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DEMOCRATIC FICTIONS 

 

  
 
 
How does the idea of democracy express itself in the creative work of American writers and 
artists? Is it possible to write, paint, or film democratically? The aim of this course is to 
develop writing and critical thinking skills across traditional disciplinary boundaries in pursuit 
of a question that has concerned American statesmen, writers, artists, and citizens since 
1776: how do you represent (in every sense of that word) the idea of democracy? We will look 
at a range of interdisciplinary sources from the eighteenth to the twenty-first centuries to 
begin to answer this question, including the founding documents of American statehood, 
essays, poems, novels, painting, film, campaign commercials, and site visits to museums and 
memorials. While the promise and unrealized potential of the American democratic project 
will remain a contested and at times bitterly divided struggle among the texts we examine, 
together they help us understand the intimate link between linguistic and artistic 
representation on the one hand and political representation on the other. 
 
The express purpose of this course is to explore the craft and process of writing in multiple 
different registers: academic writing, creative expression, and public discourse among others. 
Our focus will be on the importance of revision in the writing process, and significant class 
time will be given over to reading and critiquing each other’s work in writing workshops. 
We’ll begin with short assignments and build up toward a student-directed final assignment 
that will allow you to pursue your own topic and field of interest. All assignments will 
incorporate an ungraded draft deadline to encourage the process of revision and rewriting. 
 
SCHEDULE: [B]=READINGS AVAILABLE ON COURSE BLACKBOARD SITE 
 
 

POLITICS 

 
Week One: Introducing Democracy  
 
Aug 27 Beginnings Course syllabus, expectations, policies 
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Aug 30 Close Reading, Making an Argument 
Abraham Lincoln, drafts of “The Gettysburg Address” [B] 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., “I Have a Dream” [B] 

 
Week Two: Drafting Democracy  
 
Sep 3 Comparative Analysis 

Thomas Jefferson, et al. drafts of the Declaration of Independence [B] 
Abigail and John Adams, selected correspondence [B] 
Gary Wills, selections from Inventing America: Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence [B] 

 
Sep 6  Writing Workshop 
  
Week Three: Debating Democracy  
 
Sep 10  Using Evidence, Citation ***Assignment #1 Draft due***  

U. S. Constitution [B] 
Robert Dahl, selections from How Democratic is the American Constitution?; Pluralist  

Democracy in the United States: Conflict and Consent [B] 
 
Sep 13 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Four: Designing Democracy   
 
Sep 23  Observation and Research 

 Site Visit to the Constitution Center in Philadelphia 
 

LITERATURE 

 
Week Five: Writing America  
 
Sep 24 Style and Sense ***Assignment #1 Revision due*** 

Alexis de Tocqueville, selections from Democracy in America [B] 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The Poet” [B] 
Herman Melville, “Hawthorne and His Mosses” [B] 
F. O. Matthiessen, selections from American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age  

of Emerson and Whitman [B] 
 
Sep 27 Library Tour and Research Techniques with College Librarian Chris Bombaro 
 
Week Six: Protesting America  
 
Oct 1 Expressing Strong Opinions 

Frederick Douglass, “What the Fourth of July Means to the American Negro” [B] 
Seattle (Duwamish), “Speech of Chief Seattle” [B] 
Seneca Falls Declaration [B] 
 



Oct 4 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Seven: Singing America  
 
Oct 8 ***Assignment #2 Draft due*** 

Walt Whitman, selections from Leaves of Grass 
 
Oct 11 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Eight: Liberty  
 
Oct 15 FALL “PAUSE”—NO CLASSES 
 
Oct 18 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Nine: D.C. Dramas 
 
Oct 22 Creative Writing ***Assignment #2 Revision due*** 

Ralph Ellison, Juneteenth  
 
Oct 25 Critical Writing 

Ralph Ellison, Selections from Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison [B] 
 

 

MEDIA 

 
Week Ten: Democratic Landscapes  
 
Oct 29 Visual Media  

Marlene Park and Gerald Markowitz, selections from Democratic Vistas: Post Offices  
and Public Art in the New Deal [B] 

 
Nov 1 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Eleven: Selling Democracy  
 
Nov 5 Writing Workshop 
 
Nov 8 Television and Film ***Assignment #3 Research Proposal due*** 

Selected Campaign Advertisements from Kennedy/Nixon to Kerry/Bush [B] 
Alexander Payne (dir.), Election  

 
Week Twelve: Satirizing Democracy  
 
Nov 12 

Jon Stewart, et al. America: The Book  
 
Nov 15 Writing Workshop 



 
Week Thirteen: Performing Democracy 
 
Nov 19***Assignment #3 Draft due*** 

Reading TBD by a popular vote of the class    
 
Nov 22 THANKSGIVING HOLIDAY—NO CLASSES 
 
Week Fourteen: Writing Democracy 
 
Nov 26 Writing Workshop 
 
Nov 29 Writing Workshop 
 
Week Fifteen: Concluding Democracy 
 
Dec 3 Writing Workshop ***Assignment #3 Revision due*** (For students who wish to  

receive feedback before beginning assignment four. You are welcome to hand in  
assignments 3 and 4 together.) 

 
Dec 6 Writing Workshop/Celebration 
 
Dec 16 Exam due date ***Assignment #4 due*** (Also final due date for those wishing to  

turn in assignment 3 at this later date.) 
 

 
REQUIREMENTS: 
 —COMPLETION OF ALL WRITING ASSIGNMENTS AND CAREFUL REVIEW OF YOUR  

CLASSMATES’ WORK IN WRITING WORKSHOPS 
—TIMELY AND THOUGHTFUL COMPLETION OF READING ASSIGNMENTS 
—PUNCTUAL ATTENDANCE AND ENGAGED PARTICIPATION 

 
GRADING: 
WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS—75% (ASSIGNMENT #1—10%, ASSIGNMENT #2—20%, 
ASSIGNMENT #3—35%, ASSIGNMENT #4—10%), CLASS PARTICIPATION—25% 
NB: Papers will be penalized 1/3 grade for every day they are turned in late. More 
than two unexcused absences will dramatically affect your class participation grade. 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY: taken from “The Dickinson College Plagiarism Policy”:  
“To plagiarize is to use without proper citation or acknowledgment the words, ideas or 
original research of another. [. . .] When one borrows facts which are not matters of general 
knowledge--including all statistics--one must indicate one's indebtedness in the text or 
footnote. When one borrows an idea or the logic of an agreement, one must acknowledge 
indebtedness either in a footnote or in the text. When in doubt—footnote [. . .] if you have 
questions, consult with your instructor.”  



ACCOMMODATIONS FOR DISABILITIES: In full support of the Dickinson College policy and 
equal access laws, I am available to discuss appropriate academic accommodations that may 
be recommended for students with disabilities. Requests for academic accommodations are 
to be made during the first three weeks of the semester (except for unusual circumstances) 
so that appropriate arrangements can be made. Students are required to register with 
Academic Resource Services in the Advising Office located on the first floor of Biddle 

House (contact ext. 1080 or waybranj@dickinson.edu) to verify their eligibility for 
appropriate accommodations. 

REQUIRED TEXTS: All available for purchase in the College Bookstore (if you purchase 
your books through other sources, please do your best to buy the same editions):             

Walt Whitman, Poetry and Prose (Library of America) ISBN#9781883011352                   
Ralph Ellison, Juneteenth (Random House) ISBN#9780375707544                                      
Jon Stewart et al., America the Book: Teacher’s Edition (Warner) ISBN#9780446691864 

 

 
Overview of Writing Assignments: 
 
Assignment #1: Close Analysis of a Text—2 pages 
This assignment asks you to choose either Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address or Martin Luther 
King’s “I Have a Dream” speech and analyze the ways in which it rereads, interprets, and 
alters the original language of the Declaration of Independence. What do these changes 
reveal about the speeches themselves and their understanding of the Declaration’s purpose 
and meaning? 
 
Assignment #2: A Reading of a Text in a Cultural or Historical Context—4 pages 
Many of the writers we will read in this course, including the drafters of the Declaration and 
the Constitution, express a profound ambivalence about the relative merits and drawbacks of 
democratic principles. This has led to a disagreement among contemporary historians and 
cultural critics, who differ fundamentally as to whether American democracy represents a 
conservative or revolutionary impulse. Examining one of the authors we’ve read in either week 
five, six, or seven for this class, make an argument for whether they agree with one side of 
this debate or complicate the debate itself.  
 
Assignment #3: Sustained, Interdisciplinary Research Project—10 pages  
This assignment asks you to find and create an argument about a site (text, painting, 
intellectual debate, etc.) not otherwise covered in the class where democratic politics and 
questions of artistic or other forms of representation intersect. Here is a sample argument: 
  

The 9/11 attacks in New York City were widely recognized not only as an 
attack on the city, but on the ideals of American political, social, and cultural 
life. Foremost among these was the principle of democratic government and 
expression, and initial plans to rebuild and memorialize the World Trade 
Center site all made broad appeals for an architecture that would represent 
democratic attitudes. However, in the tangled history of the selection process 
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for the ultimate design of the Freedom Tower and 9/11 Memorial, the 
democratic selection process has perpetually been compromised both by 
economic interests and leading architects, both sides asserting that a 
democratic approach to building design will not produce an economically 
viable, aesthetically beautiful, or emotionally resonant architectural space. I 
argue that this protracted negotiation of opposing visions for Ground Zero 
was instead a model of exactly the kind of intellectual debate and 
compromise that is a hallmark of the American democratic process. 

 
Because this assignment demands an additional level of involvement and preparation, as well 
as outside research of an interdisciplinary nature, students are encouraged to begin thinking 
of potential topics and arguments early and often in the semester. You also have the option 
to do a writing project that differs from a standard academic essay—a magazine article, a 
creative writing piece, etc.—and students interested in this option should schedule a 
conference with me during office hours before the research proposal deadline. 
 
Assignment #4: Taking a Stance—2 pages 
This final assignment asks you to take your own stance on a contemporary debate or issue 
that has implications for our current conceptions of democratic ideals and practices. This 
could take the form of an op-ed piece, a personal essay, a blog, or work with one of the 
many forms of media we’ve been investigating over the course of the semester: visual and 
plastic arts, film, etc. You are encouraged to pursue non-traditional projects, but those 
students whose projects do not have a writing component in their final form will be asked to 
write a brief summary of their aims and an explication of their creative processes. You are 
also encouraged to think about an audience and space for the reception of your work—The 
Dickinsonian or other campus publications, a hometown newspaper, a local gallery or art 
installation, a website—that places your ideas in the public sphere. You are encouraged to re- 
engage the subject of your research project in this assignment. 


