
Elaine Coburn 
Glendon Campus, Sociology 
Email: ecoburn@yorku.ca 
Class hours: 14h30-17h30, Tuesdays and Thursdays 
 
Virtual office hours: by appointment, Monday and Wednesdays 12-17h00. 
 
SOCI 6200 -- Topics in Contemporary Social Theory:  
African, Judaic and Indigenous Philosophies 
 
In this course, we will shed new light on contemporary social theory by critically 
engaging with three major intellectual traditions, typically occluded within social 
theory or included only as “minors within a majoritarian universalizing theory” 
(Willi Goetschl, 2019, introduction to Hermann Levin Goldschmidt’s Contradiction 
Set Free): African, Judaic, and Indigenous philosophies. 
 
These intellectual genealogies are typically studied separately, including because 
each is so broad, rich and diverse that any single class can only begin to explore any 
one of these traditions. In short, it is absurd to claim to even begin to study three 
distinct, internally diverse traditions of scholarly thought in such a short time. This 
course sacrifices any attempt at comprehensiveness, for a suggestive engagement 
with each, in order to ask: what new insights are gained when (some) key 
intellectuals from these three traditions of thought are considered together? 
 
This requires attentiveness to common dynamics across otherwise very different 
epistemological fields. There are tensions between scholarship that “talks back” to 
dominant Euro-American philosophizing, for instance, and writing that centres 
diverse African, Judaic and Indigenous ways of knowing. To point to another cross-
cutting dynamic, each has authors engaged in a contrapuntal, romantic valorization 
of “tradition”, an approach contested by scholars advocating more critical 
engagement with tradition.  All challenge the hegemony of Euro-American thought, 
even as they acknowledge that no intellectual tradition exists in splendid, untouched 
(“authentic”) isolation. 
 
Taken separately and together, these three traditions – even in the radically 
abbreviated form they are presented here -- raise questions about the central actors 
of social theory, how we understand agency, freedom, identity and existence, the 
relationships between self and Other, and self and the world. They restore what 
Michel Foucault might have called “subjected knowledges” (in the second sense 
Foucault gives to the term, voir: Cours du 7 janvier 1976) to the centre of 
contemporary social theory. The motivating conviction is that social theory is 
radically transformed by this engagement, in ways at once analytically and 
politically useful. 
 
 
 



Learning Outcomes 
By the end of the course, students should be familiar with some major African, 
Judaic and Indigenous scholars, and conversant in some of the major debates within 
each field, as well as tensions and commonalities across the different approaches. 
Students will learn to closely read texts, identifying major arguments, concepts, and 
lacunae. They will leave with a broader appreciation, if they did not already have it, 
of the parochial nature of Euro-American social thought and the contributions of 
African, Judaic and Indigenous intellectual traditions to central existential and 
political questions.  
 
Assignments and Grading 
This course is an intensive reading and writing course. Students will write three 
short reflection essays, each 2000 words, critically engaged with close readings of 
the assigned texts, culminating in a final 8000 word essay, similar to a 
comprehensive, that draws on all of the readings across the course. The short essays 
due throughout the term will be incorporated into the final essay, with the 
expectation that students will revise according to feedback they receive on the 
earlier essays. 
 
DUE July 17: 15% -Exercise I –African Social Thought: Critical Reflections 
 
DUE July 31: 15% - Exercise II –Judaic Social Thought: Critical Reflections 
 
DUE August 14: 15% - Exercise II –Indigenous Social Thought: Critical Reflections 
 
DUE September 11: 55%- Exercise IV – African, Judaic and Indigenous Social 
Thought: Critical Reflections 
 
PLEASE NOTE: If you are graduating this summer semester, you must hand in 
your paper on August 30, so that I can submit grades by August 31st. 
 
For detailed explanations of expectations for each paper, see “Assignments and 
Grading”. Please be sure to read these before writing and handing in your papers. 
We will also take some time to discuss them in class. 
 
A student may hand in any paper 72 hours late, with no questions asked. The 
exception is the final paper, due at the end of the exam period: this must be handed 
in on time so that I can enter final grades in a timely way. 
 
Expectations 
Participation. Attendance in this class is mandatory. Class is not simply a series of 
texts. Instead, it is a pedagogical exchange among students and the professor and 
this requires both students’ presence, and more than this, their active engagement. 
If a student misses more than two classes (that is, if they miss three classes or 
fully ¼ of scheduled class time), they will not receive a passing grade for the 
course.  



 
Each reading will be led by a different student, who will take ten minutes to explain 
what major arguments, concepts, questions, s/he/they identifies from the text, as 
well as any critiques or identification of passages they find confusing. Then class 
discussion will be opened up. 
 
Active reading. Students should come to class prepared to discuss the required 
readings. This requires active reading, which typically involves taking notes of some 
kind. In particular, students might: 
  

- attend to who the author is in conversation with (what other theorists, 
schools of thought, traditions) and/or who they are arguing against; 

- consider what audience (familiar/unfamiliar, congenial/hostile) the author is 
writing for; 

- identify and describe an author’s key arguments, concepts and definitions; 
- remark particularly vivid metaphors and anecdotes and ask what broader 

relationships, processes or facts these reveal and conceal; 
- observe places where the author fails to define key terms, writes confusingly, 

appears to make contradictory claims; 
- note questions or phrases or insights of particular interest; consider critiques 

that might be offered from other theorists and “standpoints” 
 
These sorts of questions, and responses to them, will be the heart of the class 
discussions and will inform your ten minute introduction to each text, as well as 
your written (and re-written) exercises for evaluation. 
 
Please note that I imagine that some of you will be more excited about one tradition 
of thought than others, but please devote your scholarly attention to all three 
traditions: if only because the conversations across intellectual genealogies can 
illuminate the approach you care most about, in new and fruitful ways.   
 
Virtual Gatherings. I understand that we are gathering under unusual 
circumstances and, for instance, children may be in and out of the virtual class at 
times. I do not have a home office, and a household of five, so there will be inevitable 
accommodations for the virtual context of teaching and learning, including at my 
end. 
 
Coming to class on time. I will open the class to students, via a zoom email, 15 
minutes before the class actually starts. This way, you can seek to resolve any 
technical problems with connection etc. before the class starts and, if you choose, 
informally socialize with any of your classmates prior to the class actually 
beginning. 
 
Co-hosting. For every class, I will ask a student to co-host. This means that as co-
host, you will have access to all the “zoom” tools, and you will be asked to keep track 
of any hands raised for a speaker’s list. You should occasionally check the chat 



section and bring to my attention any topics being discussed there that should be 
taken up through our verbal pedagogical exchange. 
 
Managing Screen Fatigue. In an effort to manage screen fatigue, we will take a ten 
minute break approximately every hour. During that time, you are welcome to walk 
away etc. but please return on time, so as not to miss class discussion. You are, of 
course, also welcome to stay and talk informally with anyone who chooses to do so. 
 
Technical problems. In the event of technical problems that make me lose the 
internet connection, please stay “in the course” for fifteen minutes and continue 
speaking to the material. If the problem is not resolved after fifteen minutes, please 
log off and, within 30 minutes of the start of the problem, I will communicate with 
you via email. If, after 30 minutes from my loss of internet connection, you receive 
no communication from me, assume that the class is postponed for re-scheduling. 
 


