American Democracy
DRAFT SYLLABUS
HIST 615-002
Fall Semester, 2017
Sam Lebovic

Class Details Contact Details

Time: Thu 7:20-10:00 pm Email: slebovic@gmu.edu
Location: Robinson B204

Office Hours: Thu 3-4, or by appt Office: Robinson Hall B 375c¢

America’s democratic character has long been considered its defining feature — democracy provides
the central image for political pageantry and for civic education, as well as the normative framework
for policy and governance. But what does it mean to say that America is democratic? To what extent,
and in what ways, is America democratic? How has the nature of American democracy changed over
time? To answer these questions, we will read widely in the history of American democracy from the
founding to the present. Covering topics ranging from elections to the public sphere to the rise of the
warfare and welfare states, we will study both the structures of government and the various ways that
different groups of Americans have experienced democratic life (i.e., we will look at democracy from
the top-down and from the bottom-up). Throughout, we will pay particular attention to recurring
controversies in democratic life, seeking lessons for problems that remain with us today in the first
year of the Trump administration: the legitimacy of the federal government; the rights of minorities;
the quality of public opinion. The course will provide both an overview of modern U.S. political
history and an introduction to the interdisciplinary methods historians use to make sense of this
complex and controversial subject.

Course Requirements
1) Class Participation (15% of final grade)

Participation in class discussion is crucial to the success of this class, as well as your success in it.
Faithful attendance and class preparation is expected — please read the required readings closely and
carefully, and come to class prepared to discuss them. The better you read the class materials, the
better the conversation, and the better the conversation, the better the class. Respectful, thoughtful
discussion is good participation — neither your peers nor I will tolerate ad hominem attacks or soap-
boxing. Questions are great, as are connections between current discussions and earlier topics, as are
efforts to clarify points of confusion.

I will issue a mid-term grade in week 7 so you know how you stand. This grade will not count to your
final grade — it is just a measure of how your participation has been in the class so far.

We will read a monograph a week. All books are available for purchase in the campus bookstore in
the Johnson Center. Feel free to buy/borrow/read the cheapest versions you can find — e-books are fine
— but please make sure to get the correct edition. Ryan, Hahn, Cohen, and Skrentny are available
electronically through the library website. All other books are on 1 day reserve in Johnson.
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2) 10 (really 8) emailed sets of questions for discussion (Pass/fail)

Before each week’s seminar, I would like you to email me 3 questions that you would like to discuss
collectively. They are due by 1pm on the day of class.

These questions can be points of confusion about the reading, juxtapositions you notice between the
readings, thoughts that the readings inspired for future research or analysis, challenges to the
arguments of the readings, etc. The purpose of this exercise is threefold — first, it encourages you to
think critically about the reading before class, helping you to process what you’ve read; second, it
helps me to get a feel for the most productive places to begin and focus our discussion; third, it allows
me to get a sense of your interests and engagement with the texts outside of your contributions in class.

Keep the questions short, and don’t overly stress about how you write them. I’'m grading these pass/fail
—so as long as I receive them, you pass. If I think you could adjust the way you are approaching this
task, I will contact you individually.

We have readings for 13 weeks, so you have 3 free passes. The two weeks you write reviews [ will
count these as your questions. If you would like to use a pass on any given week, please email me a
short note to that effect before 1 pm on the day of class.

3) 5 page book review (20% of final grade) DUE on the day we read the book in class.

Each of you will write a 5 page analytic review of the book you introduce to the class. Book reviews
should not simply summarize the text, but make an over-arching argument about the book’s argument
— what works, what doesn’t, what is interesting, what could be further developed, what is missing etc.
Successful reviews will develop an original and interesting line of argument that is sustained
throughout the paper. Reviews should be emailed to me as a word doc by 1pm on the day of class (this
review counts as your questions for the week).

4) Introduction of the book you reviewed to the class (pass/fail)

On the week your book review is due, each of you will be responsible for initiating discussion by
posing the first question to the class. Questions should open up a broad topic through which we can
explore the themes, methods and implications of the book — they should not be merely factual.

5) 5-6 page comparison paper (20% of final grade) DUE on the day we read the book in
class

Each of you will write a 5-6 page paper comparing one of the books we read in class (not the book you
reviewed) with an academic article of your choice. Papers should not summarize the two works, but
analyze them comparatively. A large part of this assignment is choosing a good article for comparison
— I will be happy to discuss selections with you in office hours or via email. But if you would like to
discuss with me, we need to begin our conversation no later than my office hours two weeks before the
paper is due. Reviews should be emailed to me as a word doc by 1pm on the day of class (this review
counts as your questions for the week).
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6) article presentation (5% of final grade)

In no more than 4-5 minutes, each of you will present to the class an overview of the argument, content,
and method of the article you read independently for your book comparison. Presentations should not
be a summary, but an explanation of how the article adds to our collective understanding of the topic.

To receive a high grade for this presentation you cannot read from a prepared text. Be prepared to
speak off-the-cuff or from notes — we’ll all be in this together, so think of it as an opportunity to
practice presenting in this way.

7) 15 page final historiographical paper (40% of final grade). DUE Dec 14, by Spm.

Option 1: 1 will provide an essay prompt, asking you to synthesize the readings for the course, and
construct an analytic argument based on close readings of the books we read over the semester.

Option 2: Your choice of topic

Based on 4-5 scholarly monographs of your choice, of which at least 3 must be read exclusively for
this assignment, please write an analytic historiographical essay. The aim here is to closely analyze a
small sub-field of literature of interest to you. Good essays will develop an overarching argument that
makes sense of what works and doesn’t work in the books in question, explain why, and sketch future
directions for analysis and research. It is fine to re-use the outside book you read for your book
comparison, or any of the books we read in class, so long as at least 3 titles for this paper are new.

8) If you are choosing Option 2 for the final, I will need a list of books for the final paper
DUE Oct 27 by 5 pm.

Please email me a short outline of the research problem you want to explore, a list of the books you
have chosen to review, and a short explanation (2-3 sentences) as to why you have selected each book
(earlier than this due date is completely fine, and encouraged). I will write back to ok the selection. I'm
happy to discuss potential books over email or in person throughout the semester. The most important
thing is that you choose a set of books that hang together in some way and that are interesting and
exciting to you.

If I have not approved a final list of books by Nov 9, you will complete option 1 for the final.
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Requirements for all papers

All papers are due in Word format, 12 point Times New Roman font, double spaced with page
numbers, and 1 inch margins.

Please email all of your papers to slebovic@gmu.edu.

I will only grant extensions in advance, and on a case-by-case basis — all other late papers will be
docked a half letter grade for each day they are tardy.

On Academic Integrity

GMU is an Honor Code university; please see the Office for Academic Integrity (http://oai.gmu.edu/)
for a full description of the code and the honor committee process. If you have any questions, concerns
or confusion about this policy during the semester, please bring them directly to me — I’ll be happy to
help, and it is better to be safe than sorry.

Communications

Students in this class need to check their GMU email accounts regularly throughout the semester — I
will rely on the mailtool in blackboard to communicate all announcements, such changes to the
syllabus or to class meetings.

I will endeavor to respond to all emails within one working-day of receiving them. I am regularly away
from my mail in the evenings and on the weekends, so while I will respond to your mail, I may not do
so instantaneously. I will check and respond to email more regularly in the immediate lead-up to
assignments in order to handle more urgent questions.

Please feel free to stop by my office hours if you want to discuss anything related to the course or your
studies. If your schedule is tight, you are welcome to email me so that we can arrange an appointment
at a particular time. Throughout the semester, I am also more than happy to meet by appointment if
you cannot make my office hours — just send me an email or speak to me after class.

Special Accommodations
If any of these course policies pose a particular hardship for you, please come and speak to me directly.
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me and

contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474, http://ods.gmu.edu. All academic
accommodations must be arranged through the ODS.
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Course Schedule
Week 1 Aug 31
Introductions — assigning reviews
Week 2 Sep 7

Jack Rakove, Original Meanings: Politics and Ideas in the Making of the Constitution (Vintage,
1997) 978-0679781219

Week 3 Sep 14

Richard Hofstadter, The Idea of a Party System: The Rise of Legitimate Opposition in the
United States, 1780-1840 (University of California Press, 1970) 978-0520017542

Rosemarie Zagarri, “Women and Party Conflict in the Early Republic,” in Beyond the
Founders: New Approaches to the Political History of the Early American Republic ed. Jeffrey
L Pasley, Andrew W. Robertson, David Waldstreicher (2009) [On blackboard]

Week 4 Sep 21

Kyle Volk, Moral Minorities and the Making of American Democracy (Oxford, 2014) 978-978-
0190609498

Michael Schudson “The Democratic Transition in American Political Life, 1801-1865,” in The
Good Citizen: A History of American Civic Life (2011) [On blackboard]

Week 5 Sep 28

Mary P. Ryan, Civic Wars: Democracy and Public Life in the American City During the
Nineteenth Century (University of California Press, 1997) 978-0520204416

Week 6 Oct 5

Steven Hahn, 4 Nation Under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South From
Slavery to the Great Migration (Belknap Press, 2005) 978-0674017658
Week 7 Oct 12

Nancy Cohen, The Reconstruction of American Liberalism, 1865-1914 (University of North
Carolina Press, 2002) 978-0807826706

(NB: This book is expensive, sorry, but is available electronically through the library website)
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Week 8 Oct 19

Laura Weinrib, The Taming of Free Speech: America’s Civil Liberties Compromise (Harvard,
2016) 978-0674545717

Week 9 Oct 26

Ira Katznelson, Fear Itself: The New Deal and the Origins of Our Time (Liveright, 2014) 978-
0871407382

Fri, Oct 27  For Final Paper Option 2, you need to submit a bibliography by Spm.
Week 10 Nov 2

Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy
(Harvard, 2005) 978-0674019515

Week 11 Nov 9

Theodore J. Lowi, The End of Liberalism: The Second Republic of the United States (W.W.
Norton, 40" anniversary edition, 2009) 978-0393934328

Assignment — Option 2 bibliographies need to be approved by this week.
Week 12 Nov 16

John D. Skrentny, The Minority Rights Revolution (Belknap, 2004) 978-0674016187
Week 13 Nov 23

No Class - Thanksgiving
Week 14 Nov 30

Thomas E. Patterson, The Vanishing Voter: Public Involvement in an Age of Uncertainty
(Vintage, 2003) 978-0375713798

Thomas Ferguson, Party Realignment and American industrial structure: the investment theory
of political parties in historical perspective” research in poltical economy, 1983

Week 15 Dec 7

Gary Gerstle, Liberty and Coercion: The Paradox of American Government from the Founding
to the Present (Princeton, 2015) 978-0691162942

Week 16 Dec 14

Final Papers due by Spm.



