POLS 226, Spring 2010          


                                                                  Asma Abbas

AmERICAN IDOL: Searching for a Superstar                        2-V, College Centre

Or, Experiments in American Political Thought                aabbas@simons-rock.edu; x7215      Classroom 3, MW 12:00—1:25 pm        
                    Office Hours: MW, 2-3:30 pm; by appt.

T

his course is a historical survey of American political thought from the founding to the present. Luckily we have more than twelve political thinkers, ranging from the Puritans to Tony Kushner, and from Horatio Alger to Malcolm X, have made the cut to the course to compete for the title. Together we will examine what is “American” about American political thought, how this identity has come to be and what it has represented over the course of its evolution, how different thinkers have envisioned and critiqued the shape of the American state and culture, what makes democracy American and America democratic, what are the peculiar ways in which time and space interact to yield the concept we call America and the American Dream, and what negotiations with history does the American celebration of newness, possibility, hope and amnesia entail. We will discuss a variety of works, in forms ranging from political treatises, journalism, philosophical writing, speeches, essays, autobiographies, fiction, poems, Supreme Court decisions, music, plays, and films. This plurality of forms, not to mention the course title’s unabashed debt to Ryan Seacrest, Paula Abdul, Simon Cowell (replaced recently by Ellen Degeneres) and the cellular phone democracy of contemporary America, will force us to centralize the relation between various forms of media and political consciousness at an individual and collective level. Through the course, we will familiarize ourselves with the ideas of some key figures in the history of American thought, practice theoretical and critical engagement with them and the problems they are addressing, learn some skills of democratic citizenship, explore our own views and political identity, and choose an American Idol for ourselves! 

A key feature will be your advocacy and campaign for one of the personalities in a real contest for the title of the course. It will be up to you to determine whether this personality is an individual or if you would create a little group/party to be part of the contest. The class as a whole will decide how the contest will proceed and be judged. I will suggest some ways, but ultimately it will be yours to plan and execute. 

Texts

The internet will be the most abundant resource for our work this term, and the electronic reserves page for this course lists almost all basic texts we shall use. (The readings available on e-reserves are marked with an asterisk.) The following books are still required. 

Horatio Alger, Ragged Dick. (any edition)

John Dewey, The Political Writings. Hackett, 1993

Benjamin Franklin, Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin. Dover, 1996

Judith Shklar, Redeeming American Political Thought. Chicago,1998

Harriet Beecher Stowe. Uncle Tom's Cabin. Any edition

Donald Pease, The New American Exceptionalism
Other Media

Tony Kushner, Angels in America. HBO Series/Text published by Theatre Comm Group, 2003 

Arthur Miller, Death of a Salesman. Penguin (any edition)

Bruce Springsteen, The Ghost of Tom Joad

The Grapes of Wrath (film)

Episodes of Mad Men

So Goes the Nation (Documentary)

…and others as noted on the syllabus

Supplemental Texts 

Listed supplemental texts are either already on reserve in the library, or have been ordered—so please check before purchasing.
Eve Laplante, American Jezebel: The Uncommon Life of Anne Hutchinson, the Woman Who Defied the Puritans. Harper Collins, 2004

Stephen Prothero, American Jesus: How the Son of God Became a National Icon. Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2004

Gordon Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution. Vintage, 1991

Bruce Johansen, Forgotten Founders: How the American Indian Helped Shape Democracy. Harvard C P, 1987

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (any edition)

Louis Menand, The Metaphysical Club. Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2002

Christopher Benfey, A Summer of Hummingbirds: Love, Art, and Scandal in the Intersecting Worlds of Emily Dickinson, Mark Twain, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Martin Johnson. Heade, 2009

Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee
Jeffrey Decker, Made in America: Self-Styled Success from Horatio Alger to Oprah Winfrey. U of Minn Press, 1997

Richard Rorty, Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth-Century America. Harvard, 1999

Cass Sunstein, The Second Bill of Rights: FDR’s Unfinished Revolution and Why We Need it More than Ever. Basic Books, 2004

Ellen Schrecker, Many are the Crimes: McCarthyism in America. Little, Brown & Co., 1998

Cornel West, Race Matters. Beacon Press, 1993

Kwame Tura (aka Stokeley Carmichael) and Charles Hamilton, Black Power: Politics of Liberation. Vintage, 1966

Thomas Frank, The Wrecking Crew. 2009

Glenn Beck, Glenn Beck’s Common Sense: The Case Against an Out-of-Control Government, Inspired by Thomas Paine. 2009

expectations & requirements

Attendance and Preparation

You are required to attend class having done the assigned reading for the day. Please bring the texts to class.

Active class participation is not only required, it is expected, nay necessary given the course wants to explore issues in public opinion, etc. 

We will follow the college attendance policy. 

Experiments in Popular Democracy, America-Style

This is the core of the course: stage-ing and staging a contest for an American Idol from among a selection of thinkers and characters in American Political Thought, or more appropriately, US Political Thought. The mechanics of this are as follows:

· On the first day of the term, the class will be divided into five groups, labelled A through E on the syllabus.

· The reading schedule is peppered with these letters in brackets. All students will do all readings for each class.  However, the readings assigned to various groups are those which each group will advocate for, represent, in the different stages of the contest. What is being advocated for, or represented, is entirely up to a particular group—between ideas, people, writers, characters, etc., all are fair game for nominees/candidates. It is entirely up to you how you want to do this. 

· The group responsible for a supplementary text must represent the text faithfully to their classmates and have it be considered for the vote. 

· Readings have been grouped into episodes, largely because they share some context, and also because the end of every episode will be marked by a VOTE, where the various representations and advocacies will be evaluated by all students in the class, and ONE among the various contestants for that episode will be chosen, and entered on the slate for the final contest at the end of the term.

· One group has the responsibility for staging the vote, and these are also the ones who will read the supplemental text, submit a review of it at the end of the term, and present its main ideas to the class before the vote for that episode. They will also be the panel of judges or the pundits, beyond the voters, who will have one extra vote, and the right to comment on each of the advocates/proxies, and thus sway the opinion of the voters. It is important not to view the groups as parties, for that will be no fun. 

Each group will submit FOUR book reviews, one for each book they read & present to class.(20%)

The group in-charge of the vote will also submit a review/report of the episode. I should have TWO such reports from every group. (15%)

Every group will submit a one-page written brief for every reading/candidate for an episode (not only their own). This should be compiled into a group portfolio and handed in at the end of the episode to me. I should have TEN such portolio submissions from each group at the end of the semester. It is up to the group to divide up the labour of writing these across the episodes, because these will be counted towards individual grades as well as group grades (I recommend strongly that you should try to have every group member write something every episode). SEVEN best will be counted towards the final grade. (35%)

The FINAL shall involve the following: (30%)

· A more broad-based final vote, campaigns leading up to the same, involving the larger Simon’s Rock Community. Thus, you must keep this in mind in the early stages of the semester, for you will have to convoke some sort of a public poll on your nominees. The scope and the mechanics of this are of your creation as a class. 

· Every individual student will submit her/his evaluation of the entire process, and a self-evaluation. This will help in grading individuals when most of the grades will be assigned to groups. 

· A 5-7 page scholarly paper on a theme from the course. 

As is evident, the course is designed explicitly as a survey, thus a great deal of in-depth textual analysis will not be a promise here, as much as I would like it to be. Much of the responsibility of how we will approach these very diverse materials is yours. In the case of Grapes of Wrath, Death of a Salesman and Angels in America, I encourage using the video versions in close conjunction with the text. In each of these case, you should prepare for them in advance of the day assigned to them on the syllabus. The Ghost of Tom Joad is a music album, and should be listened to before class. 

LATE SUBMISSIONS WILL NOT BE GRADED.

For course policies on Academic Honesty and Religious Holidays, please refer to the SRC Catalogue, pp. 31-33. For issues of learning skills, and subsequent accommodations, please get in touch with me, and also contact Rebecca Fiske (rebecca@simons-rock.edu). 

CLASS SCHEDULE

All readings marked with an asterisk are on electronic reserve. The rest are available at the Bookstore. Please read relevant sections regularly from the following books:

Judith Shklar, Redeeming American Political Thought. Chicago, 1998
	 Wednesday, 20 January 
	Setting Up


1st Episode
Supplemental Texts: {A, B}

Eve Laplante, American Jezebel: The Uncommon Life of Anne Hutchinson, the Woman Who Defied the Puritans. Harper Collins, 2004

Stephen Prothero, American Jesus: How the Son of God Became a National Icon. Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2004

	Monday, 25 January 
	*Barry Gewen, “Forget the Founding Fathers” {A}

*John Winthrop, “A Model of Christian Charity” and “Christian Experience” {B}

	Wednesday, 27 January
	*Wise, John. “Democracy is Founded in Scripture” {C}

*Edwards, Jonathan. “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” {D}

1st VOTE {A}


2nd Episode

Supplemental Texts: {C, D, E}

Gordon Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution. Vintage, 1991

Bruce Johansen, Forgotten Founders: How the American Indian Helped Shape Democracy. Harvard, 1987

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (any edition)

	Monday, 1 February 

 
	*Tom Paine, Common Sense (entire) 

*Tom Paine, The Rights of Man, Prefaces & Ch 1-3 of “Applying Principle to Practice” {A}

	Wednesday, 3 February
	*The Federalist Papers, #9, 10, 39, 48, 51 {B}

	Monday, 8 February 


	*The Anti-Federalists, TBA {C}

*US Constitution & Bill of Rights {D}

	Wednesday, 10 Feb


	*Benjamin Franklin, Autobiography {E}

2nd VOTE {B}



3rd Episode

Supplemental Texts: {A, B}

Louis Menand, The Metaphysical Club. Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2002

	Christopher Benfey, A Summer of Hummingbirds: Love, Art, and Scandal in the Intersecting Worlds of Emily Dickinson, Mark Twain, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Martin Johnson. Heade, 2009

Wednesday, 10 Feb
	3-4:30; Make-up Session for Feb 22 class 
*Ralph Waldo Emerson, TBA {A}

*Henry David Thoreau, “Civil Disobedience” and other selections {B}



	Monday, 15 February
	BREAK

	Wednesday, 16 Feb 

	BREAK 



	Monday, 22 February 
	No Class—to be rescheduled to Wednesday, Feb 10 

	Wednesday, 24 Feb
	Afternoon film session; (Ravenous 1999); 12-2 or 3-5. 



	Monday, 1 March


	*Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass, “Song of Myself” {D}

*Emily Dickinson, TBA {E}

3rd VOTE {C}


4th Episode

Supplemental Text: {C}

	David Reynolds, John Brown, Abolitionist: The Man Who Killed Slavery, Sparked the Civil War, and Seeded Civil Rights. Knopf, 2005

Wednesday, 3 March


	Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin {A}

	Monday, 8 March 
	*Frederick Douglass, “Speech at the Anti-Slavery Association” {B}

*Abraham Lincoln, “Speech on the Dred Scott Decision” {C}

4th VOTE {D}


5th Episode

Supplemental Text: {D}

	Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee
Wednesday, 10 March
	    *Sherman Alexei, TBA {A}

    *Elizabeth Cady Stanton & Susan B. Anthony, TBA {B, C}


	Monday, 15 March
	    *Feminists on Hillary Clinton {D, E}
5th VOTE {E]



6th Episode

Supplemental Text: {E}

Jeffrey Decker, Made in America: Self-Styled Success from Horatio Alger to Oprah Winfrey. U of Minn Press, 1997 
	Wednesday, 17 March 
	Horatio Alger, Ragged Dick {A}

*Andrew Carnegie, “Wealth” {B}

*William Graham Sumner, “The Rich are Good-Natured” {C}

	Wednesday, 17 March
	Optional Film session: Grapes of Wrath (organised by E)



	Monday, 22 March 


	BREAK (watch Mad Men, hear Ghost of Tom Joad, and watch Grapes of Wrath over break if you are able to)

	Wednesday, 24 March
	BREAK


	Monday, 29 March


	Bruce Springsteen, Ghost of Tom Joad (album) {D arranges “listening” party, in preparation fo class}
John Steinbeck, Grapes of Wrath (film) {E arranges screening in preparation for class”}

	Wednesday, 31 March
	NO CLASS—to be rescheduled

Mad Men Marathon—Sunday, 4 April (organised by D & E)

	Monday, 5 April 
	*“The Lost World of Detroit”/Studs Terkel/Philip Levine {B decides how to show people excerpts from the web}

William Cohan, House of Cards:  A Tale of Hubris and Wretched Excess {C} 

	Wednesday, 7 April
	Mad Men {D, E; D & E select episodes for screening and arrange screening in preparation for class}
6th VOTE {A}


7th Episode

Supplemental Texts: {A, B, C}

Richard Rorty, Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth-Century America. Harvard, 1999 Cass Sunstein, The Second Bill of Rights: FDR’s Unfinished Revolution and Why We Need it More than Ever. Basic Books, 2004

Ellen Schrecker, Many are the Crimes: McCarthyism in America. Little, Brown & Co., 1998

	Monday, 12 April 
	John Dewey, The Political Writings, selections TBA {A}

     *C. Wright Mills, TBA {B}

	Wednesday, 14 April 
	     *Emma Goldman, Living My Life, selections TBA {C}

 * John Reed, The Education of John Reed {D}

*Eugene Debs, “Revolutionary Unionism” {E}

	Wednesday, 14 April
	Make-up Session for March 31; 3-4:30    

 *The Progressive Party Platform of 1912 {A}

     *Herbert Croly, “Progressive Democracy” {B}

     *Franklin Delano Roosevelt, “The Commonwealth Club Address,”    “An Economic Bill of Rights” {C}

	Monday, 19 April 
	*The McCarthy Era and the HUAC (web-sites listed on e-reserve) {D,E}

7th VOTE {B, C}


8th Episode

Supplemental Texts: {D}{E}

Cornel West, Race Matters. Beacon Press, 1993

Kwame Tura (aka Stokeley Carmichael) and Charles Hamilton, Black Power: Politics of Liberation. Vintage, 1966

	Wednesday, 21 April
	*Martin Luther King, Jr., selected letters and speeches, TBA {A}

*Malcolm X, “The Ballot and the Bullet” {B}

	Monday, 26 April
	    *Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, “10 Point Program” {C}

    *Barack Obama, Speech on Race from Philadelphia {D}

     * Adolph Reed, TBA {E}

     8th VOTE {D}


9th Episode

Supplemental Texts: {A, B, C, D, E}

*Thomas Frank, The Wrecking Crew
* Glenn Beck, Glenn Beck’s Common Sense: The Case Against an Out-of-Control Government, Inspired by Thomas Paine

	Wednesday, 28 April
	Donald Pease, The New American Exceptionalism {A}
* The Patriot Act {B}

	Monday, 3 May 
	Arthur Miller, Death of a Salesman {C}

*Dinesh D’Souza, TBA {D}

	Wednesday, 5 May 
	*Tony Kushner, “Vassar Commencement Address” 

Tony Kushner, Angels in America  {E}

9th VOTE {E}


	Wednesday, 5 May
	DURING REGISTRATION: Recommended time for final vote (all groups).


 

Final Vote & Papers Due by the Last Day of Exam Period 
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