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Themes in American Political Culture
Course Description 

The mechanisms through which Americans attempt to make sense of who we are and how we should act in or out of a crisis are all aspects of our American political culture. These include our collective beliefs, shared values and political behaviors—even our sense of how our country exists in relation to other nations. The beauty—some might say the atrocity—of American political development is that Americans draw from a notoriously contradictory well of ideas about “Americanness” and politics, all of which can provide a fruitful subject for lively debate, discussion, critique and reflection in a seminar. This course will use classic texts in American political culture as well as writing from the popular culture to explore some of the overarching dualisms that have historically influenced the construction of American collective political identities, like individualism v. community; equality v. liberty; secularism v. religiosity; and dissent v. consensus. The course will also use cooperative learning activities to maximize participation and help us learn much more as a class community that we would in a more passive learning environment. 

Objectives

In this course we will endeavor to:

(  Build a working definition of American political culture

(  Identify and deconstruct some of the ongoing tensions embedded in American political culture

(  Use theoretical tools to analyze aspects of the 2004 presidential election 

(  Develop a strong skill set in reading, analyzing, and interpreting information

(  Learn to contribute effectively in a collaborative learning environment.

Expectations of Students 

1. Students will work to stay on top of the reading. 

This course revolves around reading and subsequent class discussions about it, so you will not do well in this class if you don’t keep up.

2. Students will push themselves to participate actively and regularly (without dominating class discussion).

A big part of our learning will happen in conversation with one another about the reading and/or related topics. I will keep track of your individual participation during class time, your contribution to small groups, as well as your individual assignments.

3. Students will contribute constructively to “formal” and “informal” group work.

Students will be assigned to 3-person “formal groups” that meet over the course of the quarter for periodic in-class assignments, one class facilitation, and one larger project with an oral and written component. Periodically, you will be assigned to groups other than your formal group for in-class discussion and exercises. Group work is one of the pillars of learning in this course, so your constructive participation is critical.

4. Individual work.

Students will write at least three short responses about course readings. You will also turn in one 5-7-page paper and be responsible for being an active contributor to your small groups.

Grading Breakdown:

**The details of written and group assignments will be explained more fully in class.**

Individual paper (1)
20%

Reading reflections (5-8)
15%

Formal group work (lots, plus 1 co-facilitation)
50%

In-class participation (every day)
15%


100%

Course Policies: 

Absences

If you come to class less than 90% of the time, your grade will be impacted, because it will affect in-class participation and group work. If you have to be absent, it is your responsibility to find out what the assignment was and to communicate with your formal group about what you may need to do to carry your weight in the group work.

Late work

If a legitimate emergency prevents you from turning in an assignment, I need to know the relevant details as soon as possible and we can probably work out an agreement. Otherwise, late individual work will be marked down a third of a grade for each day that it is late. Late group work will not be accepted, which means that if you tend to be late, you need to try to break the habit so as not to impact your group.

Group work

Your individual contribution to your formal group will be evaluated periodically (and with a score at the end of the quarter) by you, the members of your group, and by me. That means that any “free riders” will be exposed and we will try to correct the problem. Please don’t take this course if you don’t think you are able to carry your weight in a cooperative learning environment.

Classroom behavior


I expect you to come to class well prepared to engage in the multi-directional learning/teaching process. Feel free to question and, at times, disagree with your peers, the reading, or the instructor regarding thoughts and feelings on particular issues. If you disagree with material presented, do so respectfully and with an aim to facilitating, rather than impeding, the learning process for others.
Classroom etiquette

· If you are disruptive in class, I reserve the right to dismiss you immediately. (Ringing cell phones, incidentally, are disruptive; turn them off.)

· The class may raise provocative and/or emotional issues for some of us; please respect that we come from different perspectives and always avoid personal attacks when making a point. 

· It is important that we respect a safe climate for debate and discussion. That also means taking the time to listen carefully to one another. 

· Whenever possible, use evidence from the course material to make an argument or ask a question. That way you’ll sound a lot less ignorant, I mean, more credible.

· Try not to interrupt each other during discussion. In small groups, you may want to select a discussion facilitator to make sure that everyone who wants to has a chance to speak.

· If you tend to dominate discussion and have a lot to say, hold back sometimes so that other people have a chance to jump in. Likewise, if you tend to be quiet, push yourself to engage more actively than you are used to doing. It’s all good for intellectual growth.
Students with Disabilities

I encourage students with disabilities, including non-visible disabilities such as chronic diseases, learning disabilities, head injury and attention deficit/hyperactive disorder, or other psychiatric disabilities, to see me within the first two weeks of class so that necessary accommodations can be made to facilitate the learning experience. See me either after class or during my office hours. If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, please submit to me a letter from Disability Services (DS) early in the semester so that your needs may be addressed.

Course Readings:

The majority of the course readings will be in course packets available to purchase or online through Penrose Library’s E-Reserve system. Any additional readings will be passed out in class. Alternatively, I may set up a course packet for the second half of the class. I’ll let you know.

How to access readings on electronic reserve:
Go to http://reserves.penlib.du.edu/ .

Click on “Electronic Reserves and Course Materials.”

Under ERes Quick Search, enter our course number: PLSC2702.

Click “Search.”

Under the “Password” page, reenter the course number above.

A link will come up for the course, and that will lead you to readings on reserve.
Course Schedule**

**Subject to change – with notice – during the course of the semester, in which case I will pass out a new schedule. We may revise some sections depending on what strong interests emerge on the class’s part. YOU are responsible for using the most updated schedule.

Part 1: Introduction to Course Concepts
Week 1
American Myth Making 
(M): September 13
What is American political culture? 

Reading for Wednesday:  

( Convention speeches by Barack Obama and President Bush.

· To hear Bush’s speech, go to: http://www.npr.org/topics/topic.php?topicId=73 

· To hear Obama’s speech, go to: http://www.npr.org/features/feature.php?wfId=3624813 

( Mark Slouka, “A Year Later: Notes on America’s intimations of mortality,” Harper’s Magazine, September 2002.

( The Onion, Patriot Issue, excerpts.


(W) September 15

Exploring American political culture cooperatively.

In class: Analyses of convention speeches. 

Weekend reading: 

( Samuel P. Huntington, American Politics: The Promise of Disharmony, Ch. 1-3.

Week 2
Creedal Passions in Tension: 


(M): September 20
Building a working conceptual vocabulary. 

Reading for Wednesday: 

( Alexis deTocqueville, Democracy in America, Volume 2, Part 2, Chs 1-6; 8-9; 12-14; 16; and 20.
( Robert Bellah, et al, “Liberal Individualism and the Crisis of Citizenship,” Voices of Dissent.

( Noam Chomsky, “The Common Good.”


(W) September 22

American ideologies.

Weekend reading:

( Robert Bellah, “Religion and the Legitimation of the American Republic,” Varieties of Civil Religion.

( Mario Cuomo, “Religious Belief and Public Morality: A Catholic Governor’s Perspective,” September 13, 1984.
Week 3
One Nation Under God? Religiosity and its Critics


(M): September 27
Benefits of religiosity. 

Reading for Wednesday: 

( U.S. Constitution, 1st Amendment and Article VI. 

( Isaac Kramnick and R. Laurence Moore, The Godless Constitution, Chs 1-2.

( JFK, “Remarks on Church and State,” September 12, 1960.


(W) September 29

Drawbacks of religiosity.

Weekend reading:

( Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, excerpt.

( Reminiscences of Madison Hemings, in Fawn Brodie, Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History.

( W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk, excerpts.

Week 4
“Created Equal”? Living up to the Inclusionary Ideal

(M): October 4
Double consciousness.

Reading for Wednesday:

( James Baldwin, “Stranger in the Village,” from Notes of a Native Son.

( Dorothy Allison, “A Question of Class.”

(W) October 6

The politics of social location.

Weekend reading:

( Jennifer Hochschild, Facing Up to the American Dream, Chs. 1-3.

Part 2: Participation, Apathy & Protest
Week 5
The American Dream (or Nightmare)

(M): October 11
Social location meets collective myth… 

Reading for Wednesday: 

( David K. Shipler, The Working Poor, 2 chapters.


(W) October 13

…and the politics of money.

Weekend reading:

( Joe Canoson, “Notes on a Native Son: the George W. Bush Success Story,” Harper’s Magazine, February 2000.

( Nick Bromell, “Show Them the Money,” Harper’s, May 2000.

( TBA on political campaign fundraising.

Week 6
Interest Groups and Campaign Finance
 (M): October 18
Topic 

Reading for Wednesday: TBA


(W) October 20

Topic.

Weekend reading: TBA

Week 7
Party Politics

 (M): October 25
The American two-party system. 

Reading for Wednesday: TBA, possibilities:

__ Green & Shea, State of the Parties, 3rd Ed., excerpts, especially Lowi article

__ Steven J. Rosenstone, et al, Third Parties in America, Ch. 2, “Constraints on Third Parties”
__ Lewis W. Lapham, “A Citizen in Full: Ralph Nader Campaigns for president with a course in civics,” Harper’s, September 2000, p. 35.


(W) October 27

Third party challenges.

Weekend reading: 

(  Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, “Why Americans Still Don’t Vote”

(  Micah L. Sifry, “Finding the Lost Voters

(  Joel Rogers and Ruy Teixeira, “America’s Forgotten Majority,” Voices of Dissent

Week 8
Mass Participation and Apathy


(M): November 1
Who votes? 

Reading for Wednesday:

(  Lani Guinier, “After the Deluge: Electoral Reform in the Wake of the 2000 Election,” Voices of Dissent

(W) November 3

New trends in voting (youth voting, etc).

Weekend reading: Essays on American political dissent.
( The Ocala Demands and The Populist Party Platform (Populism)
( Martin Luther King, Jr. “Letter from the Birmingham City Jail”

( Betty Friedan, “Our Revolution is Unique”

( SDS, “The Port Huron Statement”

Week 9
Consensus, Dissent, and Backlash
(M): November 8
Topic 

Reading for Wednesday:

( Excerpts from Al Franken, Rush Limbaugh, Huffington’s How to Overthrow the Government or other commentators

( Maybe have students watch The O’Reilly Factor, Hardball, etc.

(W) November 10

Topic

Weekend reading: 

( Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet.” (For online audio of this speech, go to: http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/malcolmxballot.htm)

( Sacvan Bercovitch, “Confessions of an Americanist,” The Journal of American History, December 1991.
Week 10
Collective Political Identity and Myth (Again)
(M): November 15
Topic 

Reading for Wednesday:

( Richard Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth Century America, New York: Harper Perennial, 1992, Introduction.


(W) November 17

Topic

Weekend reading:.

Week 11
Finals Week
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