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Culture: Social influences on human thought and behavior 
Self, Culture and Society II 

Section 24, Winter 2009 

3-4:20- Mondays and Wednesdays Cobb 119 

 

Elise Berman 

eberman@uchicago.edu 

Office hours: 1-2:50 PM Mondays or by appointment 

GB 129 (If I am not in my office I will be in the Classics Café, look for me there) 

 

Course Description: 

How does our social environment influence meanings, actions, and beliefs?  We will 

explore this question by reading a variety of ideas about how culture influences human 

thought and behavior.  Various issues that we will discuss include religion, socialization, 

language and symbolic thought, cultural contact, and power relations.  We will 

interrogate these issues through analyzing the works of a number of classic 

anthropological and philosophical writers, including Durkheim, Mead, Sahlins, and 

Foucault.  

 

Course Requirements: 

Participation: This class is a seminar.  Attendance and participation are mandatory, which 

means that your grade will suffer if you miss class or fail to participate in the discussions. 

Students are expected to be conversant with the assigned reading and should be prepared 

to participate in class by offering critical commentary on the texts, raising questions and 

concerns, and engaging in vigorous, but also respectful, dialogue with one another. The 

emphasis in our discussions will not necessarily be on finding the one right answer, 

which may not exist, but on engaging with these complex texts actively, i.e. asking 

questions and making comments which will help everyone understand the texts better. 

 

Quizzes: Each day you will receive questions to guide your reading for the next class.  

These questions do not cover everything that you can take out of the readings, but are 

intended to guide you toward the larger issues the texts pose.  In every class there is a 

possibility of a 5 minute open book quiz.  (I will randomly give quizzes, we will not have 

one every day). The quiz will consist of one of the questions from the reading the night 

before.  You may write out your answers to the questions ahead of time, but you may not 

write more than half of a page, single space, typed. If you are late to class or miss class, 

including if you are sick, you forfeit the quiz.  I will drop your three lowest quiz grades. 

  

Papers: Everybody will be required to write three papers.  The first two are 4-5 pages 

each. The final paper will be 6-7 pages. I take both writing and content very seriously – I 

will give you guidelines as to what I expect when I hand out paper topics. You will have 

the possibility of revising the first two papers.  I do not promise that your grade will go 

up, but it may, particularly if you carefully follow my suggestions.  I WILL NOT reread a 

paper if you have not first met with me to discuss my comments.  
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Grades: 

Participation and quizzes: 30% 

1
st 

and 2
nd

 paper: 20% each 

Final paper: 30% 

 

Required Texts (available at the seminary coop):  

Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, New York: Basic Books, 

1995 [1912].  

Margaret Mead, Coming of Age in Samoa, New York: Perennial Classics, 2001 [1928]. 

Marshall Sahlins, Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities, Ann Arbor: University of 

Michigan Press, 1981 

Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, New York: Vintage, 1977 [1975]. 

 

Additional Texts (on e-reserves or in course documents on Chalk – check both) 

Edward Sapir, Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech, San Diego: Harcourt, 

Bruce and Company, 1921. 

Gananath Obeyesekere, The Apotheosis of Captain Cook, Princeton University Press: 

Princeton, 1992 

Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, New York: Basic Books, 1973. 

Pierre Bourdieu, Language & Symbolic Power, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

2003.  

Benjamin, Walter, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, In 

Illuminations. New York: Schocken Books, 1969 

Adorno, Theodor, On The Fetish Character In Music, In The Essential Frankfurt School 

Reader. New York: Continuum, 1978 

 

Schedule of readings: 

Week 1 

Jan 5
th

: Introduction 

January 7
th

: Durkheim 1-18, 33-44 

 

Week 2 

January 12
th

: Durkheim 99-157 

January 14
th

: Durkheim 190-236  

 

Week 3 

January 19
th

: MLK day, no school 

January 21
st
: Durkheim 355-373, 412-448  

 

Week 4 

January 26
th

: Mead 3-91 

January 28
th

: Mead 92-170  

January 29
th

: First Paper due by 5 PM 

 

Week 5  

February 2
nd

: Sapir 3-23, Saussure 7-23 
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February 4
th

: Sahlins 3-32 

 

Week 6  

February 9
th

: Sahlins 33-72, Obeyesekere 8-11, 60-66  

February 11
th

: Geertz 3-30 

 

Week 7 

February 16
th

: Geertz 412-453  

February 18
th

: Foucault 3-32  

 

Week 8 

February 23
rd

: Foucault 73-169 

February 25
th

: Foucault 170-228  

February 26
th

: Second paper due by 5 PM 

 

Week 9  

March 2
nd

: Foucault 231-308 

March 4
th

: Bourdieu 37-65  

 

Week 10: 

March 9
th

: Benjamin 

March 11
th

: Adorno  

 

Tuesday March 17
th

: Final paper due by 5:00 PM 

 

 


