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FIRST YEAR SEMINAR
DISSENT VS. GROUPTHINK: 
WHY SOCIETIES NEED DISSENT
Fall 2007: SOCI-199-001; MWF 9:05-9:55 a.m.; Burnell 109B

    SOCI-199-002; MWF 11:15 a.m.-12:05 p.m.; Burnell 109B

Instructor: Walter F. Carroll, Professor of Sociology, Burrill Office Complex, Room 101C 
Phone: 508-531-2252
Email: wcarroll@bridgew.edu 

Office Hours: Monday: 12:10-1:10; Wednesday: 1:15-1:45, 3:05-3:35 p.m.; Friday: 12:10-12:40 p.m.  
Course Description: 

This class is about dissent, conformity, and democracy. We will examine some important questions related to democratic participation in societies and in organizations. Can a group reach better conclusions that an individual? Under what conditions? Do societies need dissent? What about organizations? What kinds of pressures for conformity do groups create? This course focuses on democratic decision making by examining how conformity stifles dissent and produces groupthink and knowledge falsification in various kinds of social settings, including business settings, corporate boards, NASA, federal appeals court panels, and juries, as well as in political decisions like the Bay of Pigs and the Iraq war. 
We will consider why the production of conformity and dissent are so important in organizations and in democratic societies and what happens when people do not draw on information they have to dissent from group positions. For example, the Challenger Shuttle disaster might have been averted if engineers had been willing to draw on their knowledge to dissent from a group position. In addition to examining the effects of conformity, the course will focus on the sociological and psychological processes that produce conformity and those that facilitate openness and diversity in expressions of opinion. In considering these processes we will find concepts such as social cascades and group polarization to be helpful. 
In recent years, many people have suggested that the Internet can significantly aid democracy by making information widely available. We will also consider the role of the Internet in providing information and examine arguments suggesting that certain aspects of the availability of information online may undermine the requirements for democracy. 

In addition to exploring the importance of dissent and the processes that encourage and allow dissent at all levels of social life, we will also examine situations in which groups make good decisions. By asking you to consider the production and effects of dissent and conformity, as well as the circumstances in which groups reach good decisions, the course will encourage you to think carefully about your role as informed citizens in a democratic society and as participants in organizations.  Critical thinking is essential to such informed participation and decision so the class will also provide you with some ideas about critical thinking and thinking for yourself.  
As a First Year Seminar this is a writing intensive course.  You will complete several substantial writing assignments.  I will give you feedback on them so that you can revise and improve your written work. 
Course Objectives:

· To understand the importance of dissent for democratic organizations and societies.
· To understand the sociological and psychological processes that encourage or stifle dissent and conformity. 
· To understand the costs of conformity or groupthink.
· To understand the circumstances under which group make good decisions.
· To understand the role of the Internet in providing information and is effect on democracy.
· Develop your writing abilities. 
· Develop your critical thinking abilities and your ability to think for yourself.
Blackboard Course Site:
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	You must enroll in the Blackboard web site for this course. This syllabus and all other course materials are available on that web site. Check it regularly for announcements. 

· The URL for Blackboard at BSC is http://blackboard.bridgew.edu. You will find information there on claiming your Blackboard User Account and enrolling yourself into the course. The site also provides additional useful information. 




Course Books:
· Hindes, Steve. 2005. Think for Yourself! An Essay on Cutting Through the Babble, the Bias, and the Hype. Golden, CO: Fulcrum Publishing, Speaker’s Corner Books.

· Sunstein, Cass R. 2001. Republic.com. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

· Sunstein, Cass R. 2003. Why Societies Need Dissent. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

· Surowiecki, James. 2005. The Wisdom of Crowds. New York: Random House Anchor. 







  
  


Course Expectations, Policies, and Etiquette
· I realize that you lead busy lives, with competing demands from work, family, friends, and other areas. However, in teaching this course I assume that your education is an important priority for you. Even if you decide not to pursue sociology or social science any further, if you commit yourself to trying your best and producing quality work in this course you should gain a lot from it. If you do not see your education and learning as high on your list of priorities you will probably be happier in another course. 
· Attend class regularly. We will be doing a lot of in-class work and if you miss any of that work you get no credit for it. There are no make-ups. You are responsible for all information, assignments, and activities for all classes. 
· Complete assigned readings on time. Some of the material is demanding and I will help you work through it. 
· Inform me in advance if you need to miss class for a legitimate reason. 
· I emphasize active class participation. Please ask questions at any time. 
· We discuss controversial issues in this class. Feel free to disagree with other students, with your readings, or with me. Try to be open-minded and generous to the ideas of others, using logic and evidence to support your own views. 
· College classes generally require two hours of work outside of class for each hour in class. 
· Be in class ready to start on time and don’t leave early. Late arrivals disrupt the class. Do not leave the classroom during the class period, unless you are ill or have an emergency.
· Turn your cell phone off. 
Academic Integrity and Honesty

“At Bridgewater State College, academic honesty is expected of all students; plagiarism and cheating are not condoned and are subject to academic penalty, which may result in a failure for the course in which the violation took place. A violation may result in a reduced grade, suspension, or dismissal from the college. 

Academic misconduct includes, but is not limited to, plagiarism, cheating, and dishonest practices.” (BSC College Student Handbook 2007-2008: Policies and Procedures: Academic Integrity. http://www.bridgew.edu/Handbook/PoliciesProcedures/academicintegrity.htm). 

In this class, you should complete all work, including assignments, on your own, unless I specifically give permission for students to work together.  Plagiarism refers to taking the ideas – not just the words – of others for one’s own. Any sources you use, including printed materials and online materials, must be properly cited and acknowledged. If you are not sure what plagiarism is, consult me or see one of these web sites.

· Plagiarism: What It Is and How to Recognize and Avoid It http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/pamphlets/plagiarism.shtml  

· Avoiding Plagiarism http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/research/r_plagiar.html
BSC Email Account

You will need to use your BSC email account in this class. I will not accept email from or send email to non-BSC accounts. IM shortcuts or punctuation are not acceptable in professional email. Any email related to this class should use correct punctuation, capitalization, and spelling.
Notebook Computers

Check out the “Notebook Etiquette in the Classroom” section at http://it.bridgew.edu/FacStaff/Notebook/StudentNotebookChecklist.pdf. It suggests that you check with your instructor to verify that he or she will allow notebook use in class. I do allow and encourage appropriate notebook use in the classroom. Appropriate use does not include “instant messaging, games, surfing the web, e-mail, etc.” If I notice you using your notebook computer for anything other than class work I will ask you not to bring the computer to class again.

Disability Services at BSC

Bridgewater State College makes its facilities, services, and programs accessible to all students. Students with a documented disability, needing a reasonable accommodation to attend, participate in, or complete course requirements should discuss this with me at the beginning of the semester. For further information on BSC Disability Resources, go to the Academic Achievement Center in the Maxwell Library (508 531-2304; TTY 508 531-6113).

The Writing Studio

Dr. Katherine Evans, Assistant Professor of English and Director of the Writing Studio, has supplied the following paragraph: Please consider visiting the Writing Studio to get feedback on your writing before you submit it to me.  Located in the Academic Achievement Center (on the bottom floor of Maxwell Library), the Writing Studio works with a wide range of students, from inexperienced writers to expert writers looking to fine-tune their work. Just as published writers get feedback from others before submitting their work, you too would be well-served by having another set of eyes look at your work before you hand it in.  Please note that all consultations at the Writing Studio are free.  You can drop in or call 531-2053 for an appointment.

  
Grading and Assignments

· Grades will be based on a Reading Journal (30%), several writing assignments (30%), class participation (15%), and a final exam (25%). 
· Reading Journal: Starting with class on Monday, September 10 you will be responsible for a journal entry for every class. Sometimes I will give you specific questions to answers or topics to think about; other times you will pick a topic to write about. See the Blackboard course site for the journal instructions. 
· Writing Assignments: You will complete several writing assignments. These will start from your journal and you will then add to them and polish them taking my suggestions into account. I will discuss these in class and will provide instruction sheets for them on the Blackboard course site. 
· Class Participation: This grade will be based on attendance, informed class participation, and your contributions to small group work. You will also be expected to attend the Midyear Symposium on December 12. 
· Final Exam: This exam will include short answer questions covering the entire course. 
· Extra Credit Opportunities: There may be extra credit opportunities in this class. I will let you know about these.

Course Outline and Calendar

	Sept. 5 (W)
	Introduction to Class. Why Societies Need Dissent.
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Preface

	Sept. 7 (F)
	Conformity and Dissent
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Introduction: Conformity and Dissent

· Republic.com: Chapter 1: The Electronic Me

	Sept. 10 (M)
	Doing What Others Do
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 1: Doing What Others Do

	Sept. 12 (W)
	Are Crowds Wise?
· The Wisdom of Crowds: Introduction; Chapter 1: The Wisdom of Crowds

	Sept. 14 (F)
	Diversity and Difference
· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 2: The Difference Difference Makes

	Sept. 17 (M)
	Imitation, Information Cascades, and Independence
· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 3: Monkey See, Monkey Do

	Sept. 19 (W)
	Decentralization in Decision-Making

· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 4: Putting the Pieces Together

	Sept. 21 (F)
	Coordination in a Complex World

· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 5: Shall We Dance?

	Sept. 24 (M)
	Society Does Exist

· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 6: Society Does Exist

	Sept. 26 (W)
	Traffic and Coordination
· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 7: Traffic

	Sept. 28 (F)
	Science and Collaboration
· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 8: Science

	Oct. 1 (M)
	Committees, Juries, and Teams
· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 9: Committees, Juries, and Teams

· Might review Why Societies Need Dissent:  Introduction and Chapter 1

	Oct. 3 (W)
	New Boss, Old Boss: Is There a Difference?
· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 10: The Company

	Oct. 5 (F)
	Markets
· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 11: Markets (Skim up to page 251.)

	Oct. 8 (M)
	Columbus Day: No Class

	Oct. 10 (W)
	Obeying and Disobeying the Law
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 2: Obeying (and Disobeying) the Law

	Oct. 12 (F)
	Herd Behavior and Informational Cascades
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 3: Traveling in Herds

	Oct. 15 (M)
	What Will The Neighbors Think? Reputational Cascades
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 4: What Will The Neighbors Think?

	Oct. 17 (W)
	Free Speech as an Antidote to Cascades
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 5: Free Speech

	Oct. 19 (F)
	Group Polarization 
· Review Wisdom of Crowds: pages 184-191

· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 6: The Law of Group Polarization (111-127)

	Oct. 22 (M)
	Groupthink and Polarization

· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 6: The Law of Group Polarization (127-144)

· Janis, Irving L. “Groupthink Among Policy Makers.” [From Sanctions for Evil, ed. Nevitt Sanford and Craig Comstock (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1971), 71-89.]  http://www.middlesexcc.edu/faculty/Robert_Roth/GroupthinkamongPolicyMakers.htm 

	Oct. 24 (W)


	The Constitution: The Framers’ Greatest Contribution
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 7: The Framers’ Greatest Contribution

	Oct. 26 (F)


	Are Judges Conformists I?
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 8: Are Judges Conformists Too? (166-178)

	Oct. 29 (M)
	Are Judges Conformists II?

· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 8: Are Judges Conformists Too? (179-193)

	Oct. 31 (W)
	Affirmative Action in Higher Education

· Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 9: Affirmative Action in Higher Education

	Nov. 2 (F)
	Is The Internet Good for Democracy?

· Republic.com: Chapter 2: An Analogy and an Ideal 
· Might review Why Societies Need Dissent: Chapter 7

	Nov. 5 (M)
	Fragmentation, Cybercascades, and Hate Groups

· Republic.com: Chapter 3: Fragmentation and Cybercascades (51-65)

	Nov. 7 (W)
	Group Polarization Revisited: The Internet

· Republic.com: Chapter 3: Fragmentation and Cybercascades (65-79)

	Nov. 9 (F)
	Countering Group Polarization

· Republic.com: Chapter 3: Fragmentation and Cybercascades (79-88) 

	Nov. 12 (M)
	Free Speech: Social Glue and Spreading Information

· Republic.com: Chapter 4: Social Glue and Spreading Information

	Nov. 14 (W)
	Veterans’ Day: No Class

	Nov. 16 (F)
	Social Circumstances and Citizens’ Choices

· Republic.com: Chapter 5: Citizens

	Nov. 19 (M)
	Regulating the Internet

· Republic.com: Chapter 6: What’s Regulation? A Plea

	Nov. 21 (W)
	The Internet and Freedom of Speech

· Republic.com: Chapter 7: Freedom of Speech

	Nov. 23 (F)
	No Class: Thanksgiving

	Nov. 26 (M)
	Policies and Proposals
· Republic.com: 

· Chapter 8: Policies and Proposals

· Chapter 9: Conclusion: Republic.com 

· Afterword

	Nov. 28 (W)
	Antidotes to Conformity and Groupthink: Think for Yourself!

· Think for Yourself! 

· Foreword
· Introduction
· Skim: Chapter 1: A Brief History of Reason in Western Culture

	Nov. 30 (F)
	The Landscape of Reason 

· Think for Yourself! Chapter 2: The Landscape of Reason

	Dec. 3 (M)
	The Scientific Method in Everyday Thought

· Think for Yourself! Chapter 3: The Scientific Method in Everyday Thought

	Dec. 5 (W)
	What About Religion and Tradition?
· Think for Yourself! Chapter 4: Religion, Tradition, and Moral Codes

	Dec. 7 (F)
	Thinking for Yourself: Rhetoric and the Human Factor
· Think for Yourself! 
· Chapter 5: Rhetoric

· Chapter 6: The Human Factor

	Dec. 10 (M)
	Reflecting on Dissent vs. Groupthink
· Think for Yourself! Chapter 8: Recognizing My Own Biases

· The Wisdom of Crowds: Afterword to the Anchors Books Edition

	Dec. 12 (W)
	Dissent, Participation, and Democracy
· Why Societies Need Dissent: Conclusion: Why Dissent?

· The Wisdom of Crowds: Chapter 12: Democracy: Dreams of the Common Good

Midyear Symposium

	Dec. 13 (T)
	Reading Day

	Dec. 14 (F)
	SOCI-199-002: Final Exam: 11 a.m.-1 p.m.

	Dec. 19 (W)
	SOCI-199-001: Final Exam: 8 a.m.-10 a.m.


