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SOC 501: Knowledge and Power (Fall 2017) 

Mondays, 4:00pm – 6:30pm 

Social Sciences Building (SSCI), Rm. 1061 

 

Dr. Owen Whooley 

owenwho@unm.edu 

Department of Sociology 

SSCI Rm. 1068 

 
 

 

Course Overview 
 

Who can speak truth? Who determines what counts as truth? Is objective knowledge possible? Or is 

it merely a chimera that masks authority? 

 

Knowledge is a basic fault line upon which power disparities are constructed. For this reason, the 

entanglements of knowledge and power has been an abiding concern for sociology.  Be it Marx’s 

“ideas of the ruling class”, Mannheim’s “total ideology”, Foucault’s power/knowledge nexus, 

Latour’s “trials of strength”, Collins’ “controlling images”, or Bourdieu’s “symbolic violence”, the 

theories and theorists whose ideas comprise the backbone of sociological thought see the struggle 

over knowledge as a central problematic of the discipline.  When applied to social life, the old saw 

that “knowledge is power” raises important research questions pertaining to how we organize 

knowledge production (e.g. expertise), how this organization serves powerful interests, and how 

those marginalized in this regard resist these arrangements. 

 

This course examines the relationship between knowledge and power from a sociology of knowledge 

perspective, broadly construed.  Drawing on theoretical traditions from sociology, science studies, 

and the social sciences broadly, it attends to the complex and varied ways in which power influences 

knowledge, is legitimated through knowledge, and is challenged by alternative knowledge(s).  For 

those interested in undertaking a comprehensive exam in the subfield of the sociology of knowledge, 

this course will help prepare you. But given its broad orientation, the course contains important, 

useful insights to all graduate students, regardless of one’s substantive interests. Indeed, it will touch 

on all four of department’s main areas of focus: criminology, race and ethnicity, social movements, 

and sociology of health & illness. 

 

A caveat.  By nature and design, this course follows its own idiosyncratic logic.  There is no subfield 

called “the sociology of knowledge and power”.  There’s no textbook or standard canon. In selecting 

the course materials, I have drawn on my own partial knowledge and particular passions.  But I have 

also made a concerted effort – both for my sanity and yours – to include materials outside of my field 

and, occasionally, my comfort zone.  The end result is a relatively coherent mash-up that I believe, 

when all is said and done, will yield a productive meditation on knowledge and power. 
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Learning Goals and Outcomes1 
 

The course embraces several objectives. As appropriate in a graduate-level course, the learning goals 

are ambitious. These goals aim to provide you with the capacity and habits of mind to bring 

advanced sociological insight to bear on your research, writing, teaching, and engagement within 

society.  

 

If you pursue the course with focus and desire, by the end of the semester you should be well on your 

way to acquiring:  

 Advanced familiarity with some contemporary sociological theories sufficient to ground your 

future sociological research and to guide the pursuit of further reading on topics of interest to 

you; 

 An appreciation of the relationship between knowledge and power as well as an ability to 

articulate the multifaceted nature of this relationship; 

 The ability to show how different conceptual frameworks brought to bear in sociological 

analysis can reveal and/or obscure different dimensions of social reality in which you are 

interested; 

 Leadership skills for moderating class discussions in authoritative but respectful ways that 

encourage decentralized and participative seminars, focused on course content; 

 The ability to reflect upon the disciplinary goals of sociology as well as how the discipline’s 

(and by extension your own) research ambitions intersect with and reproduce power. 

 

Course Format and Structure 
  

The structure of the course unfolds according to the following logic.  The first section, 

“Foundations”, is more theoretical in nature.  It introduces students to foundational texts that explore 

knowledge, power, or both. This section will provide key conceptual tools and ideas for empirical 

exploration. The second section focuses on specific topics that raises dynamics related to issues of 

knowledge and power.  This section concludes with four weeks that take on these issues as they 

relate to the four areas of major focus of our department’s sociology program – criminology, race, 

social movements, and sociology of health & illness. 

 

The course will proceed in a seminar format. Students are expected to prepare the readings carefully 

each week. As part of this preparation, for the first section of the course (6 weeks), student will 

complete short reflection assignments each week (see attached). These assignments are intended to 

ensure a deep comprehension of the readings, to organize your thoughts, to stimulate reflection on 

how these readings might be useful for YOU, and to provide working notes to which you can later 

                                                 
1 This course will contribute significantly to section “A” of the PHD SOCIOLOGY Student Learning Outcomes, 

“Specialized Knowledge SLOs (Ph.D. focus)”: 

A.1Students will be able to explain the major characteristics of four sub-disciplines of sociology, note how 

the sub-disciplines may overlap, and the advantages and disadvantages of disciplinary sub‐ divisions.  

(NOTE: this course introduces students to the subfield of the sociology of science, knowledge, 

and technology.) 

A.2 Students will be able explain and critique the major theoretical and empirical materials in a sub-

discipline of sociology. 

A.3 Students will be able to discuss research applications of major theoretical perspectives in a sub-

discipline of sociology. 
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refer. (While seemingly tedious, note-taking is a critical skill to cultivate.) Students will email 

assignments to me by 12:00pm on the Monday of class. I will draw on them to lead the seminar. 

 

In addition, every week two students will be assigned to introduce the week’s readings and initiate 

the conversation. The two students will meet prior to the class to discuss the readings and prepare a 

short informal presentation – about 15 minutes total.  The presentation can include any crucial 

historical context or biographical detail but should, focus mostly on the argument/key ideas and how 

these complement and/or contradict previous authors we have read (Think roughly 1/3rd on 

background, 2/3rd on substantive ideas). One student will take the lead in the presentation, while the 

other will offer support and interject when needed. This will require a greater level of preparation, 

including choosing some generative questions or themes that will help deepen and focus the 

discussion. Each student will get the opportunity to guide the discussion twice during the semester, 

once as the lead and once as the support.  

 

I will moderate the seminar sessions. My style is participative, meaning I will do very little outright 

lecture but rather focus on drawing out students’ ideas and perspectives. I will also get key content 

onto the table, but will do so in dialogue with your ideas, rather than via lecture.  

  

Expectations 
 

Our exploration of the texts will be conducted collectively.  While I might take the lead in posing 

questions and steering our conversations, for the course to work, everyone is expected to contribute 

and participate fully.   Along these lines I expect the following: 

 
1) Read, Read, and Then Read Some More– This is a graduate-level course.  There’s no getting 

around it; this course demands significant reading.  While I have done my best to keep the 

readings to a manageable length, it is imperative, not only for your grade, but for the quality 

of the discussion, that you read them carefully and actively. To elevate the level of the 

discussion, everyone is expected to engage deeply with the texts.   Thus, come to class 

prepared. 

 

2) Speak Openly and Respectfully – As we will learn, any knowledge seeking endeavor is 

invariably tied to issues of power. This includes this course. My hope is that we can minimize 

the potentially corrupting influence of power by creating a space where we can explore 

conflicting ideas without hostility.  In order to discuss these issues in an intelligent and 

critical manner, we need to allow for dissenting voices to emerge.  Thus, I expect you to be 

open to other perspectives and respectfully disagree when the opportunity comes. 

 

3)  Offer Arguments, Not Opinions – While the notion that “everyone is entitled to their 

opinion” has wide currency in our culture, this attitude stifles dialogue rather than enhancing 

it. In this class, you ARE NOT entitled to your opinions; you are only entitled to what you 

can argue for in thoughtful way.  To be clear: I’m not suggesting that everyone needs to have 

a complete, coherent, well-thought-out argument in order to speak.  To the contrary, I expect 

that we will “play with” different, often cursory arguments.  Rather this expectation is an 

injunction against the taking on of knee-jerk, sheltered beliefs that refuse interrogation.   

 

4) Be Irreverent – We’ll be reading materials from some very intelligent – and sometime 

intimidating – thinkers. I expect you to engage with their ideas seriously, but you need not 

bow before them.  Don’t be intimidated.  Whether you realize it or not, we’re all social 
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theorists; we’ve all developed some sort of understanding of how our social world operates.  

The difference between you and the authors we read is not as big as you might think.  So if 

you find a particular reading stupid, feel free to say it…that is, as long as you can back it up 

with a coherent argument.  Same thing goes for anything I say.   

 

Contact Info 
 

Email me and I will respond as quickly as possible.  To be on the safe side, any questions regarding 

an assignment due the next day should be emailed before 5:00pm that night.  Anything later and I 

can’t guarantee that I’ll get back to you in time.  

 

Office Hours 
 

My office hours are on Fridays from 11:30am to 1:30pm or by appointment.  My office is located on 

the first floor of the Social Sciences Building, 1st floor, room 1068.  

 

Required Texts 
 

There are ten required books for this course.   

 

 Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann. 1967. The Social Construction of Reality. NY; Anchor 

Books. 

 Wayne Brekhus. 2015. Culture and Cognition: Patterns in the Social Construction of Reality. 

Malden, MA: Polity. 

 Patricia Hill Collins. 2008. Black Feminist Thought. NY: Routledge. 

 Wendy Espeland. 1998. The Struggle for Water: Politics, Rationality, and Identity in the 

American Southwest. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 Lynne Haney. 2010. Offending Women: Power, Punishment, and the Regulation of Desire. 

Chicago: University of California Press. 

 Thomas Kuhn. 1996. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press. 

 Steven Lukes. 2004 Power: A Radical View. NY: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 Karl Mannheim. 1985. Ideology and Utopia. San Diego, CA: Harcourt Inc. 

 Nickolas Rose. 1990. Governing the Soul. NY: Routledge. 

 Eviatar Zerubavel. 1997. Social Mindscapes: An Invitation to Cognitive Sociology. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

 

NOTE: For some of these books, we will not be reading them in their entirety.  Rather we will be 

reading a substantial portion of them.  If costs are a consideration, you can borrow a text from a 

colleague and photocopy it.  However, as graduate students, it’s always good to build up your 

personal library if you can swing it financially. 

 

I HIGHLY recommend you explore online retailers (i.e. Amazon, Powell Books, etc.) as you can 

probably find used books for cheap.    
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Blackboard 

 
Additional course readings will be available on Blackboard.  To access Blackboard, log into 

learn.unm.edu, using your NetId and password. Your courses should be listed on the home page and 

simply select the link for SOC-501. If you do not know how to use Blackboard or cannot figure it 

out, let me know. 

 

Readings are listed on the syllabus.  A reading is listed on the syllabus for the day it’s supposed to be 

read by. For example, Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions is listed in the syllabus 

under October 16th. This means that you should read it and be prepared to discuss it in class on 

Monday, October 16th.  

 

I reserve the right to make changes and alterations to the syllabus with the class’s permission. 

 

Grading and Assignments 
 

To cut down our use of trees, I will ask you to email your assignments to me as an attachment. I will 

then email the papers back to you with comments and your grade.  

 
Class Participation: The success of this class depends heavily on your active and thoughtful 

participation.  Participation includes regular attendance, keeping up with the assigned readings, and 

meaningfully contributing to class discussions. Class participation will be assessed along three 

dimensions: reading memos (6 over the semester), class presentations (2 over the semester) and my 

general assessment of your participation in our discussions. (Worth 45% of Final Grade) 

 
Midterm Proposal: Halfway through the semester, you will compose a brief proposal (no more than 

3 pages, single-spaced) in which you will describe your plans for your term paper (see below).  I will 

comment extensively on these proposals, offering advice on possible directions to take and readings 

to look at. It is highly recommended that students meet with me individually to discuss their potential 

papers. More details to follow. Due on Monday, November 13th. (Worth 10% of Final Grade) 

 
Term Paper:  Each student will compose a final term paper that applies at least two theoretical 

traditions to a topic of their choice.  The overarching goal of this paper is to apply theoretical 

concepts and tools acquired during the course to make sense of an empirical, social phenomenon. To 

achieve this, think of the term paper as a research proposal, minus the research design section. In it, 

you will compose a paper of 15 pages (double-spaced) which 1) briefly identifies a specific social 

phenomenon of interest to you; 2) summarizes two theoretical perspectives, and how each relates to 

that phenomenon; 3) outlines a research question/puzzle/analytical problem flowing from these 

theoretical perspective; and 4) suggests an empirical research project that would plausibly adjudicate 

between them. Students are not expected to conduct primary research on the topic – or to “answer” 

their research question – but a thorough engagement with the secondary literature is essential, as is 

demonstrated mastery of relevant class readings.  For this reason, I HIGHLY recommend that you 

choose a topic in which you have a pre-existing interest and familiarity. More details to follow. Due 

on Wednesday, December 13th. 

 

NOTE: For advanced graduate students I offer an alternative approach that is more specifically 

catered to your research agenda (see me to coordinate and plan this project) (Worth 45% of final 

Grade). 
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Late assignments will be docked 5% points for every day they are late, unless there are extenuating 

circumstances that you inform me about PRIOR to the deadline. If you want to dispute a grade, I 

require that you type out a 2-page statement that summarizes why you think you were graded 

incorrectly and/or unfairly.  I will then meet with you to discuss the issue. 

 

Etc. 

 

Academic Dishonesty: All students are required to read and abide by UNM’s policies on academic 

honesty and integrity. Academic dishonesty includes, but is not limited to, dishonesty in quizzes, 

tests, or assignments as well as claiming credit for work not done or done by others. Violations of 

these policies will result in disciplinary action. Plagiarism and cheating will not be tolerated and will 

result in the student failing the course. If you have a question about what constitutes plagiarism or 

how to properly cite research, your best bet is to contact me and ask. Additional information is 

available at: http://pathfinder.unm.edu/common/policies/dishonesty-academic-matters.html  

 
Special Needs: Any student who, because of a disability, may require some special arrangements in 

order to meet course requirements should contact me as soon as possible to make necessary 

accommodations.  It is the responsibility of the student to request accommodation for individual 

learning needs.  UNM will make every attempt to accommodate all qualified students with 

disabilities. For further information, contact Student Support Services at (505) 277-3506. 

  

http://pathfinder.unm.edu/common/policies/dishonesty-academic-matters.html
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Foundations  

 

Monday, August 21 – Introduction 

 Ann Swidler and Jorge Arditi. 1994. "The New Sociology of Knowledge," Annual Review of 

Sociology 20(1): 305-329. 

 

Monday, August 28 –Power 

 Steven Lukes. 2004. Power: A Radical View. NY: Palgrave Macmillan.  

 

Monday, September 4 – Labor day – NO CLASS 

 

Monday, September 11 – Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia 

 Karl Mannheim. 1985. Ideology and Utopia. San Diego, CA: Harcourt Inc., 1-191, 264-311. 

 

Monday, September 18 –On Social Construction  

 Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann. 1967. The Social Construction of Reality. NY: Anchor 

Books, 1-184.  

 Ian Hacking. 1999. The Social Construction of What? Cambridge, MA; Harvard University 

Press, 1-34. 

 

Monday, September 25 –Cognitive Sociology 

 Eviatar Zerubavel. 1997. Social Mindscapes: An Invitation to Cognitive Sociology. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1-67; 81-100. 

 Wayne Brekhus. Culture and Cognition: Patterns in the Social Construction of Reality. 

Malden, MA: Polity, 1-110.  

 Howard S. Becker. 1995. “The Power of Inertia.”  Qualitative Sociology 18 (3):301-309. 

 Cecilia Ridgeway. 2014.“Why Status Matter for Inequality,” American Sociological Review, 

79 (1):1-16. 

 

Monday, October 2 – Pragmatism 

 Charles Sanders Peirce. 1877. “The Fixation of Belief,” Popular Science Monthly 12 

(November 1877):1-15. 

 Charles Sanders Peirce. 1878. “How to Make Our Ideas Clear,” Popular Science Monthly 12 

(January 1878): 286-302.  

 William James. 1896. “The Will to Believe.” An Address to the Philosophical Clubs of Yale 

and Brown Universities. Published in the New World: 1-17 

 William James. 1907. “What Pragmatism Means,” Pragmatism. NY: Longmans, Green and 

Co., 1-12. 

 John Dewey. 1997 [1888]. “The Ethics of Democracy,” in L. Menand (ed.) Pragmatism: A 

Reader. NY: Vintage Books, 182-204. 

 Richard Rorty. 1989. “Solidarity or Objectivity?” in M Krausz (ed.) Relativism: 

Interpretation and Confrontation. Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press: 167-183. 
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Monday, October 9 –Standpoint Epistemology 

 Patricia Hill Collins. 2008. Black Feminist Thought. NY: Routledge, 1-48, 76-133, 269-305. 

 Sandra Harding. 1993. “Rethinking Standpoint Epistemologies: What is ‘Strong 

Objectivity’?” In Feminist Epistemologies. NY: Routledge, 49-82. 

 Miranda Fricker. 2007. Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing. NY: Oxford 

University Press, 1-29.  

 

Topics 

 

Monday, October 16 – Science Upstream  

 Thomas Kuhn. 1996. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press. 

 Ian Hacking, “Self-Vindication of the Laboratory Sciences” in A. Pickering (ed.) Science as 

Practice and Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 29-64. 

Monday, October 23 – Science Downstream 

 Thomas Gieryn. 1999. The Cultural Boundaries of Science. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1-25, 65-114.   

 Stephen Hilgartner. 2000. Science on Stage: Expert Advice as Public Drama. Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University Press, 3-41. 

 Steven Epstein. 1995. “The Construction of Lay Expertise,” Science, Technology & Human 

Values 20(4):408-437. 

 Sainath Suryanarayanan and Daniel Lee Kleinman. 2013. “Be(e)coming Experts: The 

Controversy Over Insecticides in the Honey Bee Colony Collapse Disorder,” Social Studies 

of Science 43(2):215-240. 

 

Monday, October 30 – Professional Power and Expertise 

 Eliot Freidson. 2001. Professionalism: The Third Logic. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1-60. 

 Andrew Abbott. 1988. The System of Profession. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1-34, 

59-113. 

 Charles Goodwin, 1994.  “Professional Vision,” American Anthropologist 96(3):606-33. 

 Gil Eyal. 2013. “For a Sociology of Expertise: The Social Origins of the Autism Epidemic,” 

American Journal of Sociology 118 (4):863-907. 

Monday, November 6 – Rationalization, State Power, and Resistance 

 James Scott, Seeing Like a State. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1-10, 53-83, 307-

357. 

 Vaclav Havel. 1992. “The Power of the Powerless,” Open Letters: Selected Writings, 1965-

1990. NY: Vintage Books, 125-214. 
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Monday, November 13– Race, Invisibility, and Ignorance  

 Charles Mills. 1997. The Racial Contract. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1-89.  

 Ann Morning. 2008. “Reconstructing Race in Science and Society: Biology Textbooks, 

1952–2002,” American Journal of Sociology 114 (S1): S106-S137. 

 Lincoln Quillian. 2006. “New Approaches to Understanding Racial Prejudice and 

Discrimination,” Annual Review of Sociology 32: 299-328. 

 Becky Pettit. Invisible Men. NY: Russell Sage, 1-19; 50-69. 

 

MIDTERM PAPER PROPOSAL DUE 
 

Monday, November 20 – Medicine and Biopower 

 Irving Kenneth Zola. 1972. “Medicine as an Institution of Social Control,” The Sociological 

Review 20 (4):487-504. 

 Ian Hacking, 1998. "Making up People." in Mario Biagioli (ed.) Science Studies Reader. NY: 

Routledge, 161-171. 

 Nickolas Rose. 1990. Governing the Soul. NY: Routledge, vii -60, 123-262. 

Monday, November 27 – Social Movements 

 Ron Eyerman and Andrew Jamison. 1991. Social Movements: A Cognitive Approach. 

University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1-9, 45-65.  

 Wendy Espeland. 1998. The Struggle for Water: Politics, Rationality, and Identity in the 

American Southwest. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 

Monday, December 4 – Crime, Deviance, and Punishment  

 Stephen Pfohl. 1977. “The Discovery of Child Abuse,” Social Problems 24 (3):310-323. 

 Lynne Haney. 2010. Offending Women: Power, Punishment, and the Regulation of Desire 

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

 

 

TERM PAPER DUE WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 13TH 
 


