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SOC 595: The Sociology of Mental Health (Spring 2018) 
Tuesdays, 4:00pm-6:30pm  
Social Sciences Building (SSCI), Sociology Reading Room (rm. 1103) 
 
Dr. Owen Whooley 
owenwho@unm.edu 
Department of Sociology 
Rm. 1068, Social Sciences Building (SSCI) 

 
 

Course Overview 
 

Despite advances in genetics and neuroscience, mental illness remains poorly 
understood. Its causes are multiple (e.g. neurological, genetic, psychological, and social), 
combinatory, and complex. Treatments remain limited, despite the hype often 
accompanying them. And our institutional response, particularly in regards to chronic 
mental illness, remains woefully inadequate.  

 
This course applies a critical sociological lens, informed by historical reasoning, to 

the examine the complex relationship between mental illness and social factors.  Dominant 
scientific and cultural understandings of mental illness today focus overwhelmingly on the 
brain, ignoring the social factors that shape the distribution, understanding, and experience 
of mental illness.  This course broadens our perspective on mental illness, regarding it from 
multiple sociological perspectives (e.g. empiricist and social constructionist, qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies, etc.).  We will begin with a brief historical examination of 
different formations of mental illness, focusing on the American context.  We will then turn 
to various sociological investigations into mental health.  Topics include: the social 
determinants of mental health; medicalization and the social construction of mental illness; 
diagnosis, labeling and stigma; intersections of mental illness, crime, and deviance; and the 
manifestations of mental illness as it relates to race and gender; and the formation of mental 
illness identities.  

 
This course fulfills a requirement for graduate students who plan on taking the 

comprehensive exam in medical sociology.  But it should be stressed that sociology of 
mental health touches upon themes relevant most of sociological subfields (e.g. the effects of 
social expectations on human behavior; processes of identity formation and the creation of 
“kinds” of people; the defining and policing of deviance; the nature and exercise of expert 
authority, etc.) As such, the course should have broad appeal to graduate students with 
interests in each of the department’s four areas of focus– criminology, race, social 
movements, and sociology of health & illness.  

 
Throughout the course, we will retain an appreciation of the broader implications of 

our research. Beyond its immediate sociological concerns, mental illness raises deep 
philosophical and existential questions.  Madness exposes the fragility of reason and as 
such, incites profound fear, ignorance, and anxiety.  The hope is by investigating mental 
illness with rigor and empathy, we can begin to cultivate the deep understanding necessary 
for a more effective, humanistic approach to mental health suffering.  

mailto:owen.whooley@nyu.edu
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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 will have 
acquired:  

 Advanced familiarity with contemporary sociological research on mental health; 

 An appreciation of general history of mental health in the United State context, as 
well as its intersections with dominant forms of power and inequality; 

 The ability to bring different conceptual frameworks to bear on a topic related to 
mental health that is of interest to you; 

 Leadership skills for moderating class discussions in authoritative but respectful 
ways that encourage decentralized and participative seminars. 

 
Course Format and Structure 
  
The structure of the course unfolds according to the following logic.  After an introduction, 
our first four weeks are dedicated to examining historical formations of mental illness with a 
focus on the U.S. context. The second section, “Sociological Investigations” comprises the 
bulk of the course.  Here we explore the diverse perspectives, methodologies, and foci by 
which sociologists examine topics related to mental health and illness.  

 
The course will proceed in a seminar format. Students are expected to come to class 
prepared to discuss the readings in depth. Each week, two students will be assigned to 
introduce the week’s readings and initiate the conversation. The 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 be mainly thematic in focus. 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 

                                                 
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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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, sociology is built on questioning 
basic, taken-for-granted assumptions.  Such a critical perspective, although 
liberating, can be uncomfortable. Because this course touches on the sensitive topic 
of mental illness, we must strive to make the classroom a space where we can explore 
conflicting ideas without hostility.  In order to discuss these issues in an intelligent 
and critical way, 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 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 by 5:00pm the night before.  
Anything later and I can’t guarantee that I’ll get back to you in time.  
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Office Hours 
 
My office hours are on Fridays from 12:30am to 2:30pm or by appointment.  My 
office is located on the first floor of the Social Sciences Building, 1st floor, room 1068.  
 
Required Texts 
 
Students are required to purchase the following books: 
 

 Conrad, Peter. 2007. The Medicalization of Society: On the Transformation of 

Human Conditions into Treatable Disorders. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press. 

 Freud, Sigmund. 2010. Civilization and its Discontents. NY: W.W. Norton (reprint 

edition). 

 Goffman, Erving. 1962. Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients 

and Other Inmates. Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co. 

 Goffman, Erving. 1986. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. NY: 

Touchstone (reissue edition). 

 Horwitz, Allan V. 2002. Creating Mental Illness. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press. 

 Karp, David. 2017. Speaking of Sadness. NY: Oxford University Press. 

 Metzl, Jonathan. 2011. The Protest Psychosis: How Schizophrenia Became a Black 

Disease. NY: Beacon Press. 

 Whitaker, Robert. 2001. Mad in America: Bad Science, Bad Medicine, and the 

Enduring Mistreatment of the Mentally Ill. NY: Basic Books. 

OR 

Shorter, Edward. 1997. A History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the 

Age of Prozac. NY: John Wiley & Son. 

 
NOTE: We will not be reading every book in its entirety. If costs are a consideration, you 
can borrow a text from a colleague and photocopy the required sections.  However, as 
graduate students, it’s always good to build up your personal library if you can swing it 
financially. 

 
I recommend you explore online retailers (i.e. Amazon, Powell Books, etc.) as you can 
probably find used books for cheap.    
 
 
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-595. If you do not know how to use Blackboard or 
cannot figure it out, let me know. 
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Grading and Assignments 
 
To cut down our use of trees, I will ask you to email your assignments to me as a Word doc. 
Please include your last name in your file name. 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 on the basis of attendance, class presentations, and my general assessment 
of your participation in our discussions. (Worth 20% of Final Grade) 
 
Initial Proposal: Early in the semester, students are required to meet with me to discuss 
paper ideas.  Upon the basis of this discussion (and follow-up discussion if needed), you will 
compose a paragraph summary outlining your plans. (Worth 10% 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 before composing the midterm proposal. 
More details to follow. Due on Wednesday, April 5thth. (Worth 15% of Final Grade) 
 
Term Paper:  Each student will compose a final term paper that focuses on a topic related 
to mental health, broadly construed. 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 related to mental health. You will compose a paper of 15 pages (double-
spaced) which 1) briefly identifies a specific topic of interest to you; 2) summarizes the 
literature related to this topic; 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 recommend that you choose a topic in which you 
have a pre-existing interest and familiarity. More details to follow. The paper is due on 
Wednesday, May 9th.  
 
NOTE: For advanced graduate students I offer an alternative approach that is specifically 
catered to your research agenda. See me to coordinate and plan this alternative. (Worth 
65% of final Grade). 
 
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. 
 
 
 



Page 6 of 10 

 

Etc. 
 
Academic Dishonesty:  All students are required to read and abide by UNM’s policies on 
academic honesty and integrity (https://pathfinder.unm.edu/campus-policies/academic-
dishonesty.html). 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. I will not tolerate plagiarism 
and cheating.  For the first violation, student will receive a ZERO on the assignment. A 
second violation will result in an F in the course. Additionally, I will report each infraction 
in writing to the Dean of Students, who may impose additional sanctions or refer the matter 
to the Student Conduct Committee for a determination of whether additional sanctions are 
warranted. 
 
If you have a question about what constitutes plagiarism or how to properly cite research, 
your best bet is to contact me and ask. Plagiarism. For more information on plagiarism, see 
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/589/01/  
 
Special Needs: Any student who, because of a disability, may require special 
arrangements in order to meet the 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. 
  

https://pathfinder.unm.edu/campus-policies/academic-dishonesty.html
https://pathfinder.unm.edu/campus-policies/academic-dishonesty.html
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/589/01/
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Reading Schedule  
 
January 16 – Introduction 

 Horwitz, Allan V. 2017. “An Overview of Sociological Perspective on the Definitions, 
Causes, and Reponses to Mental Health and Illness,” in T. Scheid and E. Wright 
(eds.) A Handbook for the Study of Mental Health, third edition. NY: Cambridge 
University Press: 6-19. 
 

Historical Formations 

 
January 23 – General History 

 Whitaker, Robert. 2001. Mad in America: Bad Science, Bad Medicine, and the 

Enduring Mistreatment of the Mentally Ill. NY: Basic Books. 

--OR-- 

 Shorter, Edward. 1997. A History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the 

Age of Prozac. NY: John Wiley & Son. 

January 30 – Freud and Psychoanalysis 

 Mitchell, Stephen A. and Margaret J. Black 1995. “Sigmund Freud and the Classical 

Psychoanalytic Traditions” in Freud and Beyond. NY: Basic Books, 1-22. 

 Freud, Sigmund. 1989. “From the History of Infantile Neurosis (Wolf Man)” in P. 

Gray (ed.) The Freud Reader. NY: W.W. Norton, 400-415. 

 Freud, Sigmund. 2010. Civilization and its Discontents. NY: W.W. Norton. 

NOTE: If you’re struggling with Freud, a simple primer can be found at: 
https://www.simplypsychology.org/Sigmund-Freud.html  
 

February 6 – Anti-Psychiatry  

 Goffman, Erving. 1962. Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients 

and Other Inmates. Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co. 

 Rosenhan, David L. 1973. “On Being Sane in Insane Places,” Science 179(4070):250-

58. 

 Szasz, Thomas S. 1960. “The Myth of Mental Illness,” American Psychologist 

15(2):113-18. 

February 13 – Contemporary Psychiatry 

 Horwitz, Allan V. 2002. Creating Mental Illness. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press. 

 Whooley, Owen. 2014. “Nosological Reflections: The Failure of DSM-5, the 

Emergence of RDoC, and the Decontextualization of Mental Distress,” Society and 

Mental Health 4(2):92-110. 

 Pickersgill, Martyn. 2013. “The Social Life of the Brain: Neuroscience in Society,” 

Current Sociology 61(3):322-40. 

 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/Sigmund-Freud.html
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Sociological Investigations  

 
February 20 – Social Determinants of Mental Health 

 Pearlin, Leonard I. 1989. “The Sociological Study of Stress,” Journal of Health and 

Social Behavior 30(3):241-256. 

 Costello, E. Jane, Scott N Compton, Gordon Keeler, and Adrian Angold. 2003. 

“Relationships between Poverty and Psychopathology,” Journal of the American 

Medical Association 290(15):2023-2029. 

 Thoits, Peggy A. 1995. “Stress, Coping, and Social Support Processes: Where Are We? 

What Next?” Journal of Health and Social Behavior 35:53-79 

 Abrutyn, Seth and Anna S Mueller. 2014. “Are Suicidal Behaviors Contagious in 

Adolescence? Using Longitudinal Data to Examine Suicide Suggestion,” American 

Sociological Review 79(2):211-27. 

 Hooley, Jill M. 2007. “Expressed Emotion and Relapse of Psychopathology,” Annual 

Review of Clinical Psychology 3 (2007): 329-52. 

INITIAL PAPER PROPOSAL DUE February 20 
 

February 27 – Social determinants complicated   

 Wakefield, Jerome C. 1992. “The Concept of Mental Disorder: On the Boundary 

between Biological Facts and Social Values,” American Psychologist 47(3):373-88. 

 Mirowsky, John and Catherine E. Ross. 2002. “Measurement for a Human Science,” 

Journal of Health and Social Behavior 43(2):152-70. 

 Schnittker, Jason. 2017. “What Outcomes Should the Study of Mental Health Try to 

Explain?” in T. Scheid and E. Wright (eds.) A Handbook for the Study of Mental 

Health, third edition. NY: Cambridge University Press: 82-97. 

 Horwitz, Allan V. and Jerome C. Wakefield. 2006. “The Epidemic in Mental Illness: 

Clinical Fact or Survey Artifact?” contexts 5(1):19-23. 

 King, Marissa, and Peter Bearman. 2009. “Diagnostic Change and the Increased 

Prevalence of Autism,” International Journal of Epidemiology, 38:1224-1234. 

 

March 6 – Medicalization 

 Conrad, Peter. 2007. The Medicalization of Society: On the Transformation of 

Human Conditions into Treatable Disorders. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 3-19, 46-69, 97-164. 

 Scott, Wilbur J. 1990. “PTSD in DSM-III: A Case in the Politics of Diagnosis and 

Disease,” Social Problems, 37(3):294-310. 

 Lane, Christopher. 2007. Shyness: How Normal Behavior Became a Sickness. New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 104-138. 

 Frances, Allen and Ronald Pies. 2010. “DSM-5 and the Medicalization of Grief: Two 

Perspectives,” Psychiatric Times, 1-5. 
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March 13 – SPRING BREAK 
 
March 20 – Diagnosis/Labeling 

 Scheff, Thomas J. 1999. Being Mentally Ill: A Sociological Theory, 3rd Edition. NY: 

Aldine de Gruyter, 31-67, 74-95. 

 Hacking, Ian. 1998. “Madness: Biological or Constructed” in The Social Construction 

of What? Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 100-124. 

 Rosenberg, Charles E. 2006. “Contested Boundaries: Psychiatry, Disease, and 

Diagnosis,” Perspectives in Biology and Medicine 49(3):407-24. 

 Jutel, Annemarie. 2009. “Sociology of Diagnosis: A Preliminary Review,” Sociology 

of health & illness 31(2):278-99. 

 Whooley, Owen. 2010. “Diagnostic Ambivalence: Psychiatric Workarounds and the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,” Sociology of health & illness 

32(3):452-69. 

March 27 – Stigma 

 Goffman, Erving. 1974. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. NY: 

J. Aronson, 1-105. 

 Link, Bruce G and Jo C Phelan. 2001. “Conceptualizing Stigma,” Annual Review of 

Sociology 27:363-85. 

 Schnittker, Jason. 2008. “An Uncertain Revolution: Why the Rise of a Genetic Model 

of Mental Illness Has Not Increased Tolerance,” Social Science & Medicine 

67(9):1370-81. 

 Payton, Andrew R. and Peggy A. Thoits. 2011. “Medicalization, Direct-to-Consumer 

Advertising, and Mental Illness Stigma,” Society and Mental Health 1(1):55-70. 

April 3 – Crime, Deviance and Violence 

 WATCH PBS The New Asylum 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/showsasylums/ 

 Virginia Aldige Hiday and Bradley Ray. 2017. “Mental Illness and the Criminal 

Justice System,” in T. Scheid and E. Wright (eds.) A Handbook for the Study of 

Mental Health, third edition. NY: Cambridge University Press, 478-492. 

 Rachel Aviv. 2015. “Shot by the Police in Albuquerque” The New Yorker, February 2, 
2015 Issue: 1-16. 

 Jonathan Metzl, and Kenneth MacLeish. 2015 “Mental Illness, Mass Shootings, and 
The Politics of American Firearms,” American Journal of Public Health, 105(2): 
240-249 

MIDTERM PROPOSALS DUE April 5 
 

April 10 – Gender 

 Rosenfield, Sarah, Kelly Kato and Dena Smith. 2017. “Gender and Mental Health,” in 

T. Scheid and E. Wright (eds.) A Handbook for the Study of Mental Health, third 

edition. NY: Cambridge University Press, 266-280. 

 Busfield, Joan. 1996. Men, Women and Madness. NY: NYU Press, 98-118. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/showsasylums/
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 Lunbeck, Elizabeth. 1987. “‘A New Generation of Women’: Progressive Psychiatrists 

and the Hypersexual Female,” Feminist Studies 13(3):513-43. 

 Metzl, Jonathan. 2003. “‘Mother's Little Helper’: The Crisis of Psychoanalysis and 

the Miltown Resolution,” Gender & History 15(2):228-55. 

 Figert, Anne E. 1995. “The Three Faces of PMS: The Professional, Gendered, and 

Scientific Structuring of a Psychiatric Disorder,” Social Problems 42(1):56-73. 

April 17 – Race/Ethnicity 

 Metzl, Jonathan. 2010. The Protest Psychosis: How Schizophrenia Became a Black 

Disease. Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 

 Williams, David, Manuela Costa, and Jacinta P. Leavell. 2017. “Race and Mental 

Health,” in T. Scheid and E. Wright (eds.) A Handbook for the Study of Mental 

Health, third edition. NY: Cambridge University Press, 281-303. 

 Brown, Tony N. 2003. “Critical Race Theory Speaks to the Sociology of Mental 

Health: Mental Health Problems Produced by Racial Stratification,” Journal of 

Health and Social Behavior 44(3):292-301. 

April 24 – Global Madness 

 Kleinman, Arthur. 2008. Rethinking Psychiatry. NY: Free Press, 1-76. 

 Watters, Ethan. 2010. Crazy Like Us: The Globalization of the American Psyche. 

NY: Simon and Schuster, 1-8, 65-126, 249-256. 

 Luhrmann, TM, R Padmavati, H Tharoor and A Osei. 2015. “Differences in Voice-

Hearing Experiences of People with Psychosis in the USA, India and Ghana: 

Interview-Based Study,” British Journal of Psychiatry, 20(1):41-44. 

May 1 –Identity/Family 

 Karp, David Allen. 2017. Speaking of Sadness: Depression, Disconnection, and the 

Meanings of Illness. New York: Oxford University Press, 1-206. 

 Karp, David Allen. The Burden of Sympathy. NY: Oxford University Press, 35-69. 

 
May 8 – FINAL TERM PAPER DUE BY 8:00PM 
 


