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POLS 203 American Political Thought

Research and Critical Argument Paper

______________________________________________________________________________

Due: November 19, 2010

Assignment: You will choose a question/issue/concept from the list below and produce an argument in which you defend a particular position.  The requirement that you need to defend a position means that there must be more than one perspective on the topic and thus a controversy exists.  This is a research paper so you will support your argument using at least three reputable sources to assist you in supporting your claim.  Reputable sources include individuals who are considered experts in their fields or are recognized in the academic community for their contributions to political theory.  Popular political pundits do not qualify as experts–i.e., Michael Moore and Rush Limbaugh.  Citations from a dictionary, encyclopedia, or the world wide web do not count towards the minimum requirement for “reputable sources.” Nor do any of the books or articles assigned for the course count toward the minimum number of sources.  Sources found on electronic databases, i.e., JSTOR, ERIC, are acceptable, and even encouraged!  Books from Milne Library, or acquired through ILIAD, are strongly recommended.  You should find the use of secondary sources, in which scholars provide interpretations of primary sources, and explore the various interpretations of other scholars, helpful in successfully completing this paper.

A well-written argument paper will have a thesis that clearly states the claim that it will defend and a brief road map of the argument’s structure.  The body of the paper will contain a well-organized defense of the claim.  In addition to the defense, you will identify a counter position to the one you have taken, and argue why the opposing position is incorrect.  The closing statement of the paper will succinctly summarize the claim and its defense.  Include in-text citations and a works cited page.  Make sure that you reference your writing handbook for proper usage of a known citation method.  Staple the grading rubric (found on my web page) to the back of your paper.  Make sure you review the grading rubric prior to handing in your paper to ensure that you have adequately addressed each grading category.  Papers should be about 6 pages in length, excluding the Works Cited page.  Remember that you are graded on quality, not quantity.  Artificially inflating the length of your paper by using excess verbiage, altered margins, font size, etc., is to be avoided.  If the length of your paper falls short of six pages, you may want to consider whether your claim is sufficiently substantive, or if it lacks sufficient supportive evidence.  Late papers will be penalized 5 points per day, including weekends.

I am willing and available to assist on paper content.  For issues of writing style, grammar, use of citation method, etc., the Writing Center is an excellent resource.  Consult CADE’s web page to make an appointment: http://www.oneonta.edu/academics/cade/  If you anticipate needing my assistance, or that of the Writing Center, seek help in a timely manner.  

Note:  Two examples of well-written student papers can be found on class web site.

Questions to explore:
1. James Fenimore Cooper: “In order not to interfere with the inequality of nature, her laws must be left to their own operations, which is just what is done in democracies, after a proper attention has been paid to the peace of society, by protecting the weak against the strong.”  Is he correct or is he wrong?

2.  Catherine E. Beecher: “The success of democratic institutions, as is conceded by all, depends upon the intellectual and moral character of the mass of the people.  If they are intelligent and virtuous, democracy is a blessing; if they are ignorant and wicked, it is only a curse, and as much more dreadful than any other form of civil government, as a thousand tyrants are more to be dreaded than one.”  Can a democracy such as our’s function reasonably well even if the masses are uniformed, unintelligent, and morally corrupt?  How important is “good citizenship” to how well government functions?

3.  Benjamin Rush: “No manufactory can ever be of consequence enough to society, to admit the least violation of the laws of justice or humanity.”  Can personal or collective (national) economics issues be so important that justice and human rights ought to be disregarded?

4.  John C. Calhoun: “The concurrent majority, then, is better suited to enlarge and secure the bounds of liberty, because it is better suited to prevent government from passing beyond its limits, and to restrict it to its primary end–the protection of the community.”  Is Calhoun correct that the Constitution does not adequately, in a procedural manner, protect the minority from the majority?  

5.  William Graham Sumner: “What do the social classes owe to each other? . . . Every man and woman in society has one duty.  That is, to take care of his or her own self.  This is a social duty.”  What do the social classes owe to each other and what is the responsibility of the individual to society?

6.  Edward Bellamy: “‘Human nature itself must have changed very much,’ I said.  ‘Not at all,’ was Dr. Leete’s reply, ‘but the conditions of human life have changed, and with them the motives of human action.’” Is Dr. Leete correct in his assertion that by changing the material conditions of life that the true character of human nature will be permitted its free play and poverty can be eliminated as a social ill?  

7.  Eugene V. Debs: “Socialism means also a coming phase of civilization, next in order to the present one, in which the collective people will own and operate the sources and means of wealth production, in which all will have equal right to work and all will cooperate in producing wealth and all will enjoy the fruit of their collective labor.”  The question is, ought society be organized according to Debs’ vision of socialism?  

8.  Charles A. Beard’s An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution.  Read his argument and then examine the counter arguments in political science literature.  Take a side, but remember to deal with the opposing position.

9.  Oliver Wendell Holmes: Dissent in Lochner v. New York (1905), “But a constitution is not intended to embody a particular economic theory, whether of paternalism and the organic relation of the citizen to the state or of laissez faire.  It is made for people of fundamentally differing views, and the accident of our finding certain opinions natural and familiar or novel and even shocking ought not to conclude our judgment upon the question whether statutes embodying them conflict with the Constitution of the United States.”  When justices interpret the Constitution, should they take a strict constructionist view, or view it as a living document?

10.  Rexford Guy Tugwell: “. . . order and reason are superior to adventuresome competition.”  Is a planned economy better than the rough and tumble of laissez faire capitalism?

11.  Martin Luther King, Jr.: “The nonviolent resister is just as opposed to the evil that he is standing against as the violent resister but he resists without violence.  This method is nonaggressive physically but strongly aggressive spiritually.”  Can issues of human rights be dealt with effectively using only nonviolent means?

12.  Michael Walzer: “America has no singular national destiny–and to be an ‘American’ is, finally, to know that and to be more or less content with it.”  Does an American identity exist?  What are its characteristics?

