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Course Description
The image of clashing world views is a central feature of political commentary and popular culture. Oddly, unearthing evidence of culture wars is somewhat ambiguous. In some cases, researchers find is a nice normal curve– a range of opinions with most people in the middle and very few on the extremes. Yet, others find clear evidence of real battle lines with the potential to generate important and far-reaching social conflict. In the course, we will explore the notion of a culture war, discuss how to identify a culture war empirically and evaluate the arguments presented. We will read scholarly work from a variety of disciplines: sociology, political science, and religion. Through these readings we will critically analyze the methods of inquiry in each piece, the author’s underlying assumptions, and how these factors influence the methodology and interpretation of the results.
Course Organization
As a seminar, the course requires your active participation.  Each week we will read, discuss and critically evaluate empirical evidence regarding a culture war in the United States.  Throughout the course we will encounter topics about which you feel strongly.  I encourage you to bring these views to class, but be prepared to discuss them in an evidenced-based manner.  That is, regardless of your view on a particular issue you should use factual evidence to support your arguments.  There are no exams or quizzes, rather the course culminates with a research paper, in which you explore a culture war topic of your own choosing.  The syllabus contains several graded benchmarks to move your paper forward and avoid last minute, late night writing and research.  I do not assume any previous sociological knowledge and encourage you to bring knowledge gleaned from other readings or courses to enrich our exploration and discussion of culture war topics.
Course Objectives
· Discuss empirical evidence from scholarly and other sources

· Identify relationships between variables

· Analyze the validity of presented arguments

· develop and design an independent research project

· Evaluate and communicate research findings

Required Materials
There are no required texts or materials for the course.  All readings are available electronically or will be distributed in class.  All research related activities, including data and software for data analysis, are freely available online and can be accessed with public or private computers.

Grading Plan 
Your final grade will be calculated as follows:

· Participation


30 pts.


· Research Benchmarks 

180 pts.

· Final Research Paper

90 pts.
300 pts
Participation

Participation in the course constitutes 10% of your final grade.  This portion of your grade includes: contributing to class discussions, demonstrating a careful and attentive reading of the material, and providing feedback to your colleagues.  Although this is only 10% of your grade, keep in mind that participation comprises an entire letter grade to your final grade in the course.  

Research Benchmarks

The research benchmarks provide ongoing due dates intended to aid you in making progress toward completion of the final research project.  The point-value for each benchmark reflects the relative work required for completion.  I will discuss the requirements for each benchmark as we they approach and a grading rubric for each is posted on the course Blackboard site.

· Topic Submission

5 pts.

· Source Submission

15 pts.

· Variable Selection

10 pts.

· Preliminary Tables

25 pts.

· Literature Review

50 pts.

· Data Recoding


25 pts.

· Data & Methods

50 pts.
180 pts.

Final Paper

The final paper should be between 15-25 pages long.  The grade contains four component parts: grammar, literature review, data & tables, interpretation & conclusion.  A rubric for the final paper grade is posted on the course Blackboard site.  The point-value for each component is as follows:

· Grammar & Style

30 pts.

· Literature Review

10 pts.

· Data & Tables


10 pts.

· Interpretation & Conclusion
40 pts
90 pts.
Course Outline

The course is divided into 4 parts.  Throughout the course, you will explore your own culture war topic.  You should pick a topic early in the semester to avoid last minute hassles.  Several graded benchmarks for completing the paper are included in the syllabus.  These are, of course, part of your final grade, but I include them to help you progress toward the final paper at the end of the semester.  

In Part I we will explore the following questions: what is culture, how do sociologists measure culture and how do the usual suspects (race, gender and class) contribute to cultural divides in the United States.  

In Part II, we explore several material and ideological measures of culture.  In this section, we will read empirical works that either support or reject the notion of culture wars.  It is important to remember that not all the papers are explicitly dealing with culture head on, but we can make an argument in each case that these investigations contribute to the culture war debate at least peripherally.  

The third section of the course deals squarely with the culture war debate.  We will read articles by the loudest voices in the debate.  Like any good debate, there are two sides – each arguing for or against the existence of a culture war.  Our task in this part of the course is to analyze and critique the arguments and measures used on each side of the debate.  Ultimately, you will have to make your own decision regarding the reality of a culture war.  

Finally, we will explore a new perspective on the culture war debate.  We will reframe the culture war debate, through the merging of existing empirical and theoretical traditions.

Schedule
January 9

Introductions

Covering the Syllabus, Readings, Assignments, Grades … all the important stuff you really want to know.


January 14              Introduction to Culture




This week we will try to get an idea of how to define culture.  We will read several

different authors views of culture.  When you are reading think about how they are 

defining culture and what makes each similar or distinct from the others.

· Spillman Chapter 1

· Kuper

· Smith

· Williams

January 16

What is Culture?

This week we will examine the current state of culture through a reading of influential contemporary researchers.  As you read, think about how each author relates to the guiding orientations or theoretical approaches we discussed last week.  How are they defining culture – or can you tell?  What if anything can you tell about the consensus or division based on these readings.

· Swidler

· DiMaggio

· Jepperson

· Eliasoph & Lichterman

January 21

Social Class

Are there social class differences in the way people act or how the view the world around them?  This week we explore this question through three diverse, but related articles.  These authors aren’t explicitly concerned with culture, but how does their research speak to the notion of a culture war?  How are they defining social class and is this definition and measurement useful for understanding cultural differences in the U.S.?

· Lareau (1987)

· Stolte and Fender

· Gibson-Davis, Edin & McLanahan

January 23

Race

Many of the studies we read, not only in this class, but in others as well, seem to focus on race as a natural division in a social collectivity.  Consider why we use race a focal point for talking about differences.  How useful is the notion of race when talking about cultural differences?  What are the implications of using race in this manner?

· Lareau (2002)

· Reverby

January 28

Gender

Race, gender, and social class are natural bedfellows in sociological research.  In fact, so many studies focus on these three characteristics that they have become, to some extent, the bread and butter of sociological research.  This week we explore gender as a potential social division.  Are men and women really that different?  As you read these articles consider how each is or is not indicative of potential cultural divisions and how they might contribute to a more nuanced view of culture wars.  Should we consider these characteristics (race, class, and gender) in isolation or in tandem?  Does this make our findings more or less straightforward?

· Brines

· Moss

January 30

Art and Music 

To what extent are different types of people listening to different types of music?  Does this matter?  Is it suggestive of a culture war?  Are some folks purposely listening to certain types of music and eschewing others to make a statement about who they are? 

· Bryson

· Peterson and Kern

February 4

Religion 

Religion is one of the potential cleavages in a complex society.  To be sure, the existence of several different worldviews is likely to generate conflict and dissent, but are these divergent perspectives significant enough to create a religious or other type of culture war?

· Miller and Hoffman

· Felson and Kindell

February 6

Politics

Politics is likely the primary reason we all talk about culture wars.  How does being conservative or liberal influence our perspective on the world?  Does politics operate in a similar or different fashion than religion in creating meaningful and boundaries and divisions?

· Lindaman and Haider-Markel

· Fiorina and Abrams

February 11

Values

What are values and how might they contribute to a culture war?  We explore this question through several important readings today.  How important are values in defining who we are and how we relate to others?  What about individuals who appear to hold logically inconsistent values – what is their role in a culture war?

· Brumbaugh, Sanchez & Nock

February 13
 
Culture Wars

These authors make a compelling case for the existence of a culture war.  Or do they?  Think about how they are measuring culture and constructing the comparison groups.  If they had done either of these things differently would it have altered their results.  How do their assumptions and measurement strategies influence their results.

February 20

Culture Wars?

Today we read the opposing viewpoint.  These authors claim there is no culture war.  As you read keep in mind the assumptions that the authors are making about culture wars and social divisions.  How are they measuring culture?  How are they constructing the comparison groups?  How do each of these relate to what we read previously claiming there was a culture war?  How are the studies/data similar/different?  Are we talking about apples and oranges in comparing previous studies with this one?
February 25 
Culture Wars!

Academia meets the RNC.  Watch the speeches posted on BB before class.  Today we discuss these speeches.  How has the notion of a culture been co-opted – does it seem to resonate with the audiences?  Is the idea of a culture war new?  Conjecture as to how and why the notions of culture wars were presented and framed.  Are culture wars new or recycled platforms?  How is positioning these ideas in political terms useful for political ends?  Would this idea be useful in other, multiparty governments?

March 4
Exploring your Own Culture War

You already posted a synopsis of your research question on BB.  Today you discuss your findings on a culture war of your choosing.  Be prepared to answer your colleagues’ questions and defend your theoretical framework.  What does existing research say about your topic – should we expect consensus or divisions?

March 6
Individual Meetings

March 11
Spring Break

March 13
Spring Break

March 18
Lab on GSS Data

March 20
A Quick Statistics Primer

Please do not be alarmed.  Regardless of your level of statistical training or know how, you will get everything you need to know about statistics and your paper from this class.  There will be several resources available on BB for your use and consultation.  YOU DO NOT WANT TO MISS THIS CLASS!!!!

March 25
Affect Control Theory Part I

Today we will explore an fairly well-established an empirically supported sociological theory.  The theory deals primarily with identity, interaction and emotion, but I want you to think about why we are reading about it and how it might contribute to the culture war debate.  Be creative – I, of course, have my own set of ideas, but I want to get your take on its potential contribution.  Be prepared to offer your ideas during the class discussion.

March 27
Affect Control Theory Part II

April 8
Affect Control Theory Part III

April 10
Blau Space – An Ecological Theory of Group Affiliation

This is an emergent sociological theory.  Again, consider how this theory and the existing evidence could contribute to our approach to the culture war debate.  Although this theory doesn’t directly address the issue of culture wars of divisions in the social fabric, how might it be useful in orienting ourselves to the culture war debate?

April 15
An Ecological Theory of Cultural Divisions

Today we will bring these ideas together.  You will read some of my work – it is at this point, just vague ramblings, but I sketch out a plan for bringing these two empirical and theoretical traditions together.  How is this approach similar to or different from the orientations taken by the culture war authors?  Will this get us further in our understanding or discovery of true divisions in the social fabric?

April 17
Investigating a Culture War

This week we will talk about your data – variables, relationships and the like.  Come to class with a clear idea of your research question – where do you think you can find a culture war, what kinds of variables will you need to test your theory?  How do I recode this variable, etc.?  Be prepared to ask questions and have suggestions for others.

April 22
Investigating a Culture War

This week we will talk about the questions and stumbling blocks you are encountering with your research question.  Come to class ready to talk about issues you are having and to offer advice to your colleagues.  This is the time to get your analyses clear and to start preparing your presentation and shoring up the arguments in your final paper.

