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What is a self? Definitive answers to this kind of question are mostly formulated from within 
philosophical or theological frameworks. However, social science requires, at minimum, a 
methodological construct for the conceptualization of individual human agency, such that all social 
scientists develop some kind of concept, model or notion of what human agents are and how they 
guide themselves. Typically, sociologists develop theories of self and identity around a particular 
kind of metaphor. Usually, however, theorists develop their metaphors around a practice or activity 
that they understand to be especially constitutive of what it means to be human, such that 
sociological theories of identity tend to slide back and forth between “metaphorical model” and 
“truth claim.” In this seminar, we will explore several different traditions of sociological 
understanding of identity, each of which has developed around a different one of these metaphors: 
production, consumption, theater, competition, language, narrative, 
conceptualization/categorization, embodied practice. Over the course of the seminar, we will 
explore three different broad areas for formulating theoretical answers to identity questions, 
economy, meaning-making, and power, and at the end of each of these sub-units we read an 
empirical case study to interpret in light of the theory thus far encountered.  
 
In addition to being about identity, this is also a class about empirical phenomena (data) and 
concepts, theories, categories; it is about the fruitful, uneasy relationship between concept and 
empirical material that is foundational to social scientific thinking of most any type.  
Whether it is “habitus,” “sign-actor vehicle,” or “species-being,” to name a few, we will spend the 
semester examining various social scientific attempts to conceptualize what it means to be a human 
being. We will investigate and evaluate the way various thinkers develop concepts of identity, use 
their concepts to describe and explain empirical material and, in turn, use concrete empirical material 
to refine their intellectual concepts. 
 
 
Guiding Questions  
 

• What is “identity”?  
• What kinds of problems do we encounter when we try to make practical use of concepts of 

identity, in everyday life and operationalizing social scientific research questions? 
• Why does the question persist in social science in spite of all of the conceptualizing and 

operationalizing pitfalls? 
• Is there something essential, basic, fundamental about human beingness that can help us to 

conceptualize how human beings understand and experience themselves as actors, agents, selves, 
subjects?  



• Do attempts to build methodological models, capable of conceptualizing, describing, and 
measuring human agents and their activities, require any kind of engagement with more 
philosophical truth-claim oriented questions about what it means to be a human being? 

• In the case of something like identity, where the gap between empirical phenomena and concept 
is large and perhaps to a certain extent definitive, what are the promises and the pitfalls of 
carrying with attempts to conceptualize empirical material in any case? 

• When it comes to a question like identity, what is the best orientation for social scientists to 
adopt with respect to their own commitments, practices, belief, experiences? What, in other 
words, is the best social scientific way for social scientists to deal with their own identities?  

 
Learning Objectives 
 

• Students will gain familiarity with different theoretical perspectives that sociologists use to 
conceptualize and understand identity and selfhood 

• Students will gain familiarity with different research methods and evidence that sociologists 
use to locate, measure and explain empirically identity and selfhood 

• In placing separate emphasis on theoretical perspectives and empirical research, the course 
will also help students learn about different kinds techniques and rationales for connecting 
theory and concepts to empirical evidence  

• In the mini paper assignments students will practice using theory and concepts from 
sociological literature to identify possible points of interest for empirical investigation. 
Students will practice using sociological concepts to interpret empirical evidence, as well as 
using empirical evidence to better understand sociological concepts 

• Students will follow a “case” of identity as they write their three mini papers over the course 
of the semester, thereby gaining understanding of the way that different kinds of theoretical 
perspectives and conceptual tools shape the way we interpret and understand empirical data 

 
Assignments 
 
Students will be assessed in three different ways, each of which is intended to encourage and assess 
active and thoughtful engagement with the readings in preparation for seminar and with the in-class 
discussions. 

1) Discussion participation 
2) Three “mini papers” (3-5 double spaced pages each) in which students 1) critically evaluate a 

concept/argument from a set of weekly readings and 2) interpret a small piece of empirical 
evidence from a “case” of identity in light of that concept/ argument  

3) Students will also be asked, in groups of 2-3, to present weekly readings on one occasion over 
the course of the semester. 

 
Mini papers (Choose your own identity) 
In addition to reading, thinking about, discussing other thinkers’ use of empirical material to define 
concepts and use of concepts to interpret empirical material, we will engage in concept-data 
discussions of our own over the course of the semester. You will be asked to select a case of 
“identity” and you will be asked to write three “mini-papers” (3-5 pages) in which you consider your 
“case” of identity in the light of one of the concepts from the reading: what does the concept tell us 
about your case and what does your case tell us about the concept?  The possibilities for cases of 
“identity” to follow are open and boundless: could be cultural-geographic, e.g. national, regional, 



local identities – or global, cosmopolitan for that matter; could be socioeconomic, e.g. class, 
profession, education; could be political, e.g. party or movement or cause; could be 
religious/spiritual, e.g. monotheistic religious communities, yoga, astrology, meditation groups etc.; 
could be gender or racial/ethnic categories; could bio-medical, psychological or other kinds of 
institutional categories/classification systems; could be certain kinds of leisure that communities and 
people come to understand as self-defining, e.g. dance, music, sport, gaming, etc. These are some 
among many possible areas to explore. 
 
(In all cases there will undoubtedly be, especially in Covid times, a degree of internet, virtual, digital 
engagement in ways that most of our authors will not have anticipated/theorized; as such, I imagine 
that in most cases thinking about the effects of the internet will often be one possible line of inquiry) 
 

• 3 (3-5 pages double spaced) papers will be due throughout the course of the semester 
• A minimum of one paper has to be turned in by the end of the “meaning making” section of 

the course, i.e. by the end of week 9; a minimum of two have to be turned in by the end of 
instruction (week 14); all three have to be in by the end of January 2021 

• You are welcome to submit more than 3 papers; in that case the three best scores of the 
papers you hand in will count toward your final grade 

 
Presentations 
Students will also be asked to present in small groups weekly readings on one occasion over the 
course of the semester. In these presentations you should aim toward engaging with, rather than 
summarizing the weekly readings. We will have all done the readings, the presentations should aim 
toward helping us to better understand and interrogate the arguments, their significance, 
implications, assumptions, shortcomings, etc. You can, but are not required to, draw on empirical 
examples – short articles, videos, etc., from the cases of identity you are following and writing about 
or others. 
 
Attendance and Active Participation 
Students are expected to come to every class having read the material and prepared to discuss and ask 
questions of it. 
 
Class attendance is required. No more than two unexcused absences are permitted, and you should 
always be in communication with me about any absences. 
 
Assessment 
 
Your final grade will be composed of the following three elements: 

• 3 Mini papers: 60% 
• Presentation: 20%  
• Participation: 20%  

 
Weekly Reading Schedule 
 
Week 1: Sept 17th  
Introduction (some skepticism about the notion of “identity” to start us off) 



Hume, David. 1960 [1740]. “Of Personal Identity,” pp. 251-262 in A Treatise on Human Nature. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 
Economy/Materiality 
 
Week 2: Sept 24th  
Production: Practical Materialism  
Marx, Karl. 1998 [1845]. The German Ideology (pp. 36-37, 41-54, 58-62 & “Theses on Feuerbach” pp. 

569-71). Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books 
 
Week 3: Oct 1st   
Consumption: Rational Choice and Maximizing Utility 
Becker, Gary. 1976. The Economic Approach to Human Behavior (“Intro” pp. 3-14 & “On the New Theory 

of Consumer Behavior” (pp. 131-149). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Week 4: Oct 8th  
Ideology 
Althusser, Louis. 1971. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” pp. 127- 186 in Lenin and 

Philosophy, and Other Essays. New York: Monthly Review Press. 
 
 
Week 5: Oct 15th  
Economy/materiality empirical case study 
Lynd, Robert and Helen Merrell Lynd. 1957 [1929]. Middletown: A Study in American Culture, “Nature 

of the Investigation,” pp. 3-6 & “Why Do They Work So Hard?” pp. 73-89. New York: 
Harvest/HBJ.  

 
Meaning making  
 
Week 6: Oct 22nd  
Theatre  
Goffman, Erving. 1959. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (“Intro” & “Performances” 1-77). New 

York: Penguin. 
 
Week 7: Oct 29th  
Narrative 
Somers, Margaret. 1994. “The Narrative Constitution of  Identity: A Relational and Network 

Approach.” Theory and Society 23 (5):605-649. 
 
Week 8: Nov 5th  
Categories 
Brubaker, Rogers. 2016. Trans (“Intro” & “Categories in Flux” 1-14 & 40-70). Princeton: Princeton 

University Press. 
 
Week 9: Nov 12th  
Meaning making empirical case study 
Hochschild, Arlie. 2016. Strangers in Their Own Land (“The Deep Story and the People Inside It” 135-



206). New York: The New Press. 
 
Power (economy/materiality + meaning making)  
 
Week 10: Nov 19th   
Habitus (Embodied Categories) 
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1997. “Bodily Knowledge,” pp. 128-163 in Pascalian Meditations. Stanford: Stanford 

University Press. 
 
Week 11: Nov 26th  
Discourse (Subjects of/in Discipline) 
Foucault, Michel. [1978] 1990. History of Sexuality 1 (Parts One and Two, pp. 3-49). New York: 

Random House. 
 
Week 12: Dec 3rd    
Performativity (Theatre + Discipline) 
Butler, Judith. 1988. “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and 

Feminist Theory.” Theatre Journal 40 (4): 519-531. 
 
Week 13: Dec 10th  

Power Empirical Case Study 
Mahmood, Saba. The Politics of Piety (“The Subject of Freedom,” pp. 1-39 & “Positive Ethics and 

Ritual Conventions,” pp. 118-152). Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005. 
 
Week 14: Dec. 17th   
Wrap up 


