
Soc./CrJ 467       Prof. Russell Schutt 
Spring, 2010         Office: W/4/024, 287-6253 
TA: Sarah Giannetta, sarah.giannetta001@umb.edu  Hours: TTh 3-4, Th 5:30-6 
Office: W/4/066, TTh 5:30-6:30          & by appointment  

       
SOCIOLOGY OF LAW 

 
 Law, legal action and legalistic thinking are deeply embedded in modern society.  We 
define crime through laws, we respond to disputes through courts, and we both idealize and vilify 
the legal profession.  We may question whether we have achieved the goal that John Adams 
enshrined in the Massachusetts Constitution (1780)--“a government of laws and not of men,” but 
we know that we cannot understand our society if we don’t take account of its legal system. 
 
 Of course, law is taught in law schools, laws are located in law books, and law is applied 
by lawyers in the course of litigation.  For many participants in the legal system, “sociology” is 
nothing more than an academic concept.  But no matter whether they understand sociology or not, 
every legal action is at the same time a social process.  It is people, as police, as attorneys, as 
legislators, as judges, bail bondspersons, defendants and plaintiffs, who make law, who apply law, 
and who are affected by law.  It is social processes, on the streets, in law school, in police stations, 
courts and law firms that determine the practical meaning of law.  We cannot hope to understand 
the legal system without the sociology of law. 
 
 By the end of this course, you should have acquired a basic knowledge of the legal system 
and an understanding of those social processes that affect this system.  We will investigate legal 
structure and social process concerning the origins, application, and development of law.  We will 
give particular attention to the legal profession and its role in the legal system. 
 

TEXTS 

Abel, Richard L. 1997. Lawyers: A Critical Reader. New York: New Press. 

Harr, Jonathan. 1996. A Civil Action. New York: Vintage. 

Vago, Stephen. 2009 Law and Society, 9h ed. Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Pearson/Prentice Hall. 
 
 The assigned books provide a thorough and fascinating introduction to the sociology of 
law—if you let them (i.e., be sure to keep up in the readings throughout the course).  Law and 
Society is our basic text.  It is a well-written and comprehensive overview of the entire field of 
sociology of law.  The theories Vago presents in chapter 2 will serve as a point of reference 
throughout the course.  Lawyers takes us deep into the profession of law and engages us in many 
of the controversies about legal education, ethics, and practice.  A Civil Action is a very special 
book for the course.  Although a quote on the cover calls this best seller a “legal thriller,” it is 
actually a very detailed history of people and social relations in the industrial pollution case that 
unfolded a few years ago in Boston and Woburn.  Jonathan Harr is not a social scientist, but he 
had direct access to the major figures in this legal case and through his eyes, we can see the social 
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aspects of law in action.  This book will make the textbook material come alive and should result 
in your having a more realistic understanding of the relationship between law and society. 
 

TOPIC/DATES/READING 
 
1 (Jan. 26, 28) ISSUES IN LAW AND SOCIETY 
  Types of law, Legal systems, Legal functions, Paradigms 
 
     Vago, Chapter 1  
   
  2/1 ADD/DROP ENDS  
   
2 (Feb. 2, 4) THEORIES OF LAW AND SOCIETY 
  Legal system evolution, Classic and contemporary theories     
 
     Vago, Chapter 2 
     Abel, Chapter 10 
     Film: Little Injustices 
 
3 (Feb. 9, 11) ORGANIZATION OF LAW  
  Courts, legislatures, administration, enforcement 
 
     Vago, Chapter 3 (skip jury section) 
     Abel, Chapter 1 
    
4 (Feb. 16, 18) MAKING LAW  

Legislature, agency, judicial lawmaking, influences 
  

    Vago, Chapter 4 
     Film: Plea Bargaining 
 
5 (Feb. 23, 25)LAW AND SOCIAL CONTROL 
  Informal & formal social control, white-collar & victimless crime 
 
   Vago, Chapter 5 
 
6 (Mar. 2, 4) CASE EMERGENCE AND PRETRIAL PROCESS 

Social influence, pretrial procedure, charging 
     Harr, Pp. 1-264 
     Film: A Civil Action 
 
7 (Mar. 9, 11) TRIALS AND JURIES 
  Trial procedure, jury decision-making, jury research 
 
     Harr, Pp. 265-492 
     Vago, Chapter 3, section on juries 
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     Midterm (3/11) 
 

SPRING VACATION (3/14-21) 
 

8 (Mar. 23, 25)DEBATES ABOUT LAW  
 

 Debate: Should “Plea Bargaining” be Discouraged? 
 Debate: Should the Use of Juries Increase or Decrease? 
 

9, 10 (Mar. 30-Apr. 8)THE LEGAL PROFESSION 
  (I) History of lawyers; professional training, representation & control 
  (II) Types of legal practice, changes in the legal profession, stratification in the law 
 
     Vago, Chapter 8 
     (I) Abel, Chapters 6, 9, 11/Stevens, 14/Chase 
     (II)Abel, Chapters 2, 3, 5/Galanter, 7/Chambers, 8/Wilkins 
 
  4/8 P/F & WITHDRAWAL DEADLINE 
 
11, 12 (Apr. 13-22) LAW AND DISPUTE RESOLUTION  
  Conflict resolution, organizational disputes, ADR, collective bargaining 
 
     Vago, Chapter 6 
     Speaker: David Matz, Director, UMB Dispute Resolution  
   Debate: Should ADR or Trials be Encouraged? 
 
13, 14 (Apr. 27-May 6) LAW AND SOCIAL CHANGE  
   Law as cause and consequence of social change, effectiveness of law  
 
     Vago, Chapter 7 
     Abel, Chapter 18/Katz, Chapter 20/White 
     Speaker: Professor Ilene Seidman, Suffolk University 
   Debate: Should Law Contribute to Social Change? 
 
15 (May 11) REVIEW 
 

 
ANALYTIC REVIEW PAPER  DUE: THURSDAY, MAY 18 

 
FINAL EXAM  (Date to be announced)  
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THE DEBATE AND ANALYTIC REVIEW 

 Many issues about law are debatable, to say the least!  As a class, you will deepen your 
understanding of key legal issues by participating in and listening to debates on four of the 
“hottest” issues.  You will sign up for a debate in the third week of the course and prepare for it 
with members of your debate team before the spring break (if you sign up for one of the first two 
debates) or throughout the course (if you sign up for one of the four debates in the last two weeks 
of class).  You must plan and coordinate your role and comments in the debate with the other 
members of your team and with Sarah.  Your primary source material for the debates will be the 
readings assigned on the debate topic.  You must also draw on published research articles on the 
topic, like those you will use in your article presentation (below).  Class members will be 
expected to ask questions of the debaters, after the formal presentations.   

Your debate grade will reflect your contribution in the debate and notes that you turn in 
after the debate to show how you prepared for it.  Your notes should include an annotated outline 
of the points you make, with 3-5 pages, single-spaced (double between paragraphs).  More 
details will be provided in a handout. 

The Analytic Review will be one week after your debate (meaning one week after the last 
class, if you participate in one of the last two debates).  The goal of your Analytic Review is to 
review the debate, responding to the points made by the opposing side and defending (or 
changing) your position.  The Analytic Review is to be 3-4 pages, double-spaced).   

THE ARTICLE PRESENTATION 
 
 You must contribute to class by either leading a discussion about a reading in Abel or by 
summarizing an original research article about legal processes. You will sign up for this activity 
early in the course.  If you lead a discussion about an Abel reading, you must summarize the major 
points in the reading (in a handout and orally) and also pose questions for discussion (which can 
be developed from those in the Abel book).  If you summarize a research article, you must select 
an appropriate article from an online database available through the Healey Library (such as 
Criminal Justice Abstracts or SocioIndex) and then ask Sarah to approve it.  You must distribute to 
the class a handout with the abstract of the article and display in class key findings (in tables or 
charts), using the PC & projector.  The PDF of the article itself may be used for this purpose.  .  
After your presentation/discussion, you must turn in a written version, with a proper citation.  The 
presentation/discussions are to be about 5 minutes.  Class members will be expected to ask 
questions.  A handout will provide more details. 
 

CLASS PARTICIPATION AND ATTENDANCE 
 
 I expect you to attend class regularly.  Lectures and discussion in class will be an important 
part of the learning experience in the course.  Some important material that is not covered in the 
texts will be presented in class, and class discussion will help you to organize your thinking about 
the texts in preparation for tests.  I will try to help any student who must miss a class to review 
material presented in it, but I cannot take the time to do this if you do not attend class regularly.  I 
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will take attendance periodically.  If you miss more than one session during the term, I will expect 
an explanation. 

 Plan to participate in class throughout the course.  Effective learning is not a passive 
process.  Recording notes on lectures will help you to memorize important facts, but it will not 
help you to develop insight into the material.  Listen to what is said, think about what you have 
read for class (in advance), and then ask questions and make comments, as appropriate.  Class 
discussion will help clarify ideas that you do not fully understand and will help me to assist you in 
learning.   
 
 Class discussions that contribute to the learning process do not “just happen.”  The 
following suggestions should help to ensure that we have productive discussions: 
 

1. Prepare for class discussion.  Review and summarize assigned readings in your own words. 
We cannot talk about everything, but preparing for discussions will itself help you to learn 
the material. 

 
2. Each Thursday, I will distribute questions for discussion the following week.  You will 

sign up to present your answer to one of those questions during the term.  I will collect and 
grade these answers. 

 
3. Discussion is a cooperative endeavor.  Pay attention to the points other students make, as 

well as to my comments.  You may be able to contribute some insights about the issues 
other students bring up. 

 
4. People vary greatly in the ease with which they participate in discussion.  Nonetheless, no 

one or two students should make most of the comments in discussion.  Everyone should 
have something to contribute, although no one should feel that they have to comment on 
every issue that comes up. 

5. You may wish to help stimulate discussion by asking questions of other students.  You 
may wish to find out what other students think about an issue that seems important to you, 
or why other students hold opinions that differ from yours. 

 
6. Respect the opinions of other students.  Everyone has had somewhat different experiences 

in the past and will approach issues from different perspectives.  And we all learn more 
effectively when we are willing to question our own beliefs in light of new evidence. 

 
7. Class discussions are learning opportunities, not examination periods.  You should not feel 

afraid of "making mistakes."  You will clarify issues that you do not understand only if you 
are willing to ask questions about them. Remember that if you have a question about an 
issue, there are undoubtedly other students with the same question.  You will be helping 
others, as well as yourself, by seeking clarification of issues. 
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GRADING 
 
 There will be an in-class midterm and final exam, including fixed response, short answer 
and essay questions; review questions for the final will be distributed.  There will also be an in-
class article presentation and an in-class prepared response to one discussion question, as well as 
the debate and associated analytic review paper.  Credit will be given for regular class 
participation, including regular attendance. 

 The basic grading scheme for the course is as follows: 
 
   Debate   10% 
   Analytic Review 10% 
   Presentation/Discuss. 10% 
   Question     5% 
   Participation    5%  
   Midterm  25% 
   Final   35% 
               100% 
 
 Law and society is a fascinating topic; we should have fun studying it together.  Just keep 
up in the readings, attend class, and organize your work so that you are prepared for class 
discussion, exams and other work.  Speak to me or Sarah whenever you have problems or 
questions that are not resolved in class. 
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