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Course description 
To paraphrase Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart, we all think we know democracy when 
we see it. But when it comes to defining democracy, we are immediately confronted with a 
wide array of  perplexing questions: is participation by all citizens required in a democracy? 
How should citizens participate? Does representation fulfill the aims of  democracy or 
corrupt them? How can democratic decisions be reached in a pluralist society? How can we 
ensure that dissenting voices are not stifled by the ‘tyranny of  the majority’? (Is that even the 
right goal?) What criteria ought we use to determine if  a state or an actor is or is not 
behaving democratically? What institutions best support democratic aims and outcomes? Is 
democracy best regarded as a practice, a form of  government, or an ideal? What is the 
relationship between democratic theory and democratic politics? 

This class begins to address these questions via two paths, the first historical and the second 
contemporary. The first two units of  the course trace the historical development of  
democratic thought, beginning with the early modern social contract tradition exemplified by 
John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. From there, we turn to debates over the nature and 
practices of  democracy that inform the United States Declaration of  Independence and 
Constitution. We conclude the first half  of  the class with an examination of  the enduring 
consequences of  slavery for the democratic project, with work by Frederick Douglass and 
W.E.B. DuBois. The second half  of  the class focus on themes central to contemporary 
American democratic thought: representation, deliberation, elections, and participation. One 
of  our aims is to make sense of  recent political upheavals, such as widespread dissatisfaction 
with representative institutions and increased grassroots activism. Throughout the semester, 
we will pay particular attention to the persistent shadows of  slavery and racial inequality.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

Reading schedule 

Week 1 
Thursday, 8/24 Sheldon Wolin, “Fugitive Democracy,” Constellations 1.1 (1994): 11-25* 

   Wendy Brown, “We Are All Democrats Now ...” Theory & Event 13.2   
   (2010)* 

I. The Social Contract Tradition 
Week 2 
Tuesday, 8/29  John Locke, Second Treatise, chapters I-VII, pp. 7-51 

Thursday, 8/31 No class - APSA conference 

Week 3 
Tuesday, 9/5  Locke, Second Treatise, chapters VIII-XIV, pp. 52-88 
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Thursday, 9/7  Locke, Second Treatise, chapters XV-XIX, pp. 88-124 

Week 4 
Tuesday, 9/12  Rousseau, The Social Contract, foreword and books I and II 

Thursday, 9/14 Rousseau, The Social Contract, books III (entire) and IV (chapters 1-3   
   and 7-9) 

II. The American Tradition 
Week 5 
Tuesday, 9/19  The Declaration of  Independence, included in Danielle Allen, Our   
   Declaration: A Reading of  the Declaration of  Independence in Defense of    
   Equality, pp. 27-30 

   Allen, Our Declaration, pp. 92-99, 107-166, 171-188 (chapters 12, 14-27,   
   and 29-31) 

Thursday, 9/21 The Declaration, continued 

   Allen, Our Declaration, pp. 190-254 and 259-273 (chapters 32-45 and   
   47-50) 

Week 6 
Tuesday, 9/26  The United States Constitution 

   The Bill of  Rights 

   The Federalist Papers (nos. 1, 6, 10, 15, 39, 47, 48, 51, and 78)* 
  
Thursday, 9/28 The Federalist Papers, continued 

   The Anti-Federalists: Essays of  Brutus (nos. 6, 11, 12, and 15)* 

Week 7 
Tuesday, 10/3  Peer review workshop - midterm paper outline due! 
   Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, selections 

Thursday, 10/5 Tocqueville, Democracy in America, selections 

Week 8 
Tuesday, 10/10 Midterm due! 
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   W.E.B. DuBois, Black Reconstruction, pp. 3-16, 55-83* 

   Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of  July?” 

Thursday, 10/12 Fall break 

III. Representation 
Week 9 
Tuesday, 10/17 John Stuart Mill, Considerations on Representative Government, chapters I-III 

Thursday, 10/19 John Stuart Mill, Considerations on Representative Government, chapters IV-  
   VII     

Week 10   
Tuesday, 10/24 Iris Marion Young, “Representation and Social Perspective,” in Inclusion  
   and Democracy, pp. 121-153 

Thursday, 10/26 Jane Mansbridge, “Should Blacks Represent Blacks and Women    
   Represent Women? A Contingent ‘Yes,’” Journal of  Politics 61.3 (1999):   
   627-657* 

IV. Deliberation 
Week 11 
Tuesday, 10/31 Young, “Democracy and Justice” and “Inclusive Political    
   Communication,” in Inclusion and Democracy, pp. 16-80   
     
Thursday, 11/2 Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, “What Deliberative    
   Democracy Means,” in Why Deliberative Democracy?, pp. 1-40 

Week 12    
Tuesday, 11/7  Gutmann and Thompson, “Deliberative Democracy Beyond Process,”   
   in Why Deliberative Democracy?, pp. 95-138 

Thursday, 11/9 Gutmann and Thompson, “Just Deliberation about Health Care,” in   
   Why Deliberative Democracy?, pp. 139-159 

V. Elections 
Week 13 
Tuesday, 11/14 with guest Professor Larry Bartels (Vanderbilt Political Science) 
   Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels, “Democratic Ideals and    
   Realities” and “Blind Retrospection: Electoral Responses to Droughts,   
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   Floods, and Shark Attacks,” in Democracy for Realists: Why Elections Do   
   Not Produce Responsive Government, pp. 1-12 and 116-145 

Thursday, 11/16 Achen and Bartels, “The Very Basis of  Reasons: Groups, Social    
   Identities, and Political Psychology” in Democracy for Realists, pp.  
   213-231     

Week 14 
Tuesday, 11/21 Thanksgiving break 

Thursday, 11/23  Thanksgiving break 

VI. Participation 
Week 15 
Tuesday, 11/28 Christopher Lebron,“Introduction:  Naming the Dead in the Name of    
   the Living,” “American Shame and Real Freedom,” and “Cultural   
   Control against Social Control: The Radical Possibilities of  the Harlem   
   Renaissance,” in The Making of  Black Lives Matter: A Brief  History of  an   
   Idea, pp. ix-xxii and 1-66 

Thursday, 11/30 Lebron,“For Our Sons, Daughters, and All Concerned Souls” and   
   “Where Is the Love? The Hope for America’s Redemption,” in The   
   Making of  Black Lives Matter, pp. 67-126 

Week 16 
Tuesday, 12/5  Peer review workshop - final paper outline due! 

   Lebron, “The Radical Lessons We Have Not Yet Learned” and    
   “Afterward: Nobody’s Protest Essay,” in The Making of  Black Lives   
   Matter, pp. 127-166 

Thursday, 12/7 Theory & Event 17.3 (2014): supplement on Ferguson, edited by Melvin   
   Rogers - selections to be made in class* 

Required texts 
Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels, Democracy for Realists: Why Elections Do Not Produce   
 Responsive Government (978-0691178240) 
Danielle Allen, Our Declaration: A Reading of  the Declaration of  Independence in Defense of     
 Equality (978-1631490446) 
Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, Why Deliberative Democracy? (978-0691120195) 
Christopher Lebron, The Making of  Black Lives Matter: A Brief  History of  an Idea    
 (978-0190601348) 
John Locke, Second Treatise of  Government (978-0915144860) 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract  (978-0140442014) 
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Iris Marion Young, Inclusion and Democracy (978-0198297550) 

All required books will be on reserve with the library. Readings marked with an asterisk will 
be available via the course site. I reserve the right to alter any reading or writing assignments 
during the semester. 

Course requirements 
I want everyone to succeed in this class. While I will hold you responsible for fulfilling the 
requirements listed below, I will also do whatever I reasonably can to help. Please be in touch 
with me if  you run into any difficulties with the readings or assignments. Make use of  my 
office hours! If  you are not free then, we can schedule an appointment. 

Attendance and participation (28 points): Regular attendance is expected, barring illness, 
as is your contribution to discussion. There are many ways to participate, from offering your 
own thoughts, to asking your classmates to expand on or clarify points they have made, to 
speaking with me in office hours. Your weekly response should help provide food for 
thought in preparing for class! 

Everyone is permitted one unexcused absence. If  you experience an emergency or fall ill, let 
me know and we will work together to accommodate you. Late work will be accepted and 
absences excused with a note from health services, the Dean’s office, or your advisor.  

Weekly responses (22 points): Everyone is responsible for posting weekly comments 
(about 200-250 words) to the course’s online discussion forum. These are to be posted on 
the class site’s weekly forum between Thursdays at 2:30 pm and Tuesdays at 7 am. There is 
no post due in weeks 1, 8, or 14 and you may skip one other week at your own discretion. A 
total of  12 posts should be submitted over the semester. Comments should reflect reactions, 
thoughts, questions, or avenues for the discussion that might be taken up in class. Avoid 
summarizing the text(s). 

Midterm outline and paper (20 points): A 6-to-8 page paper will be due in class on 
Tuesday, October 10. Further details will be given as the assignment approaches. You will 
need to submit a copy to the class site beforehand and hand in a hard copy to me. An outline 
will be due in class on one week prior, on October 3, for a peer review workshop. The 
outline constitutes 5 points of  the paper’s total of  20. 

Final outline and paper (30 points): A 12-to-15 page final paper will be due due during 
exam week (exact date TBA). An outline will be due on Tuesday, December 5, for a peer 
review workshop and is worth 5 points of  the final paper’s total of  30. 

Late assignments 
A two-day extension can be requested for either the midterm or the final paper, as long as it 
is done at least one week in advance of  the regular due date, via email. 
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Late assignments will lose one-third of  a letter grade (i.e., an A- becomes a B+) for every day 
that they are late, including weekends, except in cases of  illness or other documented 
emergencies. Assignments not submitted will receive an F. All assignments must be 
submitted in order to pass the course. 

Academic honesty 
Integrity is essential to all of  the work you do as a college student. I take academic honesty 
very seriously. Anyone found cheating or plagiarizing will automatically fail the related 
assignment(s). All work done is held to the Vanderbilt Honor Code. All issues of  cheating 
and plagiarism will be documented and reported to the Undergraduate Honor Council. The 
best way to avoid any trouble is simply to ask me any questions you have about what does 
and does not constitute plagiarism – it can seem like a very confusing subject, but we can get 
a handle on it rather easily. Please ask me any questions you have as they arise! You can also 
consult the Student Handbook. 

Technology 
Laptops and tablets are permitted for note-taking purposes. 

Discussion and classroom decorum 
It is to be expected that you will encounter a variety of  arguments, opinions, and 
perspectives over the quarter, a number of  which you may disagree with. Polite, reasoned 
disagreement is welcomed - even encouraged! - but please maintain a respectful tone, 
particularly when addressing your colleagues. 

Academic resources 
Aside from meeting with me during office hours, please feel free to make use of  the Writing 
Studio.  

Accessibility services 
I am committed to the full inclusion of  all students, as is the University. Students should 
contact the Equal Opportunity, Affirmative Action, and Disability Studies Department if  
they are considering applying for academic accommodations. Please also speak with me if  
you have a disability or other condition that might require accommodations or modification 
of  any of  these course procedures. 

Personal resources 
For students dealing with anxiety, depression, distress, or other concerns, the Psychological 
and Counseling Center (615.322.2571) can offer resources.  

For students dealing with domestic violence, harassment, stalking, retaliation, or sexual 
violence, resources available through Vanderbilt are listed here. Vanderbilt’s Project SAFE 
also offers a 24 hour hotline (615.322.SAFE (7233)). Be sure to check which services offer 
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confidentiality and which do not. Resources outside of  Vanderbilt include the National 
Domestic Violence Hotline (1.800.799.7233) and RAINN’s National Sexual Assault 
Telephone Hotline (1.800.656.HOPE). One option for legal advice is Equal Rights 
Advocates (1.800.839.4ERA). 

As an instructor, one of  my responsibilities is to help sustain a safe learning environment on 
our campus. I also have a mandatory reporting responsibility and am required to share with 
the University information regarding sexual misconduct or information about a crime that is 
related to me. 

General grading rubric 
A (100-90): demonstrates careful and thorough reading of  
the text; answers all parts of  the question(s); provides a 
clearly articulated thesis; outlines the way in which thesis will 
be explicated; defends and supports thesis in the body of  the 
paper using textual evidence; considers counter-arguments, if  
appropriate; argues, does not summarize; structurally elegant; 
writing is clear and straightforward. Excellent work. 

B (89-80): demonstrates familiarity with the text, though may 
rely more on lecture and discussion than on own reading, or 
may demonstrate a cursory reading; provides a solid thesis 
but may not explain how it will be defended, support it 
thoroughly with textual references, or develop arguments as 
fully as they ought to; may make selective use of  text to 
support claims; structurally, individual points may feel 
disconnected from one another. Writing is clear but with 
room for improvement. Good, but not excellent, work. 

C (79-70): a weak, if  appropriate or topical, thesis that either 
does not require a strong defense or relate entirely to the 
original question(s); demonstrates minimal passing 
acquaintance with the material; evidence may be drawn 
primarily from lecture; substance of  paper may tend toward 
summary of  the text rather than critical engagement; does not attend to counter-arguments; 
individual paragraphs may be well-crafted but the paper overall lacks a sense of  cohesion 
and attention to detail. Fair, but not good, work. 

D (69-60): does not provide a clear thesis; may not respond to the question(s); does not 
support claims with evidence; emphasizes opinion or summary over analysis; paper lacks 
structure; does not otherwise demonstrate mastery of  the concepts presented and analyzed 
in class; lack of  organization makes paper difficult to follow; neglect of  grammar, style, and 
writing. 
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94 - 100 A

90 - 93 A-

87 - 89 B+

83 - 86 B

80 - 82 B-

77 - 79 C+

73 - 76 C

70 - 72 C-

67 - 69 D+

63 - 66 D

60 - 62 D-

< 60 F
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F (59-0): does not provide a thesis or respond to the question(s); may be purely opinion or  
summary of  text(s); no attempt to convey an interpretation of  the material; lacking structure, 
coherence; no attention paid to grammar, style, and writing. 

Some suggestions for studying political theory 
No highlighters. Mark up your books, but use a pen or pencil instead of  a highlighter so 
you can jot down notes in the margins or on sticky notes; underline key passages; and 
summarize arguments in your own words. Use page flags to make finding important, 
confusing or interesting passages easy. If  you find an idea recurring through a text that 
seems important, keep track of  the page numbers by creating your own “index,” on a blank 
page in the book or in your notes. Write a keyword or phrase at the top of  the page every so 
often that will remind you of  what’s happening in the text below and allow you to find 
specific passages more easily during discussion. 

Read slowly! These texts cannot be skimmed or breezed through if  you really want to 
understand them. They will likely take longer to read and digest than more expository texts, 
like textbooks, or something you might read for pleasure outside of  class. Be sure to give 
yourself  adequate time. Do not feel compelled to read all of  the assigned reading in one 
sitting – break it up into manageable chunks and give yourself  (for example) an hour to work 
through a fifteen to twenty page section. The only way to read poorly is to read too quickly. 

Take notes. After every reading assignment write down its main argument, its strengths and 
its weaknesses. Note what its “big idea” or concept is. Taking notes will help you understand 
a text, especially difficult ones, and make it easier to return to a work later. Writing down 
questions that arise as you’re reading can be especially helpful. If  you can include page 
numbers, do so. 

Think big! These texts ask the big questions in order to get a grip on the big picture: are 
politics and morality incompatible? Why have societies premised on the equality of  human 
beings produced so much inequality? How can we attain knowledge and how will we know if  
our knowledge is correct? And so on. Your goal in reading these works is to ask and answer 
these questions as well, using the texts to help you. Ask yourself  what question the author is 
trying to answer and how they are setting about doing so. 

Context matters. Who was originally intended to read this work? Do you know anything 
about its reception? Does the context in which the work was created have any obvious 
effects on its content? What assumptions, beliefs, and claims underlie it? Why (and how) do 
we still read it today?  

Discuss the texts with others! You will be surprised at the many different interpretations 
your fellow students will have of  the same text. Your understanding of  the text – even a text 
you think you fully understand – will be greatly improved by talking over these 
interpretations. Use class time, study groups, forums on the class site, and email to discuss 
the texts.  
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Comprehension must come before critique. You need to understand an argument before 
critiquing it. Even if  you do ultimately reject an argument, can you think of  who might find 
it persuasive and why? On what grounds do you reject it? 

Ask your questions. If  you don’t understand a passage or even the main argument of  a 
text, don’t sit in silence. Ask about it in class. Chances are other students have the same 
question – or they might have an answer. If  you understand a text but have a question about 
its larger historical, political, or social significance, ask that, too. Asking questions always 
provokes discussion about a text, and therefore helps you understand.  

Updated syllabus  10


