
 

 

 

LDST 346 The Democratic Prospect 
SPRING 2021 COURSE SYLLABUS 

 
 
Instructor: Dr. Ken Ruscio 
Course Information: LDST 346  
Class Meeting Time: TR 11:00 am-12:15 pm  
Email: kruscio@richmond.edu 
Office: Jepson Hall, Room 233 
Office Hours: By appointment or office hours (generally 10:00-noon and 1:00-3:00, Wednesdays) 
 
 
Course Description: 
 
This course examines American democracy by reviewing current critiques, key historical periods in its development, and 
central philosophical principles. Democracy as a form of government is currently being questioned and even challenged. 
Interpreting and responding to those challenges are central objectives of the course. The course begins with an overview 
of the current condition of democracy. We then step back to study key stages in its development and important 
statements that frame its central features, such as the rule of law, accountability, citizenship, equality, freedom, and 
rights. This is fundamentally a course in American democratic theory—past and present—as revealed through the 
statements and actions of key individuals during critical periods, including our own. We conclude with a close look at 
several specific challenges. Underlying the main theme is the question of what kind of leadership is necessary and 
appropriate in such a complex system. 
 
Course Objectives and Overview: 
 
The goals are to acquire a deep understanding of what we mean by democracy, to assess its present condition and, 
ultimately, to arrive at an informed and knowledgeable judgment about its future prospects. That requires a critical 
understanding of current critiques but also the historical and philosophical underpinnings of American political thought. 
Students may arrive at different conclusions. Some may be pessimistic and concerned. Others may be optimistic and 
hopeful. But all should be knowledgeable and well versed and capable of raising the level of debate on these subjects 
beyond the classroom.  
 
The course is divided into three parts. 
 
First is an assessment of democracy today. We will review important current studies, and analyses. The goal is to gain 
insight into the questions others are asking and start to formulate our own questions. 
 
In the second part, we will develop a foundation for answering those questions by stepping away from the contemporary 
scene. We will review primary documents and statements from key individuals at critical times in the development of 
American democracy. This will necessarily be a selective review not with the intention of covering every aspect but to gain 
an appreciation for democracy’s values, norms, and institutional structures.  
 
Finally, we return to modern times and a different set of critiques. The goal here is to arrive at our own assessment, to look 
to the future and identify the reasons why we are hopeful or concerned, reassured by what we studied or worried about 
the path we are on.  
 
 



Required Texts and Readings: 
 
There are four books required for the course.  

1. How Democracies Die. Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt. (Crown 2018) 
2. The Federalist Papers. Hamilton, Madison, and Jay. (Signet Classics. Charles R. Kesler, editor.) 
3. Democracy in America. Alexis deTocqueville. (There are many editions, but strongly recommended is the 

Mansfield-Winthrop translation, University of Chicago Press, paperback, 2002) 
4. The Upswing. Robert Putnam with Shaylyn Romney Garrett  (Simon & Schuster, 2020)  

 
Note that in addition to the assigned books, there will be several articles, reports and documents available on 
Blackboard and/or through links provided by the instructor. It is advisable, especially in the cases of the PDF reports, to 
print the documents and bring them to class during the appropriate class period. 
 
I also strongly recommend—to the point of virtually requiring—a daily reading of a main newspaper—The Wall St 
Journal; or the New York Times; or The Washington Post. We will always reserve the option of using class time to discuss 
an important development that reflects some of the key questions of the course. Those will be occurring on a daily basis. 
If you have a story you’d like to have us discuss, you should always feel free to let me know in advance of class, even if it 
just a few minutes in advance. That would be considered a strong indication of “class engagement” (see below.) 
 
Grading: 
 
The assignments are designed to help you understand, interpret and critique the material.  
 
25% Class Engagement: active attendance; evidence that you have read carefully the assigned material; and weekly 
reactions to questions I will pose based on our discussions and readings or just general observations related to the 
material we cover. The weekly reactions must be submitted by email by noon on Friday of each week. These need not be 
lengthy but they should be thoughtful and reflective. They will not be individually graded but I will occasionally offer 
comments and reactions.  
 
25% Exam #1: This will be an in-class essay/short answer exam based on the material covered in the first part of the 
course. 
 
25% Exam #2: Another essay/short answer exam based on material covered in the second part of the course.  
 
25% An Interpretative Paper/Final “exam”: For the third part of the course, we will ask a series of questions about the 
prospects for democracy in your lifetime. In this paper, which will also serve as a kind of final exam, you will provide 
your answers to one or more of those questions in a concise critical paper that develops your own assessment about 
democracy’s future prospects. 
 
Each of these will be explained in more detail. 
 
The Format of Class Sessions and “rules of the road:” 
 
Because this is a class heavily dependent on discussion and mutual efforts to educate each other, I ask that you minimize 
in-class distractions. In an ideal pandemic-free world where we’d have a standard seminar configuration, I’d probably 
ask you to leave your laptops home. But we will have to adjust.  
 
If you cannot attend a class because of illness or an unavoidable conflict, you must let me know ahead of time. If you do 
not let me know in such cases, it will adversely affect your grade for class engagement. 
 
When you are in class, I will assume you have read the material. That doesn’t mean you always understand it, but it will 
be unfair to your fellow classmates if you come to class intending to “free-ride” on the efforts of others. If for some 



reason you have not been able to read the material, you should let me know ahead of time to avoid those awkward 
moments when I turn to you and ask what you think and you have no idea.  
 
 
Class Schedule and Reading Assignments: 
 
Jan. 19  Introduction—First Day of Class 
 
Part I: Democracy Today 
 
Jan. 21  Prologue 

• Stelzenmuller: “German Lessons…” (Brookings, 2019) 
https://www.brookings.edu/essay/german-lessons/ 

• Chaffin, Weaver, and Politi, “A coup d’etat attempted by Trump: America’s failed 
insurrection.” Financial Times, January 8, 2021 

• Joseph Biden Inaugural Address (Transcript to be posted.) 
 

Jan. 26  Democracy in the World Today 
 

• Wolf, “The Fading Light of Liberal Democracy,” Financial Times, December 22, 2020 

*Please choose one of the two articles below to read (either the Applebaum OR the Zerofsky article):  

• Applebaum: A Warning from Europe (Atlantic 2018) 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2018/10/poland-polarization/568324/  

--OR--  

• Zerofsky: Letter from Hungary: Victor Orbán’s Far-Right Vision for Europe (The New Yorker, 
January 14, 2019) 
http://nyer.cm/FZNLqvv 

Jan. 28  Democracy in the World Today 
• Mounk and Foa: The End of the Democratic Century (Foreign Affairs 2018) 
• Freedom in the World 2020: A Leaderless Struggle for Democracy (Freedom House) 

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2020-
02/FIW_2020_REPORT_BOOKLET_Final.pdf 
 

Feb. 2   American Democracy: the current condition 

• PEW Research Center: “Younger Americans Less Trusting in Government” August 6, 2019 
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/08/06/young-americans-are-less-trusting-of-
other-people-and-key-institutions-than-their-elders/ 

• Pew Research Center, “Key Findings… on Declining Trust,” July 22, 2019 
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/07/22/key-findings-about-americans-
declining-trust-in-government-and-each-other/ 

• Centre for the Future of Democracy “Youth and Satisfaction with Democracy.” 2020 
https://www.bennettinstitute.cam.ac.uk/publications/youth-and-satisfaction-democracy/ 



 

Feb 4   The Characteristics of Modern Democracy 
• Levitsky and Ziblatt: chapters 1-6 

 
Feb. 9  NO CLASS 
 
Feb. 11  Characteristics, continued 

• Levitsky and Ziblatt: chapters 7-9 
 

Feb.16  Quiz #1 
 
Part II: The Tradition of Liberal Democracy in America 
 
Feb. 18  The Liberal Tradition: John Locke and The Function and Purpose of Government 

• The Second Treatise  
o Chapter II “Of the State of Nature,” sections 4-8  
o Chapter V, “Of Property,” sections 25-30  
o Chapter IX “Of the Ends of Political Society and Government,” sections 123-130  

• Note: Many versions may be found online or in readily available texts. This is one option:  
o https://oll.libertyfund.org/pages/john-locke-two-treatises-1689 

 

Feb. 23  The Jeffersonian Tradition  

• Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom https://www.monticello.org/site/research-and-
collections/virginia-statute-religious- freedom  

• Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge 
https://www.monticello.org/site/jefferson/bill-more-general-diffusion-knowledge  

• Declaration of Independence https://www.monticello.org/site/jefferson/transcript-
declaration-independence-final  

• First Inaugural Address https://jeffersonpapers.princeton.edu/selected-
documents/first-inaugural-address-0  

 
Feb. 25  The Madisonian (and Hamiltonian) Tradition 

• The Federalist Papers #1, 10, 48, 51, 55 and 78 
 
March 2 Interlude: John F. Kennedy Inaugural Address 
 
March 4 Interlude 2: Barack Obama’s Charleston Address and RFK Address April 1968  
 
March 9 “Democracy in America” 

• De Tocqueville: pp. 165-231 (volume I, Part 2, chapters 1-6) 
• Recommended: Mansfield-Winthrop Introduction to Democracy in America 

 
March 11 “Democracy in America” 



• De Tocqueville: pp. 479-504 (volume II, Part 2, chapters 1-8)  
• De Tocqueville: pp. 661-666 (volume II, Part 6, chapter 6) 

 

March 16 Confronting the Contradictions  

• Lincoln: The Lyceum Address 
http://www.abrahamlincolnonline.org/lincoln/speeches/lyceum.htm  

• Lincoln: First Inaugural Address 
http://144.208.79.222/~abraha21/alo/lincoln/speeches/1inaug.htm  

• Lincoln: Gettysburg Address 
http://144.208.79.222/~abraha21/alo/lincoln/speeches/gettysburg.htm  

• Lincoln: Second Inaugural http://144.208.79.222/~abraha21/alo/lincoln/speeches/inaug2.htm  
• Frederick Douglass: “The Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro” 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4h2927t.html  
• Frederick Douglass: “Oration in Memory of Abraham Lincoln” 

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/oration-in-memory-of-abraham- lincoln/  

 
March 18 Extending Democracy Abroad  

• Woodrow Wilson Speech to Congress, April 2, 2017 
http://wps.prenhall.com/wps/media/objects/107/110495/ch22_a2_d1.pdf  

• Richard Haass: How a World Order Ends, And What Comes in Its Wake (Foreign Affairs, 
December 11, 2018) https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2018-12-11/how-world-order-ends  

• Franklin Roosevelt, Four Freedoms http://web.utk.edu/~mfitzge1/docs/374/FFS1941.pdf  
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf 

March 23 Widening Democracy at Home  

• Brown v. Board of Education https://www.law.cornell.edu/supremecourt/text/347/483  
• Martin Luther King: “I Have a Dream” Speech 

https://www.archives.gov/files/press/exhibits/dream-speech.pdf  
• Barbara Jordan: Statement at Nixon Impeachment Hearing 

https://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/barbarajordanjudiciarystatement.htm  

March 24 University Lecture by Yuval Levin 

March 25 Widening Democracy, continued  

• Justice Ginsburg’s Opinion in the VMI Case https://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/94-
1941.ZO.html  

• Ruth Bader Ginsburg, “Speaking in a Judicial Voice,” NYU Law Review, December 1992 

March 30 The Freedom of the Press in a Democracy  



• New York Times v. United States (1971) (Pentagon Papers Case) 
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_case?case=17571244799664973711&q=new+york+ti 
mes+v.+u.s.+(1971)&hl=en&as_sdt=6,47&as_vis=1  

 

April 1   Quiz #2  

 
 
Part III: The Democratic Prospect 
 
April 6  Liberal Democracy Today 
 

• Putnam, Chapter 1 
• William A. Galston, “The Enduring Vulnerability of Liberal Democracy,” Journal of 

Democracy, July 2020, pp. 8-24 
 
April 8   Can Liberal Democracy and Capitalism co-exist?  
   

• Martin Wolf, “Why Rigged Capitalism is Damaging Liberal Democracy,” The Financial 
Times, September 18, 2019. 

• Putnam, Chapter 2 
 
April 13 Is American Society Too Polarized for Democracy to Endure 
 

• Finkel, et. al, “Political Sectarianism in America,” Science, October 30, 2020. pp. 533-536 
• Hawkins, et. al: Hidden Tribes: A Study of America’s Polarized Landscape https://hiddentribes.us 

 
April 15     Polarization and division, continued 
 

• Putnam, Chapter 3 
• Jill Lepore, “A New Americanism” 

https://link.foreignaffairs.com/view/5b86d60f283d8e519c1135ef9fy1q.aqpl/ 
 
April 20 Society and Culture 
 

• Putnam, Chapters 4 and 5 
 

April 22  Race and Gender 
 

• Putnam, Chapters 6 and 7 
 

 
April 27 The Democratic Prospect 
 

• Putnam, Chapters 8 and 9 
 



   
 

 
Jepson School of Leadership Studies 

Common Syllabus Insert 
 
 
 
 
Awarding of Credit 
To be successful in this course, a student should expect to devote 10-14 hours each week, including class time 
and time spent on course-related activities. 
registrar.richmond.edu/services/policies/academic-credit.html  
 

Disability Accommodations 
Students with a Disability Accommodation Notice should contact their instructors as early in the semester as 
possible to discuss arrangements for completing course assignments and exams.  
disability.richmond.edu/ 
 

Honor System 
The Jepson School supports the provisions of the Honor System. The shortened version of the honor pledge is: 
“I pledge that I have neither received nor given unauthorized assistance during the completion of this work.”  
studentdevelopment.richmond.edu/student-handbook/honor/the-honor-code.html 
 

Religious Observance 
Students should notify their instructors within the first two weeks of classes if they will need accommodations 
for religious observance.   
registrar.richmond.edu/planning/religiousobs.html 
 
  



SYLLABUS INSERT REGARDING ACADEMIC AND PERSONAL SUPPORT SERVICES 
Hope N. Walton, Director Academic Skills Center 

 
 
Below is a boxed statement that describes the services available from a myriad of resources. We recommend 
that you consider including this boxed statement in your course syllabus, on Blackboard, or perhaps on a 
separate handout. Of course, other support services that relate specifically to your course can also be added. 
 
Staff members from the resources below are available for consultations about concerns related to students as 
well as issues related to services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If you experience difficulties in this course, do not hesitate to consult with me. There are also other resources that can support 
you in your efforts to meet course requirements. 
 
Academic Skills Center (http://asc.richmond.edu, 289-8626 or 289-8956): Assists students in assessing their academic 

strengths and weaknesses; honing their academic skills through teaching effective test preparation, critical reading and 
thinking, information conceptualization, concentration, and related techniques; working on specific subject areas (e.g., 
calculus, chemistry, accounting, etc.); and encouraging campus and community involvement.  Hours at the Center are:    

Sunday through Wednesday 3:00-9:00 p.m. and Thursday 3:00-7:00 p.m.  On-call tutors are also available. 
 
Career Services (http://careerservices.richmond.edu/ or 289-8547):  Can assist you in exploring your interests and abilities, 

choosing a major or course of study, connecting with internships and jobs, and investigating graduate and professional 
school options.  We encourage you to schedule an appointment with a career advisor early in your time at UR. 

 
Counseling and Psychological Services (http://wellness.richmond.edu/offices/caps/ or 289-8119): Assists currently    

enrolled, full-time, degree-seeking students in improving their mental health and well-being, and in handling challenges 
that may impede their growth and development. Services include short-term counseling and psychotherapy, crisis 
intervention, psychiatric consultation, and related services. 

 
Speech Center (http://speech.richmond.edu or 289-6409): Assists with preparation and practice in the pursuit of excellence in 

public expression.  Recording, playback, coaching and critique sessions offered by teams of student onsultants trained to 
assist in developing ideas, arranging key points for more effective organization, improving style and delivery, and handling 
multimedia aids for individual and group presentations.  

 
Writing Center (http://writing.richmond.edu or 289-8263): Assists writers at all levels of experience, across all majors.      

Students can schedule appointments with trained writing consultants who offer friendly critiques of written work.  
 
Boatwright Library Research Librarians (http://library.richmond.edu/help/ask/ or 289-8876): Research librarians assist 

students with identifying and locating resources for class assignments, research papers and other course 
projects.  Librarians also provide research support for students and can respond to questions about evaluating and citing 
sources.  Students can email, text or IM or schedule a personal research appointment to meet with a librarian in his/her 
office on the first floor Research and Collaborative Study area. 

 
 
 
 
 


