
Course Description 
This course will provide students with an introductory survey of the political philosophy and governing 
institutions of government of the United States of America. To that end, students will be taught the 
historical origins of America’s constitutional form of government and the philosophical theories that 
underpin it, as well as a basic overview of institutional structures, functions, and powers of the branches 
of the Federal government. The assigned reading materials will be used as a springboard for productive 
in-class discussions and for writing analytical essays that will give students an opportunity to grapple with 
significant political questions in an informed and rational manner, and which will encourage them to 
engage in constructive and civil arguments with their colleagues and the course instructor. Students 
should therefore expect to be confronted by widely divergent political perspectives throughout the course 
and should be prepared to analyze and respectfully debate their instructor and their peers on difficult 
political topics drawn from U.S. history up to the present day. 
 
Course Objectives 
1. To acquaint students with a foundational understanding of the United States’ political system, including 
the history of Anglo-American political thought, constitutionalism, civic institutions, political parties, 
reform movements, and influential statesmen. 
2. To familiarize students with competing philosophies of government – both from the past and the 
contemporary United States – so that they can develop reasonable and informed opinions on 
contemporary American politics.  
3. To teach students how to respectfully listen to the political opinions of others so that they may subject 
those views to analytical scrutiny, and therefore equip them to intelligently debate views that contradict 
their own.   
4. To provide students with the necessary intellectual tools and knowledge for understanding and 
engaging in American political life as responsible citizens. 
	
Course Content Disclaimer 
Students *should* be forewarned that this course will cover controversial topics, including matters 
relating to violence, religion, race, and even some sex. The reality is there are fundamental issues in 
American political life (both in the past and the present) which touch on all these difficult aspects of 
human existence, and it is impossible to develop a healthy and well-rounded knowledge of even basic 
American politics without addressing them. We will not approach these difficult issues simply to delight 
in controversy for its own sake, but rather as means for developing a mature and thoughtful perspective 
on the governmental philosophy, institutions, and political culture of the United States. 
 
Course Rationale: 
Since the early 20th century, the predominant approach to teaching US students about their form of 
government has been in the form of what is known as political science. This perspective is primarily 
(though not exclusively) concerned with educating students about the practical mechanics of government 
– in short, the branches of the United States political system, their differing roles and jurisdictions, 
electoral party politics, and so forth – all of which are treated as scientific abstractions. This mechanistic 
approach to understanding American government has many apparent advantages that led to its widespread 
adoption. It enables teachers to focus on explaining the structure of U.S. government in an abstract and 
technical way that is theoretically appealing to all students, regardless of their particular political views. 
Similarly, it relieves both teachers and students of having to focus on the seemingly tiresome historical 
minutia or obscure philosophical debates that bear no obvious relevance to contemporary issues. 
Contemporary political science therefore treats the study of American government in utilitarian and 
mechanistic terms, thereby appearing to avoid confronting thorny issues that touch on moral as well as 
historical and philosophical complexities. From this perspective, the American form of government seems 
perfectly reasonable, orderly, and balanced: why then, many ask, does it function so poorly in practice?  



 
There are reasons to suspect that our mode of political education (and the novel mode of thought that 
stems from it) lies at the heart of many of our current troubles. There are alarming trends that have 
become increasingly visible in American political life since the end of the Cold War roughly three 
decades ago. Annual polls show that Americans of all political persuasions are increasingly distrustful of 
both their governments and of their fellow citizens who hold opposing views. Rigid ideological voices 
have emerged among both liberal and conservative parties that insist that dialogue is impossible and 
compromise on any issue is a sign of political weakness, and that a candidate’s quality should be 
determined by ideological considerations rather than by their competence and experience. As electoral 
politics have devolved into brutal slugging matches between increasingly extreme views, the actual levers 
of political power have gradually shifted into the hands of a theoretically subordinate but ultimately 
unaccountable, unwieldy, and inefficient bureaucracy. The fruits of this widespread culture of distrust has 
been the breakdown of civic life and political order amidst frustration and mutual recrimination at a 
system of government that seems incapable or unwilling to fulfill its most basic functions. Generations of 
young Americans have now grown up in the shadow of a dysfunctional government that leaves them with 
no solid foothold for becoming responsible and engaged citizens. It should be no wonder that there are 
now voices who now ask questions such as the following: if our current Constitution is a product of 
eighteenth century political circumstances and ideals, should we not perhaps craft a new political system 
that is better adapted our contemporary needs and values? 
 
Yet perhaps the root of modern American political dissatisfaction is not in our apparently antiquated form 
of government, but rather in a widespread failure to accurately comprehend its historical and 
philosophical origins, much less the political precedents laid down by prior generations of American 
citizens. This course will seek to acquaint students with the broader context of Anglo-American political 
philosophy, history, and culture, so that they can better understand the form of government under which 
they live. As such, students will be provided with a crash-course on pre-revolutionary English political 
history, culture, and constitutional thought. Topics will include revolution from the middle ages to the 
17th century, English common law, parliamentary government by consent, Enlightenment political 
philosophy, the separation of powers, and other foundational concepts in Anglo-American political 
history, before shifting to examine how these were developed and refined within the context of the post-
Revolutionary United States up to the present day. Students are therefore expected to walk out of this 
course with not only a firm grasp of the organs of United States government, but also with a solid 
grounding in the cultural backdrop, history, and philosophy that has informed the American governmental 
system since its inception. The ultimate goal of this course is to show students that American government 
was not produced in a vacuum, but rather drew on long-standing elements of a trans-Atlantic British 
civilization’s peculiar political traditions. It is hoped, by drawing back on our first principles, students 
may discover a rich and rewarding foundation that will prepare them for a life of dutiful, informed, and 
responsible citizenship.  
 
 
Textbooks and Other Reading Assignments 
This course aims to impart students with a thorough grounding in the history and philosophy of American 
constitutional government. In order to meet that goal, I have selected a trio of textbooks that will be 
mandatory for all students, and which may be supplemented by additional readings as the instructor sees 
fit. We will begin our studies by reading Dr. Guy Chet’s The Colonists’ American Revolution: Preserving 
English Liberty, 1607-1783. This textbook examines the American Revolution through the perspective of 
English constitutional history and will serve as the foundation of our inquiry into the roots of American 
political history and philosophy. Once we have finished our introductory survey of the Revolution, we 
will shift our attention to the founding documents of the American republic (including the Declaration of 
Independence, the Articles of Confederation, the Constitution, and the Federalist/Antifederalist papers), as 



well as essays, and primary sources from our two remaining textbooks, Major Problems in American 
Constitutional History (2nd ed.) by Kermit L. Hall and Timothy S. Huebner, and Investigating American 
Democracy: Readings on Core Questions by Thomas K. Lindsay and Gary D. Glenn. 
 
These books have been chosen on the basis of their quality and readability, as well as the substantial 
disagreements that emerge in the historical and philosophical interpretations proffered by their authors. 
Students are advised to take these disagreements seriously and they should weigh the evidence offered by 
opposing sides before making a judgement in favor of either position. It is also expected that students’ 
readings leave some questions unanswered, and they are encouraged to raise those questions during their 
weekly class meetings, as well as to e-mail their course instructor to help resolve any unresolved 
difficulties that they may have with their assigned readings. 
 
The books you will need for this course are as follows: 
 
The Colonists' American Revolution: Preserving English Liberty, 1607-1783. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2019. Author: Guy Chet. ISBN: 1119591864. 
 
Major Problems in American Constitutional History. Boston, MA: Wadsworth CENGAGE, 2010. 
Authors: Kermit L. Hall and Timothy S. Heubner. ISBN: 0-618-54333-3. 
 
Investigating American Democracy: Readings on Core Questions. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 
2013. Authors: Thomas K. Lindsay & Gary D. Glenn. ISBN: 0195392116 
 
Assignments 
Students will be asked to turn in a weekly reflection (500-800 words) on their readings for each week. 
Prompts for these will be released at the end of class on Thursday each week of class (see schedule 
below) and will due by 5pm on Sunday of that week. A good reaction paper will highlight key aspects of 
the relevant course content and will provide a substantive and concise answer (and reasoning behind it!) 
to the questions raised by the prompts. As we go further in the course, students are advised to start 
drawing reasoned connections, comparisons and contrasts between what they see in a later section of 
course content with what they have studied earlier in the semester. These papers will be submitted via 
Moodle on the weeks specified in our course schedule below. 
 
This course will have an essay-based final exam at the end of the Fall semester. This final will consist of 
two parts. Part one will consist of an analytical paper answering a specific question relevant to course 
content (topics TBD by the instructor). Students will be able to choose from a selection of topics in 
Anglo-American constitutional history and politics provided by the instructor. Part two will be a personal 
reaction paper in which the student will be asked to discuss a philosophical idea, political concept/
institution/debate, or important political figure in American history that we have covered in this course. 
Students will need to provide a reasonable summary of their chosen topic, explain its significance within 
the context of this course, and demonstrate substantive reasoning and knowledge in explaining why they 
found their chosen topic to be of particular interest to them. Each of these submissions should be in the 
ballpark of 1200-1500 words. In the spring there will be an essay-based midterm exam (specific topics 
TBD). Students will need to answer two prompts that will be effectively identical in structure to the fall 
final, differing only in content. The final assignment will consist of an analytical paper that demonstrates 
cumulative mastery and understanding of the readings and concepts we have covered in this course 
(topics TBD). This paper should be about 2000-2500 words in length. More details and writing advice for 
this paper will be forthcoming later in the semester. 
 
Attendance and Participation 



Students are advised that, as an online discussion-based course, it is absolutely imperative that you attend 
consistently and punctually. You will also need to interact with your course instructor and your 
colleagues, and you must do so respectfully. One of the key goals of this class is to help students learn to 
analyze arguments, and that means you should always be trying to think through a particular claim or 
idea. Never attack the person making a statement (ad hominem), but rather seek to criticize their ideas on 
reasonable and evidentiary grounds. Excused absences will be permitted, but you need to give me some 
sort of prior warning (unless there’s an absolutely dire emergency) before class.  
 
Grading 
Your final grade for this course will be based on the following categories: 
 
Attendance & Participation: 15% 
Weekly Reaction Papers (cumulative total): 25% 
Fall final and Spring Midterm (cumulative total): 25% 
Final (due end of Spring Semester): 35% 
 
Details on the specifics of each assignment will be released at a later date. Final grades for the course will 
be distributed on a scale of A-F. As reflect excellent work and diligence in all of the above categories 
(90-100%). Bs are respectable, but with some room for improvement (80-89%). Cs are solidly passable 
(70-79%) but less desirable than a B or A. A D (60-69%) is passable but *far less* desirable than a C, B, 
or A grade. I will work with students who are struggling in the course to try and find some satisfactory 
way to help accommodate any difficulties or disabilities to help them succeed in the course. Be 
forewarned, however, that I am not going to artificially inflate grades for students that do not put in the 
work to succeed in this course. In general, I will not accept late work unless students contact me in 
advance to make reasonable arrangements if they cannot meet a deadline. 

Tentative Class Schedule/Assignments 
Week 1: Introduction to US Government. No class on August 31st, but we will meet on Wednesday, 
Sept. 2nd. Read syllabus and the introductory/preface chapters of The Colonist’s American Revolution. Be 
prepared to introduce yourselves and ask questions about course content, as well as to discuss the goals of 
this course. No weekly reflection paper due this week (we’re just getting started!).  
 
Week 2: English Settlement and Constitutionalism in Pre-Revolutionary North America. Class 
meetings on September 7th and 9th. Read chapters 1 and 2 of Colonists, “English Origins” and “American 
Colonization,” plus supplemental online materials (TBD). First reflection paper due at 5pm on Sunday, 
September 13th.  
 
Week 3: Race and Revolution in the 17th Century. Class meetings on September 14th and 16th. Read 
Colonists, chapters 3 and 4, “African Slavery, White Supremacy, and Republicanism” and “The Glorious 
Revolution in England and America, 1688-1689.” and supplementary website materials (TBD). Reflection 
paper due at 5pm on Sunday, September 20. 
 
Week 4: The Seven Years War, British Imperial Reforms, and the Origins of the American 
Revolution. Class meetings on September 21st and 23rd. Read Colonists, chapters 5 and 6, “The Imperial 
Wars” and “From Deference to Suspicion,” in addition to supplementary website readings (TBD). 
Reflection paper due at 5pm on Sunday, September 27th. 
 
Week 5: The American Revolution. Class meetings on September 28th and September 30th. Read 
Colonists, chapters 7 and 8, “The Road to Revolution” and “The War,” plus supplementary website 
readings (TBD). Reflection paper due at 5pm on Sunday, October 4th. 



 
Week 6: The American Constitutions, Pt. 1: The Articles of Confederation. Class meetings on 
October 5th and 7th. Read “Conclusion” and “Epilogue” of Colonists; also read Major Problems, “Preface” 
and Chapter 2, “Creating the American Republic,” ONLY documents 1-3. Reflection paper due at 5pm on 
Sunday, October 11th. 
 
Week 7: The American Constitutions, Pt. 2: The Federalists vs. the Articles of Confederation.  Class 
meetings on October 12th and 14th. Read Major Problems, Chapter 2, “Creating the American Republic,” 
documents 4-7; also read Investigating American Democracy, Chapter 1 (entire) and the introduction to 
Chapter 2 and the excerpts from James Madison (Federalist 10 and 39, pgs. 6-14). Reflection paper due at 
5pm on Sunday, October 18th. 
 
Week 8: The American Constitutions, Pt. 3: The Constitutional Convention and the Antifederalist 
Response. Class meetings on 19th and 21st. Read Major Problems, Chapter 2, essays 1-3, and Chapter 3, 
“Rights in the New Republic,” specifically documents 1-3 and essays 1-2 of the same chapter; from 
Investigating, read Chapter 3, “Introduction” and the following section, “The earlier argument over 
“small” versus “large” democracy and why it still matters” (Federalist 10 and the Antifederalist responses 
of Brutus and Centinel I, pgs. 73-85), plus Jefferson vs. Hamilton in Chapter 3, “Does it Matter whether 
America is an Agrarian or an Industrial Democracy?” (pgs. 98-101). Reflection paper due at 5pm on 
Sunday, October 25th.  
 
Week 9: The American Constitutions, Pt. 4: The Constitution of 1787. Class meetings on October 26th 
and 28th. Read the Constitution of 1787 (see Appendix I of Major Problems) plus the Bill of Rights 
(Amendments 1-10). From Investigating American Democracy, read Chapter 4, “Why Do We Hold 
Elections?” (pgs 119-122), Chapter 5, “Representation in the view of the Founders and Tocqueville” (pgs. 
156-162). Reflection paper due at 5pm on Sunday, November 1st. 
 
Week 10: Political Power, Equality, and the Judiciary in the Early Republic. Classes on November 
2nd and 4th. Read Major Problems, Chapter 1 (entire) and Chapter 4 (entire); from Investigating American 
Democracy,  Chapter 2, “The Demographics of American Political Equality” (pgs 19-27), and Chapter 6, 
“The Origin of the Constitution’s Design for the Separation of Powers” (pgs. 199-218). Reflection paper 
due at 5pm on Sunday, November 8th. 
  
Week 11: Democratic-Republicanism from Jefferson to Jackson. Classes on November 9th and 11th. 
Read Major Problems, Chapter 5 (entire); from Investigating American Democracy, read Chapter 2, 
“What is Jeffersonian Democracy?” (pg. 15-18), Chapter 4, “If Everyone Must Have a Right to 
Vote…” (pgs. 123-127); also read Amendments 11-12 of the US Constitution. Reflection paper due at 
5pm on Sunday, November 15th. 
  
Week 12: The Civil War and the Abolition of Slavery. Class on November 16th and 18th. Read Major 
Problems, Chapter 6 (entire); from Investigating American Democracy, read Chapter 2, “The “House 
Divided” (pgs. 28-43) and Chapter 7, “What Makes One An American?” (pgs. 266-280) and “The status 
of law under American Principles” (pgs. 281-307), and the 13th Amendment to the US Constitution. 
Reflection paper due at 5pm on Sunday, November 22nd. 
 
Week 13: Take the week off. Its Thanksgiving. Celebrate, give thanks, and enjoy your time with friends 
and family – maybe even read a book for fun. No papers due this week.  
 
Week 14: Reconstruction and the Constitution.  Class meeting on Monday, November 30th, and 
Wednesday, December 2nd. Read Major Problems, Chapter 7 (entire); from Investigating, read Chapter 4, 



pgs. 128-145; also read Amendments 14-15 of the US Constitution. Prompts for the final exam will be 
released at the end of this week. Feel free to contact your instructor as you work on your papers for advice 
and feedback on rough drafts. 
 
The final assignment of the semester is a two-part essay exam. Both papers are due *no later than* 
midnight on Sunday, December 20th. 
 
Christmas Break: Merry Christmas and Happy New Year! 
 
Week 1 (Spring): Progressivism and American Politics, Pt. 1: Critiquing the Founding. Class on 
January 18th and 20tht. Read Major Problems, Chapter 8 (entire); from Investigating, read Chapter 2, 
“Critiquing the Founder’s Vision” (pgs. 44-57), and the 16th-19th Amendments. Reflection paper due 
Sunday, January 31st, at 5pm. 
 
Week 2: Progressivism and American Politics, Pt 2: Changing or Preserving American Democracy? 
Class on February 1st and 3rd. Read Major Problems, Chapter 9 (entire); from Investigating, read 
Theodore Roosevelt in Chapter 6 (232-238), and the 20th-21st Amendments. Reflection paper due Sunday, 
February 7th, 5pm. 
 
Week 3: Progressivism and American Politics, Pt. 3: The New Deal and its Constitutional Legacy. 
Class on February 8th and 10th. Read Major Problems, Chapter 10 (entire); from Investigating, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, “Interview by Arthur Krock (1937) in Chapter 6 (pgs. 219-222). Reflection paper due Sunday, 
February 14th, 5pm. 
 
Week 4: Black Civil Rights in the Twentieth Century. Class on February 15th and 17th. Read Major 
Problems, Chapter 11 (entire); from Investigating, read Chapter 4, LBJ’s “Voting Rights Act Speech” and 
Barbara Jordan’s “Change: From What to What?” (pgs.138-146), and Chapter 5, pgs. 163-173, and 
Chapter 7, MLK’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (pgs. 298-307); read 22nd-25th Amendments. Reflection 
paper due Sunday, February 21st, 5pm. 
 
Week 5: The Politics of Sex and Abortion in Twentieth Century America. Class on February 22nd and 
24th. Read Major Problems, Chapter 12 (entire); from Investigating, read Chapter 4, pgs. 128-139. 
Reflection paper due Sunday, February 28th, 5pm. 
 
Week 6: Religion and American Constitutionalism. Class on March 1st and March 3rd. Read Major 
Problems, Chapter 13 (entire); from Investigating, Chapter 7, pgs. 239-265. No reflection paper due this 
week – prompts for midterm exam will be released at the end of class on Thursday. 
 
Week 7-9: No classes. Work on writing midterm essays. Midterm is due Sunday, March 28th, by 5pm. 
(Contact instructor for help with rough drafts!). 
  
Week 10: (Western) Easter Break. No classes for March 29th-April 4.   
 
Week 11: New Federalism and the Post-Civil Rights Judiciary. Class on April 5th and 7th. Read Major 
Problems, Chapter Major Problems, Chapter 14 (entire); from Investigating, read Chapter 2, “The 
Movement Towards Civil-Rights Democracy” (pgs. 65-72), and the 26th-27th Amendments. 
 
Week 12: The Imperial Presidency: From the Cold War to the War on Terror. Class on April 12th and 
April 14th. Read Major Problems, Chapter 15 (entire); from Investigating, read Chapter 2, “The Rise of 
Civil-Liberties Democracy”. Reflection paper due Sunday, April 11th, at 5pm. 



 
Week 13: American Racial Politics Post-Civil Rights. Class on April 19th and April 21st. Read 
Investigating, Chapter 5, “Recent Presidential Reflections on Race and the Constitution” (pgs. 190-198), 
and Chapter 8, “Postscript” (entire). Reflection paper due Sunday, April 18th, 5pm. 
 
Week 14: The Distrustful Present and Future of American Politics. Class on April 29th, but not on 
May 1st. Read “Democracy and the Problem of Statesmenship,” by Dr. Richard S. Ruderman (this will be 
provided by your course instructor as a.pdf file). No reflection paper due. Rather, I would like to invite 
students to submit feedback on their experience in the course as a whole. What do you think could be 
improved? Did you like the readings? What changes would you recommend (and why!) for future 
iterations of this class? 
 
From here on out: Work on your final papers (see assignments). Submit rough drafts for review by the 
instructor. Final paper is due *no later than* midnight on June 11th. 
 
FIN 


