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PSC 105-02: Controversies in Contemporary Politics 
Tuesdays & Thursdays, 12:30 – 1:45 

Graham 209 
 
Instructor: 

Dr. Carisa R. Showden 
226 Graham Building 
Phone: 256-0515 
Email: carisa_showden@uncg.edu (best method for reaching me outside of office hours) 
Office Hours: Mondays 10:00 – 11:30 a.m., Thursdays 3:30 – 4:30 p.m., and by appointment 

 
Course Overview: 
 This course examines political debates (“controversies”) through the lens of ideology. Throughout 
this semester, we will examine the historical development and contemporary understanding of some of the 
major political “-isms” or ideologies governing contemporary politics and public policy. While we will 
spend considerable time examining ideologies in their contemporary form and application, for these 
contemporary conflicts to make sense, we must also investigate the contexts in which the ideologies 
arose, their philosophical underpinnings, and the social and economic forces that have shaped them as 
they evolved.   
 Please note that this is an introductory course, which means we will “introduce” a broad range of 
topics, often sacrificing depth of investigation for breadth of coverage. This is the nature of an 
introductory course. This course will introduce a number of new concepts and, for many of you, a new 
way of thinking about politics, through the lens of “political theory.” The theoretical and political aspects 
of the course are deeply entwined, and you will be expected to engage both with equal vigor. While there 
are no specific academic prerequisites for this class, I do expect you to come prepared to engage 
intensively with the topic and be willing to approach a diverse body of material with an open mind. 
  
Goals of the Course (Student Learning Objectives):  
Upon successful completion of PSC 105 students will be able to: 
 

1. Explain what an ideology is and why it’s important; 
2. Define, explain, and differentiate the core concepts of major ideological belief systems;  
3. Explain why different ideologies arose where and when they did;  
4. Explain and compare the conceptions of freedom and human nature promoted by major 

ideologies;  
5. Apply ideological arguments to public policy problems; 
6. Explain why “democracy” is not an ideological perspective and how it is used or interpreted by 

major ideological belief systems. 
 
Required Texts: 
1.  Political Ideologies and the Democratic Ideal (8th Edition). By Terence Ball and Richard Dagger.  
2009. New York:  Pearson Longman Publishers. (Abbreviated “PIDI” in the schedule of readings below.) 
Available at the EUC Bookstore.  
 
2. e-Reserve Readings:  These assignments can accessed using the course blackboard site 
(https://blackboard.uncg.edu), and clicking on “e-reserves.” 
 
3.  Other Blackboard readings:  These assignments are marked with “BB” and can accessed on the course 
blackboard site, and clicking on the “BB Readings” button. 
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Schedule of Course Meetings and Readings 
NOTE: Readings should be completed before you come to class. Material in the reading is required 
knowledge for the course. Exams will assume you have both done the reading and attended class. 
 
 

Unit One: Politics, Ideology, and Democracy 
 

Tues., August 23rd:   Course Introduction.  
 
Thurs., August 25th:  PIDI Ch. 1: “Ideology and Ideologies” (pp. 1-15) 
 
Tues., August 30th: PIDI Ch 2: “The Democratic Ideal” (pp. 19-41) 
   J.S. Mill excerpt: “Democratic Participation and Political Education” (BB) 
 
Thurs., Sept. 1st:  John Adams excerpt: “What is a Republic?” (BB) 
   “Should the Electoral College Be Abolished?” (e-reserve)  
 
Tues., Sept. 6th: Benjamin Barber: “The Four Myths of Democracy” (BB) 
   “Is Democracy the Answer to Global Terrorism?”  (e-reserve)   
 
Thurs., Sept. 8th:  EXAM ONE 
 

 Unit Two:  Liberalism 
 
Tues., Sept. 13th: Begin PIDI Ch 3: “Liberalism” (pp. 45-70) 
   Locke excerpt: “Toleration and Government” (e-reserve) 
 
Thurs., Sept. 15th:   Finish PIDI Ch. 3: “Liberalism” (pp. 70-88) 
   J. S. Mill excerpt: “Liberty and Individuality” (BB) 
   D. Allen excerpt: “Paternalism vs. Democracy: A Libertarian View” (e-reserve)  
 
Tues., Sept. 20th:  Finish liberalism 
     Take Quiz #1 (Sept. 20th) 
 
 

  Unit Three:  Conservatism 
 
Thurs., Sept. 22nd: Begin PIDI, Ch. 4: “Conservatism” (pp. 93-111) 
 
Tues., Sept. 27th:  Finish PIDI, Ch. 4: “Conservatism” (pp. 112-121)  
   Michael Oakeshott excerpt: “On Being Conservative” (BB) 
   Irving Kristol excerpt: “The Neoconservative Persuasion” (BB) 
     Take Quiz #2 (Sept. 27th) 
    
Thurs., Sept. 29th:   Debate #1: Separation of Church and State: How Much? Constitutional?  
   Good Idea? 

Read: “Government and Religion: Was the United States Founded as a ‘Christian 
Nation’?” (CQ Researcher, January 15, 2010) (BB)  



 3

Tues., Oct. 4th:  Debate #2: Legislating Personal Behavior: How Far is Too Far?  
Read: “Legalizing Marijuana” (CQ Researcher, June 12, 2009, with an update from 
July 21, 2010) (BB) 

 
Thurs., Oct. 6th: EXAM TWO 
 
Tues., Oct. 11th:   FALL BREAK 
 

Unit Four:  Socialism and Communism 
 
Thurs., Oct. 13th:   PIDI Ch. 5: “Socialism and Communism: More to Marx” (pp. 127-148) 
 
Tues., Oct. 18th:  PIDI Ch. 6: “Socialism and Communism After Marx” (pp. 151-186) 
    
Thurs., Oct. 20th:  Carol Gould excerpt: “Socialism and Democracy” (BB) 
   Michael Walzer excerpt: “Town Meetings and Workers’ Control” (BB) 
     Take Quiz #3 (Oct. 20th) 
 
Tues,, Oct. 25th:   Debate #3: Is There Such a Thing as “Too Much Inequality”? 
   Read: “Income Inequality” (CQ Researcher, Dec. 3, 2010) (BB) 

 
Unit Five: Liberation Ideologies 

 
Thurs., Oct. 27th:  Begin PIDI Ch. 8: “Liberation Ideologies & the Politics of Identity” (pp. 221-243) 
   Marilyn Frye excerpt: “Oppression” (e-reserve) 
 
Tues,, Nov. 1st:  Finish PIDI Ch 8: “Liberation Ideologies & the Politics of Identity” (pp. 244-249) 
   “Animal Rights” (CQ Researcher, Jan. 8, 2010) (BB) 
     Take Quiz #4 (Nov. 1st) 
 
Thurs., Nov. 3rd:  Debate #4: Identity and the Law: When, Why, and How Does It Matter?  

Read: “ Gay Marriage Showdowns” (CQ Researcher, Sept. 26, 2008; with update 
from Oct. 15, 2010) (BB) 

   
Tues., Nov. 8th:  Debate #5: Human Rights & Civil Rights: What Are They? Who Must Defend 
   Them? Why? 
   Read: “Human Rights Issues” (CQ Researcher, Oct. 30 2009) (BB) 
 
Thurs., Nov. 10th:  EXAM THREE 
 

Unit Six: Environmentalism 
 
Tues., Nov. 15th:  PIDI Ch 9: “ ‘Green Politics’: Ecology as Ideology” (pp. 261-277) 
   Aldo Leopold excerpt: “The Land Ethic” (BB) 
 
Thurs., Nov. 17th:  Alex Shoumatoff: “An Eco-System of One’s Own” (BB) 
   James H. Cone: “Whose Earth Is It Anyway?” (e-reserve)  
     Take Quiz #5 (Nov. 17th) 
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Unit Seven: Radical Islamism and the Future of Ideology 
 
Tues., Nov. 22nd:  PIDI Ch 10: “Radical Islamism” (PP. 283-298) 
 
Thurs., Nov. 24th:   THANKSGIVING 
 
Tues., Nov. 29th:  PIDI Ch. 11: “The Future of Ideology” (pp. 303-315) 
   Benjamin Barber: “Jihad vs McWorld” (BB) 
 
Thurs., Dec. 1st:  Course Wrap Up. Final Exam Review 
 
Thurs., Dec. 8th:  FINAL EXAM:  Noon – 3:00 p.m.  
 
 
Assignments/Course Requirements: 
Three (3) “Midterm” Exams: 15% each, 45% total 
Five (5) Quizzes: 15% (the five quiz scores will be averaged; this average is worth 15% of your grade) 
Debate: 15% 
Final Exam: 20% 
Participation: 5% 
 
 “Midterm” Exams 

o All exams will be held in class on the days indicated in the course schedule below. 
o Exams will include multiple-choice, true/false, and short answer questions.  
o Exam One will cover Unit One. 
o Exam Two will cover Units Two and Three. 
o Exam Three will cover Units Four and Five. 

 
o Exam Make Up Policy 

 If you need to miss an exam, you will be allowed to make it up only if you 
contact me in advance of the exam. 

 There will be one date at the end of the term for all make-up exams; this date 
will be announced toward the end of the semester. 

 You may make up no more than one exam. 
 
 Quizzes 

o All five quiz days are noted in the schedule of readings and class meetings above. 

o Quizzes include multiple choice and true/false questions and are to be taken ON-LINE—on 
the course Blackboard page. 

o Quizzes can be accessed by clicking on the “Quizzes” Button and then on the appropriate link. 

o Quizzes are TIMED, so you will need to study in advance. Quizzes not completed in the 
timeframe allotted will receive a zero. 

o Quizzes will become available to you once the class meeting for that day has ended and will 
remain available until 11:59 p.m. on the day of the quiz.  

o Note well: while you can log back into the quiz if you need to switch computers or go off-line 
for some reason while you’re in the middle of taking the quiz, the timer on the quiz will keep 
running. If you need to stop mid-quiz, make it a quick break! Additionally, once you have 
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submitted an answer to a question, you cannot go back and change it—make certain you are 
satisfied with your answer before you hit “submit.” 

 
 Final Exam 

o The final exam will be comprehensive, covering all seven units of the course. It will be the 
same format (multiple choice, short answer, etc.) as the “midterm” exams. 

o The final exam will be held in our regular classroom during our university-scheduled final 
exam period.  

o The final exam schedule is set by the university long before the start of the semester. You are 
expected to make your semester break travel arrangements to accommodate your final exams.  

 
 Debate 

o There will be five (5) debates this semester. You will participate in all of them, but in different 
ways. 

o Each student will be required to be part of a team for one of the debates. Each team will be 
assigned a position in advance of the debate (e.g., “welfare liberal,” or “traditional 
conservative”). Students who are debating on a team will have to prepare and confer with 
their teammates in advance of their debate day. The debates are based on the assigned 
reading for that day, but teams will be expected to do some outside research to prepare their 
positions.   

o Students in the audience for the debate are expected to come with at least one written question 
prepared based on the reading. 

o Additionally, audience members should pay attention to the arguments made in the debate so 
they can both ask questions based on the information presented in the debate and help teams 
defend themselves when they get “stumped” by a question. 

o A large part of your class participation grade is based on the quality of your engagement with 
the class discussion on debate days. 

o For additional information on debate grading and format, please see the debate grading rubric 
on Blackboard. 

 
 Participation 

o I take attendance and note participation daily, and I take seriously the advice offered to you in 
the Undergraduate Bulletin:  

o “Regular class attendance is a responsibility and a privilege of university education. It is 
fundamental to the orderly acquisition of knowledge. Students should recognize the 
advantages of regular class attendance, accept it as a personal responsibility, and apprise 
themselves of the consequences of poor attendance.” (Undergraduate Bulletin: 
http://www.uncg.edu/reg/Catalog/current/AcaRegs/ClassAttendance.html) 

o Further, the Undergraduate Bulletin stipulates that I am responsible for the “exaction of 
penalties for unsatisfactory class attendance. Possible penalties are lowering the course grade, 
including a grade of F, and, in extreme circumstances, dropping the student from the course.” 

o If you miss more than five (5) class meetings, you will receive a zero (0) for participation. 
o Please note: just sitting in a seat in the classroom staring into space or doing homework for 

another class or sleeping doesn’t earn you credit for participation.  
o I will come to class daily prepared with material to discuss. I ask you to do the reading in 

advance of the class period and come prepared to answer questions, ask questions, and engage 
your fellow students and me in thoughtful discussion.  
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o If you’re too shy to speak in class, and/or if you’re struggling with the material: please come to 
see me during office hours. I want to help you succeed in this class. But I can’t help you if you 
don’t talk to me. 

 
Academic Integrity Policy: 
The Academic Integrity Policy is always in effect in this class. Please note that signing in anyone other 
than yourself on the attendance roster is a violation of the policy. The full UNCG Academic Integrity 
Policy can be found on-line at this address: http://academicintegrity.uncg.edu/complete/. Pay particular 
attention to the section on cheating. You are expected to complete your own exams and quizzes. Using 
any aids from other students or any written sources is considered cheating on the exams and quizzes. 
 
 
An Electronics-Free Classroom: 
 This is an “electronics-free classroom.” You may not use computers, cell phones, iPads, iPod 
Touches, Blackberries, or any other electronic device while in class. You should always bring your 
books/readings, your (paper) notebook, and pens/pencils. You should not bring other note-taking (or 
sending) devices. Please turn off your cell phones. If you have an emergency that requires you to have 
your cell phone available during class, please see me before class begins. 
 
Americans with Disabilities Policy Statement 
 The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal anti-discrimination statute that provides 
comprehensive civil rights protection for persons with disabilities.  Among other things, this legislation 
requires that all students with disabilities be guaranteed a learning environment that provides for 
reasonable accommodation of the disabilities.  If you believe that you have a disability requiring an 
accommodation, please talk with me and contact the office of Disability Services:  334-5440. 
 
 
Please Note:  This syllabus is subject to revision.  Revisions will be announced in class, and posted on 
Blackboard.  Students are responsible for being aware of them.  If you miss class, you should check 
Blackboard to see if any assignments or syllabus changes have been posted! 
 


