
March 2016                Theory Area Exam Questions 
 

THEORY EXAM       DAY 1 
 

Choose one question from each area. Please include the question with your typed answer, 
and number the pages. 
 

 
Classical 
1. Modern life preoccupied the classical theorists (Marx, Weber, Durkheim, and Simmel), and 
each concluded that there are major differences between modern and pre-modern times. What 
were Marx, Weber, Durkheim, and Simmel’s conceptions of the transition to modernity, and 
how does their sociological thought reflect this?  
 
 
 
Scientific Fields 
2. Within the sociological study of science, social networks have received a decent amount of 
attention in the last half century. Explain the evolution of this area. Have any approaches been 
more or less successful than others? 
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THEORY EXAM       DAY 2 
 

Choose one question from each area. Please include the question with your typed answer, 
and number the pages. 

 
 
 
Structure 
3. Structure is a central concept within sociology, yet it has been interpreted in diverse ways. 
What are the major ways of thinking about structure that have organized sociologists’ thinking; 
what are the assumptions that each approach makes; and which is the most viable?  
 
 
 
 
Agency 
4. Theories of action, such as those of Martin and Warner, are a distinct class of explanation 
from theories of structure. Discuss how action theory relates to explanation.  
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THEORY EXAM       DAY 1 
 

Choose one question from each area. Please include the question with your typed answer, 
and number the pages. 
 
 
1. Classical Sociology  
What is the relationship between the individual and society according Durkheim, Marx, Weber, 
and Simmel?  
 
 
 
 
2. Materiality, Agency, and Self  
Geertz argues culture is public and deliberately states it is not in our heads. Describe some major 
theoretical approaches to studying culture, which address why culture is more than an idea, and 
is rooted in varying social contexts, including the material.  
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THEORY EXAM       DAY 2 
 

Choose one question from each area. Please include the question with your typed answer, 
and number the pages. 
 
 
3. Qualitative Theorizing 
Ethnographers can hold a variety of positions within the field. They can privilege discourse 
through interviews (e.g., Lamont and Swidler), remain a distant observer (e.g., Duneier), or take 
an active participation role (e.g., Summers-Effler; Pagis). Explain how a researcher’s role 
position influences the data they are able to collect and the theory they’re able to build. What are 
their strengths and what are their limitations?  
 
 
 
4. Microsociology Theory 
Durkheim influenced at least two major strands of microsociological research: one line from 
Durkheim through Goffman and a second line from Durkheim through Garfinkel. Discuss these 
two lines of microsociological traditions.  
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