment from PSU and cancel all 

your summer courses) 

http://elion.oas.psu.edu/
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