H2389: Learning to Love Politics

Teacher: Gregory Westcott

HSSP Summer 2009

Who should take this class

Anybody who is interested in learning to understand a little more about how politics works can take something away from this course. How do people come to believe the things they believe? Why do certain topics become so contentious? How do politicians decide what to say or how to portray themselves? These are some of the key questions that I hope will become clearer to you by the end of the summer. If you like to engage in class discussions, that’s great, and there will be opportunities for that. I realize that there will probably be a range of people with different backgrounds, so we will start slowly and work up to more complex topics while trying to keep everyone interested and entertained. Students of any and all political ideologies (including no formal beliefs at all) are welcomed and encouraged to join us as long as they are willing to be respectful of others’ opinions. Hopefully a deeper understanding of what makes politicians tick will help you to love politics a little more than you did before!

Purpose 

Introduce students to basic features of political ideologies, parties, and underlying values; cultivate ability to reduce a political debate to one of values rather than of language, stereotypes, and exaggerations; encourage actively engaging issues rather than directly accepting political posturing and media portrayals

Content 

Short text excerpts (read during class); brief lectures; case studies and examples; current events in politics; class discussion

Planned Schedule Outline (subject to change)
July 12 Introduction to politics, definitions; political parties; respectful political discussion

July 19 Political values; basic ideological background and theory

Excerpts: Moral Politics (George Lakoff); A Theory of Justice (John Rawls); Anarchy, State, and Utopia (Robert Nozick)

July 26 Political manipulation: buzzwords, stereotypes, framing


Excerpt: Don’t Think of an Elephant! (George Lakoff) 

August 2 Political strategy; elections; interest groups

Excerpts: The Federalist 10 (James Madison); Diminished Democracy (Theda Skocpol); The Logic of Congressional Action (R. Douglas Arnold)

August 9 Politics and the media


Excerpt: Where Have all the Voters Gone? (Martin Wattenberg)

August 16 Case studies/examples discussion I

August 23 Case studies/examples discussion II

August 30 Wrapping up: ways to get involved in politics; importance of researching into issues that are important and keeping an open mind

