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Special Topic Groups 2018/2019 – in alphabetical order 
 
Dr Mary Benson (Mondays, 11-12, Auxilia Seminar Room) 

Place Exploration 
Everything that we study is emplaced. Place is not merely a stage on which we produce our lives, 
place itself has detectable effects on social life. Place is, at once, the buildings, streets, 
monuments, and open spaces assembled at a certain geographic spot and actors' interpretations, 
representations, and identifications (Gyeryn, 2000). Place also exists in different layers of time 
and meanings. This special topic group is an exploration of place/space; place identity and 
identification. Students will be encouraged to carry out explorations of different places with a 
view to developing a sociological awareness of place as a theoretical concept and as lived 
experience. The aim is to develop an understanding of the complex interplay of identity and 
place. This type of research lends itself to fieldwork methods and visual representations and 
students are encouraged to take SO205A Fieldwork Methods alongside this special topic group. 
However, place can also be explored through a variety of methods and students are allowed to 
choose this Special Topic group while taking any of the methods modules.  
 
Places of interest for this special topic group include the following: 

• Public space 
• Buildings 
• Streetscapes 
• Communities 
• Cafes 
• Markets 
• Abandoned buildings 
• Tourist sites 
• Urban and rural townscapes  

 
There are a multitude of potential sites which will be discussed in class in more detail in order to 
help students identify specific places that they can research, and which fit in with their own areas 
of interest. 
 
John Brown (Thursdays, 3-4, CB3 – Callan Building) 
 
Researching Politics: Issues, Questions, Methods 
For much of the latter half of the 20th century, politics seemed to have a future. Political parties 
were genuine mass movements with solid social bases and firm ideological identities. Popular 
participation in elections was high with social and material conditions steadily improving for 
increasing numbers of people. These certainties seemed to dissolve, however, in the aftermath of 
the Cold War. Politics, rather, has become a byword, in the popular imagination, for deceit and 
mistrust and participation in political parties and in elections has decreased dramatically from 
their post-War highs, a process which seems to have accelerated since the Great Financial Crash 
in 2008. In its stead huge popular movements have appeared throughout the world, seeking a 
new form of politics which transcends existing systems, but which have failed, for the moment at 
least, to solidify into living alternatives. What form may this new politics take? What, if anything 
should remain of the present system? Are political parties – indeed politicians - of any use in the 
new era? Do ideologies - left and right - have meaning anymore? Will democracy survive; indeed 
does it deserve to do so? This special topic aims to help students identify the main issues 
confronting politics today, formulate relevant questions which can help advance politics in the 
current context, and devise appropriate methodological strategies to help answer these questions. 
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In this way the sessions aim to blend discussion on politics with approaches to its study in order 
to help students complete their final year dissertations successfully. 
 
Dr. Delma Byrne (Thursdays 4-5, Long Corridor, Stoyte House)  
 
Exploring Childhood Inequalities in Contemporary Irish Society  
Experiences in childhood are viewed to be the expression of the economic, political, social and 
cultural forces that structure societies. A key role of sociologists is to uncover inequalities in the 
lives and experiences of children growing up in Ireland, but also explain the processes and 
mechanisms through which such inequalities come about and are maintained. In this special 
topic we explore how childhood in contemporary Irish society is structured along the lines of 
gender, poverty/social class/household income, ethnicity or migrant status. Inequalities in 
childhood will be examined within a context of the education system, the macro-economic 
climate, the welfare state, housing policy, health policy or the digital society. In this special topic 
students will be expected to formulate and theoretically frame interesting and innovative research 
questions and hypotheses about childhood in Ireland, and test them by analysing a large-scale 
quantitative data set using SPSS. Using sociological theory and quantitative research methods 
(numeric survey data and running quantitative analysis in SPSS), students will explore the 
processes and mechanisms through which inequalities come about and are maintained. These 
questions will be explored using secondary data analysis – that is, students will be expected to use 
a large-scale dataset of children (n=9,000 children) called the Growing up in Ireland (GUI) 
study. The GUI is a nationally representative sample of children – and the data was collected by 
researchers at Trinity College Dublin and the Economic and Social Research Institute and is 
funded by the Department for Children and Youth Affairs. The data has been collected for 
policy purposes to describe the lives of children , capture children’s views and opinions, and 
better understand the processes that lead to development and disadvantage in childhood. 
http://www.esri.ie/growing-up-in-ireland/  
 
Dr. Colin Coulter (Thursdays 10-11, Auxilia Seminar Room) 
 
Ireland Since the Crash 
As the century turned, the Irish Republic was lauded widely as an exemplar of how small, 
previously underdeveloped states might reach the promised land of national prosperity. Within a 
few years, however, a country that was once a ‘poster child’ for capitalist globalization would 
come to be seen as a cautionary tale for those tempted to tread the same neoliberal path. The 
global economic crash heralded most dramatically by the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 
September 2008 had rather more severe consequences for Ireland than most other western 
societies. The scale of the country’s fall from grace was indexed in spiraling levels of 
unemployment, emigration and national debt not seen since the sour times of the 1980s. In this 
seminar programme, we will take a critical look at how Irish society has changed since the onset 
of the global economic recession. We will examine some of the debates that attended the Celtic 
Tiger era before turning to consider the ways in which the austerity measures introduced since 
boom turned to bust have been represented, experienced and contested. The series concludes by 
analysing whether the current claims that Ireland has ‘turned a corner’ into a period of ‘recovery’ 
provide grounds for optimism or signal that the tragedies of recent times are about to be played 
out once again as farce. It is hoped that the programme will offer a critical and engaging 
perspective on the nature of social change in a country that has, more than almost any other, 
reflected the promise and peril at the heart of late capitalism. 
 
  
 

http://www.esri.ie/growing-up-in-ireland/
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Dr. Pauline Cullen (Mondays, 10-11, Auxilia Seminar Room) 
 
Women’s Interests, Activism and Agency in Ireland 
How can we understand what are women’s interests and are they similar or different to men’s 
interests? How and why are relations between women and men changing and what are the 
economic, social and political consequences? How are women’s organisations and feminist 
movements engaging with the reality of women’s lives in all their diversities? What contribution 
can feminist scholarship provide to understanding contemporary forms of women’s 
subordination? This special topics course is interested in these questions in the context of Irish 
society. Drawing from sociological research on gender inequality, women and public policy, 
women’s representation in decision making and women’s and feminist movements this seminar 
will explore the gendered structures, social practices and ideologies that shape the experiences, 
perspectives and life-chances of women in Ireland. Issues to be examined include: younger 
women and older women, intersectionality and solidarity between women in the context of race 
and class dynamics; women’s movements and feminist activism. A specific focus will be on the 
kinds of political agency available to women in Ireland and the specific forms that gender 
asymmetry and feminist struggle assume in societies where capitalism is financialized, globalizing 
and neoliberal. Potential topics for research projects include: women lives as workers; women in 
higher education; women and decision making/political office; women’s movements; feminist 
organising. Projects should include a focus on the forms of agency and activism that women 
exercise in these domains. 
 
Professor Honor Fagan (Tuesdays 2-3, Auxilia Seminar Room) 

Gender, Violence and Security 

This module examines violence, conflict, and security from a gendered perspective.  It will 
provide students with the opportunity to learn how to research gender with a particular emphasis 
on violence, conflict, and security in international contexts. It will focus on research design and 
methods.  It involves epistemological, methodological, and ethical considerations in conducting 
research on how gender is reflected in the substantive areas of nation state development, peace-
building, warring, and global security.  This research workshop is closely complementary to 
Module SO324A Threats, Risks, Conflicts and Human Security, which takes place in Semester 2, 
so it is highly recommended that you enroll for both.  Topics:  
Investigating Gender, Gendering Violence, Militarisation and Masculinity, Nation and 
Citizenship, War and Terrorism, Violence and Sexuality, Peace-making and Security, Gender 
Justice Movements, The Sex Trade, Trading Sex in Refugee Camps, Sexual Violence as a 
Weapon of War, Understanding and Experiencing Insecurity, Gendered Processes of 
Securitisation  

Philip Finn (Wednesday 11-12, Auxilia Seminar Room) 

The Sociology of Everyday Resistance 
We are often told that the world is made by big events; the everyday world is bracketed and 
washed away. Individuals emerge as more or less passive recipients of norms and values, 
developing characteristics derived from group memberships (Courpasson 2017). This special 
topic begins from the premise that there is something valuable in exploring the mundane world 
of the everyday.  It draws attention to the inventiveness of everyday life (de Certeau 1984); how 
individuals experience, navigate and resist dominant power as they chart their own trajectories 
through its contours.  For example, the emergence of employee drug-testing in the US during the 
1980s provoked an entrepreneurial spirit manifested in the black market sale of ‘clean urines’.   
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Welfare claimants circumvent regulations through feigned compliance, concealment of 
information and/or undeclared working to supplement incomes.  The monotony of employment 
is often punctured by workplace games between colleagues; time-theft through extended breaks 
and the pilfering of goods.  A focus on the everyday is a focus on the agency of individuals to act 
even within tightly confined economic, social, cultural and political constraints. 
 
Students can explore how power is experienced at an everyday level across social identities and 
categories (e.g. race, class, gender, sexuality, disability). What are the ‘weapons of the weak’ (Scott 
1985) which emerge in response?  Do these operate as resistance through subjectivity or do they 
translate into actions? Is everyday resistance condemned to ‘decaf resistance’ (Contu 2008); safe, 
individualised, apolitical and ultimately meaningless, or do they provide hidden critiques of an 
unequal system? What are their relation to more organised and collective forms of resistance? 
 
 
Dr. Jane Gray (Thursdays 5-6, Auxilia Seminar Room) 
 
Biographies and life histories 
C. Wright Mills famously described the sociological imagination as ‘the quality of mind essential 
to grasp the interplay…of biography and history, of self and social world.’  This Special Topic 
introduces students to the variety of ways in which sociologists use biographies, life histories and 
other ‘documents of life’ to explain social reproduction and change.  For example, researchers 
have used life history data to understand change in the structure of careers over time, or to 
explain how poverty is reproduced across lives and generations. Students will be supported to 
complete their own research projects using biographical data.  They will have the option of using 
existing biographies in the Irish Qualitative Data Archive/Digital Repository of Ireland as part 
or all of the data for their thesis.  Research methods supported: qualitative longitudinal, 
comparative, documentary. 
 
 
Madhu Kambamettu (Thursdays, 1-2, Auxilia Seminar Room) 
 
Digital Society 
Information and communication technology (ICT) has dramatically affected the ways in which 
we learn, communicate and socialise, while the growth of the internet has generated an 
exponential increase in the amount of information and range of products available to us as 
consumers. However, many social and economic analysts point to the increasing capacity of 
various automated systems (such as robots, 3D printers and web-based apps) to perform tasks 
traditionally done by humans as a serious threat to employment and prosperity. Others disagree, 
arguing that similar fears were prevalent at the time of the industrial revolution, and that new 
technologies lead to new jobs which are just different to those that existed before. In addition, 
the implications of “big data” and the rapidly expanding Internet of Things (IoT) are not yet 
widely understood, even as data-transmitting sensors have become standard components in 
many of the electronic devices in our pockets, homes, workplaces and environment. In this 
reading and research group, we will examine questions concerning how we can understand these 
developments as sociologists. How are digital technologies and society shaping each other? Does 
the proliferation of digital technology herald a completely new epoch in social relations and 
structure? And is classical sociology still relevant, or do we need an entirely new set of social 
theories? 
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Dr. Rebecca King-O’Riain (Tuesdays 11-12, Auxilia Seminar Room) 
 
Beauty and Popular Culture 
What does it mean to be beautiful today? How is that linked to popular culture? This module will 
explore beauty and popular culture through a critical lens to unveil and think about beauty 
practices in contemporary society. The beautiful body requires constant attention and 
surveillance. To be beautiful, one must constantly pay attention to being beautiful and one must 
work at it and purchase goods and services (make up, cosmetic surgery, fake tan, etc.) to strive 
for beauty. In doing so, bodies (particularly of women, but also of men) become commodified 
and need constant modification, fixing, and fussing to be produced. All of this contributes to an 
increasing awareness of the visual body in modern society particularly on social media where the 
beautiful (presentation of) self appears on Instagram, Snapchat and Facebook.  
 
Research topics available in this module are: 
Beauty in the Fashion Industry, Beauty and Emotions/Affect, Beauty in non-Western cultures, 
A#LAG (Always like a girl) and confidence culture, Beauty and Women’s magazines, Beauty and 
online dating, Beauty and mail order brides, Beauty and bodies during pregnancy and post-
partum, Beauty and the global cosmetics industry, ‘Living Dolls’ on YouTube (or connections to 
Anime and Manga), Beauty and Celebrity, Make up tutorials on YouTube, Beauty and 
appearance on Instagram, Snapchat or Facebook, Skin altering practices including skin lightening 
and ‘fake tan’, Cosmetic surgery (from eyelid surgery to designer vaginas), Race and beauty, 
Beauty ‘games’ for girls which mimic beauty practices, Beauty workers (nail salons, hairdressers, 
etc.), The role of beauty at work (looking professional/middle class), Beauty work on the body as 
‘fun’ or ‘taking good care of yourself’, Beauty and ‘Critical Fat’ studies, Beauty and the ‘Wellness 
Industry’, Postfeminist Beauty, Beauty Online, Beauty and Empowerment, Self-help literature 
and beauty, and Sex and Beauty (on and off line). 
 
Dr Mary Murphy (Wednesdays 3-4, Auxilia Seminar Room) 
 
Personal troubles and public issues: who decides? 
C. Wright Mills argued that a sociological imagination distinguishes between personal troubles 
and public issues (Mills 1967). A trouble is a private matter while  issues have to do institutions of 
society and their failings or crisis.  Often to hide such failures governments present public 
issues such as homelessness, unemployment, poverty, or inequality as private troubles and the fault 
of individuals rather than outcomes of structural or political arrangements. Students are invited 
to use their political imaginations to consider how certain topics and public issues are framed 
and who gets to define how they are understood. Each student will be invited  to select a 
particular problem or policy concern  as a case study for their dissertation.   Using a power 
systems analysis the group will explore the interaction of ideas, interests and institutions in 
influencing different stages of the policy cycle so as to explore how different public policies are 
framed and who frames them, or how some public issues are suppressed from emerging as 
public policy problems.  Each student,  having examined different approaches,  will then build 
their own framework to help them explore their chosen case study of a specific issue.  This 
special topic is structured to help students identify the main ways public or social policy  is 
constructed,  to formulate relevant questions to examine the case study they have chosen and 
to  devise appropriate methodological strategies to help answer those questions. The emphasis is 
on active learning which blends discussion on politics and public policy with practical group and 
individual support to assist students to research write and complete their final year dissertations 
successfully.  
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Dr. Peter Murray (Thursdays, 11-12, Auxilia Seminar Room) 
 
Sport 
Sport has long been, and still continues to be, an important vehicle for expressing social 
identities. Playing this role, sport interacts with key sociological variable such as class, ethnicity, 
gender, nationality and race. Money and the media also exert increasing influence over sport and 
there are a myriad of other issues involved, including drug abuse. In this group, we will begin by 
examining a number of recent studies of different sports carried out in an Irish context. Critical 
appreciation of these studies will serve as the basis upon which we proceed to develop our own 
research projects. 
 
 
Dr. Paul Ryan (Thursdays, 12-1, Auxilia Seminar Room) 
 
Consuming Celebrity – everyday practices and identities 
Celebrity culture is not new. However, in late modern society as self-identity becomes a reflexive 
project (Giddens 1991), celebrity has become a key resource drawn upon by individuals as they 
continuously reflect and work on the self. How people exercise, cook, read, vacation, dress, 
worship, vote, decorate their homes and even how they give to charitable causes is increasingly 
influenced by celebrity endorsement in an accelerated consumer world. In this group, we 
examine how celebrity has become a resource that helps construct cultural identities and explore 
the functions it performs. We locate these processes in a media and digital world where the 
boundaries of news and entertainment have blurred, where there is an increasing democratisation 
of the public sphere that, in theory, should allow for wider participation. We examine the wider 
political economy of celebrity that facilitates this transnational market for photos, brands and 
products and explore how they intersect with gender, class and ethnicity. 
 
There are many research topics available to students including –  

• Online ethnography of celebrity websites or social media like Instagram or Twitter. 
• Documentary or comparative analysis of historical and contemporary celebrity 

production and consumption 
• Interview based research with users of celebrity fora – like magazines or digital resources 

or live concerts or performances 
• Analysis of fan forums or message boards 
• Exploring aspects of gender, sexuality, ethnicity or class in the production or 

consumption of celebrity. 

 
Dr. Maighread Tobin (Wednesdays, 2-3, Auxilia Seminar Room) 
 
Educational Inequality 
This special topic group uses our shared experience of being participants in the Irish education 
system as a starting point to read about different manifestations of educational inequality in the 
21st century.  Although the education system is often regarded as a means of equalization, it 
tends to reaffirm existing inequalities (Giddens1993:432).  Inequalities in education relate to the 
same divisions of class, gender, race and ethnicity that occur in the wider society. Social divisions 
are also evident in the different forms of education provided within state schools and private 
schools, while the digital divide forms yet another source of inequality.   
This reading group will use a selection of research articles to examine the lived experience of 
educational inequality.  We will consider how different measurements of educational inequality 
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are produced. The group will particularly explore how educational inequalities intersect with 
class, gender, race, and ethnicity. The aim is to develop a critical awareness of the continuing 
presence of inequality within the education system and, arising from this, to design appropriate 
research projects. The research articles make use of empirical data drawn from interviews, 
observation studies, survey data, official statistics, and documentary data from published and 
digital sources, demonstrating some of the methods that can be used for research projects in this 
area. 

 
 
 
 


	Gender, Violence and Security
	This module examines violence, conflict, and security from a gendered perspective.  It will provide students with the opportunity to learn how to research gender with a particular emphasis on violence, conflict, and security in international contexts....
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