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Special Topics Groups 2022-2023 
 
Benson, Dr Mary – Place Exploration  
Everything that we study is emplaced. Place is not merely a stage on which we produce our lives, 
place itself has 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. There are a multitude 
of potential sites which will be discussed in class in order to help students identify specific places 
that they can research, and which fit in with their own areas of interest. This topic lends itself to 
qualitative methods and we will focus on this in the seminars. Students will use a combination of 
visual representations; interviewing; observation; flaneur type walks (or one of these methods) 
as methods of data collection. Students can also do online research, and this will also be explored. 
Places of interest for this special topic group include, but is not limited, to the following: Public 
space, Streetscapes, Communities, Cafes, Markets, Tourist sites, Consumption Spaces, 
Allotments, Homes. 
 
Byrne, Dr Delma - Exploring Irish Society through the lens of Childhood and Youth, using the 
Growing Up in Ireland Study 
Experiences in childhood and young adulthood are viewed to be the expression of the social, 
economic, political and cultural forces that structure societies. A key role of the sociologist is to 
explain how these processes influence and shape the lives and experiences of children and young 
adults in Irish society and how inequalities among children and young adults come about. In this 
Special Topic group, Irish society will be examined through the lens of childhood and youth, and 
students will have the freedom to decide which angle to explore. Key institutions such as the 
family, the education system, the economy, the welfare state and their influences will be 
explored. We will examine how childhood and young adulthood in contemporary Irish society is 
structured along the lines of sex/gender, social class, household income, disability/special 
educational need, ethnicity or recent migrant history and their intersections. This Special Topic 
will also be of interest to students interested in policy areas such as education, housing and 
welfare, health and well-being and digital society. It is important to note that in this Special Topic, 
students will engage in quantitative analyses of an existing large scale, nationally representative, 
longitudinal study of childhood: The Growing Up in Ireland study. Guided by the craft and logic 
of social inquiry, we will use sociological theory to frame interesting and innovative research 
questions and hypotheses about Irish society and test these through analyses of the Growing Up 
in Ireland Study data which follows the same children and families over several waves of data 
collection.  
Please note that this Special Topic group will focus on quantitative analysis of an existing data 
set [i.e., numerical data, no new data collection]. 
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Conway, Dr Brian – Religion and Society 
Are we more or less religious now than before? Why do women tend to be more religious than 
men? Why are strict churches strong? Why are some societies more religious than others? These 
are some of the core questions taken up sociologists concerned with the relationship between 
religion and society. In the first semester students learn about the major theoretical, 
methodological and empirical debates and issues in the sociology of religion literature. Special 
attention is given to placing the Irish case in international comparative perspective. This provides 
a foundation for the second semester, in which the focus turns to carrying out a research project 
about a research question derived from the literature examined in the first semester, as well as 
becoming acquainted with literature about data collection, data analysis and social scientific 
writing. The module closes with a learning community celebration, where students present their 
ongoing thesis to their peers. This module supports most research methods, except the analysis 
of online data.   
 
Coulter, Prof. Colin – Northern Ireland and its Future(s) 
In the aftermath of Brexit, it has been said with some regularity that we are living through the 
last days of the United Kingdom and that Northern Ireland will soon cease to exist. The reality, as 
always, is a little more complicated than that. In this research programme, we will take a critical 
look at contemporary Northern Irish society to highlight the forces that might lead to its 
dissolution and those that might frustrate such an outcome. We will consider the demographic 
transition taking place north of the border, examine why unionists are so opposed to a united 
Ireland - and why so many nationalists seem so ambivalent on the issue – and explore the 
emergence of a ‘third community’ that isn’t a community at all, sharing little other than a sense 
of exhaustion at the old distinctions that have traditionally dominated Northern Irish political life. 
The future of the six counties is, of course, closely bound up with the future of the twenty-six. 
The creation of a united Ireland requires, after all, the consent of people on both sides of the 
border. A central theme of the programme will, therefore, centre on the complicated relations 
that exist between the residents of the two jurisdictions. It is hoped that this special topic will 
allow students to acquire fresh and critical insights into one of the most important – and, 
potentially, one of the most perilous – issues facing the people of (Northern) Ireland today.   
 
Flaherty, Dr Eoin – Haunting, Horror, and ‘Alternative’ Subcultures 
Why do so many continue to believe in ghosts and haunting in an age of scientific reason? Why 
are we so fascinated with horror movies, TV shows, and violent videogames? Why do many claim 
to find comfort and community in a genre of music that was once believed to carry subliminal 
satanic messages? Why have supposedly ‘deviant’ acts such as tattooing become more publicly 
acceptable? This group deals with a range of topics historically considered as examples of 
‘deviant’ subcultures, a concept with a contentious history, and increasingly questionable 
modern relevance, in sociology. We will examine these topics from a subcultural/deviance 
perspective, questioning their origin, context, and role in today’s society. We will pay specific 
attention to the ways in which subcultural practices and beliefs are organised, sustained, and 
networked, and the social contexts in which they emerge and exist. You will work on a project on 
one of these topics, collecting data either alone, or by collaborating with others in the group. 
Some questions you might explore include: what is a subculture, how does it emerge, who 
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participates, and why? What is the relation between deviant and mainstream practices or 
practices? How does society react to different subcultural beliefs of practices? How has global 
media and social networking influenced the development of subcultures?  Ultimately, we will 
question whether the mainstreaming of many of these practices means that their labelling as 
‘deviant’ or ‘subcultural’ is no longer valid. 
 
McAdam, Dr Aine – Identity, Culture, and Social Media 
This special topics group is designed for students interested in researching the ways we form our 
identities. For Simmel, culture referred to “the cultivation of individuals through the agency of 
external forms which have been objectified in the course of history” (Levine, 1971). Culture in 
sociology is analysed as the ways of thinking and describing, acting, as well as the material objects 
that together shape people’s and communities’ ways of living. Culture is a broad concept, 
therefore for this module students will have an opportunity to approach it from many different 
perspectives such as social behaviours, traditions, beliefs, heritage and even within the area of 
social media. The influence of social media platforms impacts on our everyday lives, and is a space 
of cultural diversity, as such it can provide an excellent field for research. Students will be 
provided with key literature in the areas of sociology of culture, social media and identity theory. 
This reading module will provide students with the skills required to write a research project. 
Alternative methods in data analysis, such as the use of visual images will be demonstrated, 
discussed, and promoted in this group, as well as the use of a range of qualitative methods 
including interviews.  
 
Ní Chasaide, Nessa – Researching a Politics for our Time: Challenges and Possibilities 
During the first half of the last century, politics appeared to respond to major historic ruptures, 
such as the Great Depression or World War II. Yet political responses to public crises of the 21st 
century have, so far, not resulted in a fundamental re-configuration of social power. This special 
topic will enable students to devise research which supports the study of contemporary political 
challenges, such as the rise of the far right, climate change, the influence of mega-corporations, 
or gender and racial injustice. Major recent and ongoing public controversies - whether the global 
financial crisis, climate change, or racial and gendered oppression - all call for a politics of action 
that supports fundamental changes. Significant social movements have amplified this urgent 
need, reflecting strategies and tactics formulated by a new political generation. Yet, despite such 
activism, common identification of the challenges and solutions to major social and political 
problems has proven elusive. This is at least partially due to less ideological certainty from 
traditional political actors, as they struggle to respond to a new complexity around the 
boundaries of our individual lives, the roles of states, and corporate interests. Public democratic 
practice is further weakened by powerful populist discourse, or by deference to, or mistrust of, 
elite expertise in the face of such complexity. This special topic will also include consideration of 
methodological approaches to exploring, in practical terms, what a ‘politics for our times’ might 
look like and be advanced.  
 
Ó Riain, Prof. Seán – Sport in Irish Society 
Sport is one of the major social practices that people engage in. It is a source of identity, 
community and conflict; a place where solidarities are formed but also of hierarchy and 
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exclusion; and where commercialism and professionalism compete and intertwine with values 
of excellence, fairness and meritocracy.  We will examine the place of sport in society, primarily 
through the lens of sporting life and practice in Ireland (though you can propose research in 
other societies). You do not need to be personally involved in sports, or knowledgeable of 
them, to participate in the group. Among the issues that we will discuss and that you might 
choose to explore in your research are: 
- The meanings of different social practices of sport – including play, embodiment, skill and 

accomplishment, competition and solidarity; 
- The sporting field in Ireland and patterns of participation e.g. how sports vary across the life 

cycle, how we can account for the popularity of different sports; 
- Inequalities in the practice and organisation of sports, and how these change e.g. growing 

popularity of womens’ national teams, even as participation stays static; 
- The links between sports and local and national identities e.g. the historical links between 

gaelic games and nationalism, the importance of national soccer successes, and an apparent 
increasingly class, gender and ethnic diversity of sporting icons; 

- Sports capitalism and how it is transforming the place of sports in society e.g. changing nature 
of fandom, impact on youth sports, government finances and incentives. 

The group is open to suggestions of many other research questions under the general topic. 
 
 
Ryan, Dr Paul - Media Construction of Crime  

 

The media plays a crucial role in communicating to the wider public the reality of crime through 

a range of diverse formats. With few of us, fortunately, being the victims of serious crime, we 

rely on the media to inform us how prevalent crime is, whether we are at risk and how fearful 

we should be in our homes and communities. In this special topic group, we explore how 

impartially the media report crime and construct programming centred on crime. Do news 

organisations report crime in line with ideological values; to what extent do concepts of 

newsworthiness and moral panic shape the output of news and how does class, sex/gender, and 

ethnicity shape the content of news reporting and media production. Crucially, we explore why 

it matters and the potential impact on the formulation of criminal justice policy, jury deliberation, 

and sentencing. Students will have the opportunity to explore these issues through a range of 

research methodologies: Content Analysis (e.g., researching news output), interviewing (e.g., 

politicians, lawyers, Gardai) or surveys (e.g., measuring the fear or prevalence of crime). 

 
 
Detymowsk, Laure - Power and Inequality in Green Urban Development 
  
Cities and their ongoing expansion are now widely seen at the centre of many environmental 
challenges, from resource use to waste management, biodiversity loss and increased 
vulnerability to climate change among others. Since the publication of the Brundtland report ‘Our 
common future’ in 1987, the urban sustainability concern has increasingly been addressed 
through municipal policy aiming at making cities less harmful and safer, healthier places to live 
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in. However, while these improvements can be seen as beneficial, it is now also recognized that 
they are very unequally accessed and shared. What is an improvement for some becomes a 
burden for others: historically marginalized social groups, at the intersection of class, race, 
ethnicity and gender among others, become increasingly left behind and so even more vulnerable 
in and out of the green city (Barcelona Lab For Urban Environmental Justice and Sustainability at 
https://www.bcnuej.org). The aim of this special topic group is to introduce students to some 
key urban environmental justice and critical urban theory concepts that can be used as a starting 
point in the critical assessment of an urban project, initiative, campaign, policy of their choice. 
Main questions to be asked will revolve around the driving forces and assumptions that lead 
green urban development, its modes of governance and the historic socio-spatial inequities it 
leaves unaddressed. Research focus may cover urban greening, climate change 
mitigation/adaptation or other urban sustainability theme from the management of a local green 
space or community garden to wider-scale projects. The methodological approach promoted in 
this group will be qualitative, focusing on interview, content analysis as well as on all forms of ‘in 
place’, embodied data collection which are central to nuancing the narrative of the green, 
sustainable city success. 
 
 
 


