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AMS 3XXX: American Ideas: Liberalism 

I. General Information 
 
Class Meetings 

• Term: Spring 2026 
• Day/Time TBD 
• Location TBD 

 
Instructor 

• Instructor: Gianna Englert 
• Location: TBD 
• Office hours: TBD 
• Email: genglert@ufl.edu 
• Phone: TBD 

If you need to schedule an appointment outside of office hours, please email the course instructor. 
 
Course Description 
America, we are often told, was founded on liberal principles. At the same time, the term “liberal” 
seems to lack a consistent meaning across American history. This multidisciplinary course will 
explore the idea of liberalism in America, a political, moral, and economic philosophy of individual 
rights, human equality, and more controversially, free markets. Students will read texts from 
political theory, philosophy, religious studies, history, political economy, and literature in order to 
understand both the core ideals of American liberalism and the variety of theories that have 
claimed the mantle of “liberal” in the history of the United States. They will also study the 
influence of liberal ideas such as consent, natural rights, equality, and universal freedom on 
American institutions from the Founding to the present day. 
 
Requirement 

• Writing Requirement (WR) 4000 words   
 

The Writing Requirement (WR) ensures students both maintain their fluency in writing and use writing 

as a tool to facilitate learning. Course grades have two components. To receive writing requirement 

credit, a student must receive a grade of C or higher and a satisfactory completion of the writing 

component of the course. 

 

https://catalog.ufl.edu/UGRD/student-responsibilities/writing-requirement/
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Required Readings and Works 
1. All required readings will be made available as PDFs on Canvas.  
2. Materials and Supplies Fees: N/A 
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II. Graded Work 
Description of Graded Work 

1. Active Participation and Attendance: 20% 
a. Participation: 10% 

i. An exemplar participant shows evidence of having done the assigned reading 
before each class, consistently offers thoughtful points and questions for 
discussion, and listens considerately to other discussants. See participation 
rubric below. (R) 

b. Class Attendance: 10% 
i. On-time class attendance is required for this component of the course grade. 

Class attendance will be recorded daily. You may have two unexcused 
absences without any penalty, but starting with the third class missed your 
grade will be affected.  Starting with the third unexcused absence, each 
unexcused absence reduces your attendance grade by 2/3: an A- becomes a B, 
and so on.   

ii. Except for absence because of religious holiday observance, documentation is 
required for excused absences, per university policy. Excessive unexcused 
absences (10 or more) will result in failure of the course. If you miss 10 or more 
classes (excused or not), you will miss material essential for successful 
completion of the course. 

 
2. In-class Reading Quizzes: 20% 

a. Reading quizzes will be administered at the start of class on Monday, five times 
throughout the semester. They will test the student’s knowledge of the week’s 
readings, and will contain short-answer, true/false, and multiple-choice questions. 
Professor will provide written feedback on your short-answer questions. See 
examination rubric below. (R) 

b. Quiz dates: Weeks 3, 5, 9, 12, 14. 
 

3. Midterm Examination: 25% 
a. In Week 7, a midterm examination will be administered in class. The examination 

will be an in-class, 50-minute exam including essay, short-answer, true-false, and/or 
multiple-choice questions. Professor will provide written feedback on your essay 
and/or short-answer questions. See examination rubric below. (R) 
 

4. Final Analytical Paper: 25% 
a. During Week 13, you will submit a 4,000 word (minimum) analytical essay addressing 

a prompt provided to you by Week 5. You will develop an analytic argument based on 
your own thesis responding to the prompt. Your paper must incorporate at least four 

https://catalog.ufl.edu/UGRD/academic-regulations/attendance-policies/
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course readings. See Canvas for more details. Professor will provide written feedback. 
See writing rubric below. (R) 

b. Professor will evaluate and provide written feedback, on all the student’s written 
assignments with respect to grammar, punctuation, clarity, coherence, and 
organization.  

c. You may want to access the university’s Writing Studio. 
d. An additional writing guide website can be found at OWL. 

III. Weekly Schedule 
 

WEEK 1:  LIBERAL FOUNDATIONS I  
 
The course begins with the classical foundations of liberal thought, which were established outside 
of the United States. Students will read two seminal texts in the philosophy of liberalism: John 
Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1689) and his Letter Concerning Toleration (1689). Through a 
reading of Locke’s texts, students will become acquainted with fundamental ideas of natural rights, 
consent, private property, religious toleration, and the right to revolution, all of which will recur in 
the American context. 
 
Readings (101 pages):  

1. John Locke, Second Treatise in Second Treatise of Government and A Letter Concerning 

Toleration, ed. Mark Goldie (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 3–26, 39-73, 104-
119 

2. Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration, pp. 36-62 
 
 

WEEK 2:  LIBERAL FOUNDATIONS II 
 
We continue in Week 2 with the foundations of liberalism.  This week, students will read selections 
from the French historian Baron de Montesquieu’s 1748 the Spirit of the Laws and the Scottish 
political economist Adam Smith’s 1776 The Wealth of Nations. Through their study of Montesquieu 
and Smith, students will encounter the ideas of separated powers, constitutional government, 
commercial society, and free trade.  
  
Readings (118 pages): 

1. Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, ed. Anne M. Cohler (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), pp. 1-72 

http://www.writing.ufl.edu/
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/


   

 5 

2. Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1977), pp. 1-26, 111-132 
Reading Quiz #1 

 
 

WEEK 3:  MYRDAL, HARTZ, AND LOCKEAN AMERICA 
 
This week, we turn from the British and Continental origins of liberalism to its manifestations in 
America. But what if, anything, links American society to these liberal beginnings? This week, 
students will read selections from two classics of American mid 20th-century scholarship: Gunnar 
Myrdal’s An American Dilemma and Louis Hartz’s classic The Liberal Tradition in America. Myrdal 
and Hartz argue that America was and is shaped by an underlying “humanistic liberal” (Myrdal) and 
specifically Lockean (Hartz) consensus. 
 
Readings (121 pages):  

1. Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma [1944] (New York: Routledge, 1995), pp. 3-26 
2. Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America: An Interpretation of American Political Thought 

since the Revolution (New York: Harvest, 1955), pp.xv-89 
 

 
WEEK 4:  LIBERAL PRINCIPLES AT THE FOUNDING 

 
Did liberal ideas inform the Founding of the United States? This week, students will read a 
selection of letters, essays, and documents that invoke classical liberal principles, both for the cause 
of revolution and in the framing of the nation’s Constitution.  
 
Readings (144 pages):  

1. John Dickinson, “Letters from a Pennsylvania Farmer” (1767) in Empire and Nation, ed. Forrest 
MacDonald (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1991), pp. 14-53 

2. Alexander Hamilton, “The Farmer Refuted” (1775), 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-01-02-0057, 43 printed pages 

3. Thomas Jefferson, Declaration of Independence, “Letter to Madison” (October 1785), “Letter to 
Major John Cartwright” (1824), Bill for establishing religious freedom in The Portable Jefferson, 

ed. Merrill Peterson (New York: Penguin, 1975), pp. 235-42, 251-9, 392-98, 577-83 
4. The Federalist Papers, ed. George W. Carey (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2001), #1, 2, 3, 9, 10, 

47-51, pp. 1-15, 37-49, 249-67 
 Reading Quiz #2 
 
 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-01-02-0057
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WEEK 5:  LIBERAL DEMOCRACY: TOCQUEVILLE’S AMERICA 
 
Alexis de Tocqueville was not only the most famous foreign visitor to the United States; he was 
also a perceptive observer of liberal democracy. Tocqueville explored whether the principle of 
liberty could be sustained in America, a society defined by its “equality of conditions.” This week, 
students will read selections from his 1835/40 Democracy in America.  
 
Readings (151 pages):  

1. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1835/40), ed. Eduardo Nolla (Indianapolis, 
Liberty Fund, 2001), Vol. I, pp. 45-98, 402-24, 466-88; Vol. II, pp. 872-905, 918-939 
 
 

WEEK 6:  LEGALISM & LIBERAL RIGHTS IN LITERATURE I 
 
This week, students will read two prominent works of American literature that explore the themes 
of unbending legalism and the limits of the rule of law. We begin with Melville’s novella, Billy Budd, 

which depicts the clash between cosmic justice and human law. Students then begin to read Harriet 
Beecher Stowe’s Dred, which depicts a quintessential “liberal” character (Clayton) and questions 
the capacity of the laws in a liberal society to abolish slavery.  
 
Readings (159 pages):  

1. Herman Melville, Billy Budd, Sailor in Billy Budd and Other Stories (1891/published 1924), 

(Penguin Classics, 1982), pp. 1-85. 
2. Harriet Beecher Stowe, Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp (1856), ed. Robert Levin 

(Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2000), selections, p. 7-81 
 

 
WEEK 7:  LEGALISM & LIBERAL RIGHTS IN LITERATURE II 

 
Students continue their investigation into the limits of liberal rights and positive law with 
selections from Stowe’s novel, Dred.  
 
Readings (153 pages):  

1. Harriet Beecher Stowe, Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp (1856), selections, p. 196-
273, 476-546 
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WEEK 8: LINCOLN’S LIBERAL RE-FOUNDING 
 
This week, students will consider Lincoln’s understanding of the liberal tradition in America. How 
did Lincoln appeal to the principles of consent, individual liberty, and human equality in the 
context of slavery, secession, and eventually civil war? How did Lincoln interpret the liberalism of 
the Founding generation?  
 
Readings (145 pages):  

1. Abraham Lincoln, “Lyceum Speech,” “Peoria Speech” “Second Lincoln-Douglas 
Debate,” and “Speech on Dred Scot”, in Lincoln: Speeches and Writings, 1832-1858 (New 
York: Library of America, 1989), pp. 28-37, 307-48, 537-87, 390-404 

2. Lincoln, “Gettysburg Address,” “Cooper Union Address,” “Second Inaugural,” in 
Speeches and Writings II, 1859-1865, pp. 210-13, 310-330, 410-418 

 
 

WEEK 9: LAISSEZ-FAIRE & SOCIAL DARWINISM 
 
As we have already begun to discover in this course, “liberalism” in America is an evolving idea. 
This week, students will study another version of liberal theory in the United States: the 
intersection of laissez-faire economics and Social Darwinism in the late 19th century. We will read 
Sumner’s essay on social class and his critique of the regulatory state. Students also take an in-class 
Midterm Exam this week. 
 
Readings (94 pages):  

3. William Graham Sumner, What Social Classes Owe to Each Other (1883), New York: 
Harper and Brothers, pp. 1-60. 

4. Sumner, “The Forgotten Man,” in The Forgotten Man and Other Essays, ed. Albert 
Galloway Keller (New Haven: Yale, 1918), pp. 465-99 

Midterm Exam 

 

WEEK 10:  PROGRESSIVISM AS THE NEW LIBERALISM 
 
By the 20th century, the laissez-faire economic liberalism of Sumner would give way to 
Progressivism, a reform movement that aimed to solve social problems by strengthening the reach 
of the federal government. This week, students will read classic statements of this new liberal social 
contract in writings by Croly and FDR.  
 
Readings (118 pages):  
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1. Croly, Promise of American Life [1909] (Princeton University Press, 2014), pp. 1-111 
2. FDR, “Four Freedoms” and “Second Bill of Rights” in American Political Thought (abbrev. 

APT), eds. Lowi and Kramnick (New York: W.W. Norton), pp. 1015-22 
 
 

WEEK 11:  DEWEY & LIPPMANN 
 
Walter Lippmann and John Dewey, two prominent intellectuals of the first half of the 20th century, 
engaged in a debate over the features of a “mature” liberalism (to quote Dewey) – a liberalism well-
suited to a nation transformed by The Great Depression and by FDR’s New Deal. This week, 
students will read excerpts from the exchange between Dewey and Lippman in two classic works of 
liberal thought in America.  
 
Readings (157 pages):  

1. John Dewey, Liberalism and Social Action (1935), (New York: Prometheus, 1999), pp. 11-98 
2. Walter Lippmann, The Good Society (1937), ed. Gary Best (New York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 

3-7, 22-44, 159-203 
Reading Quiz #4 
 

 
 

WEEK 12:  RAWLS & HIS CRITICS 
 
In A Theory of Justice (1971), the political philosopher John Rawls attempted to describe the basic 
structure of a just society and offered a novel version of political liberalism with “justice” as its 
primary aim. Rawls’ work transformed political philosophy. This week, students will read a selection 
from Rawls’ work on the postwar liberal quest for justice.  
 
Readings (155 pages):  

1. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971), pp. 3-75; 118-
73 

2. Rawls, ‘Justice as Fairness: Political not Metaphysical’, Philosophy and Public Affairs, 14 (1985), pp. 
223–251. 
Reading Quiz #5 
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WEEK 13:  LIBERATION 
 

What is the relationship between liberal rights and arguments for women’s rights? How should we 
understand the development of liberalism and of feminism in America? This week, students will 
explore these questions through select readings on women’s rights, equality, and feminist liberation 
from the founding to the 1960s.  
 
Readings (148 pages):  

1. Judith Sargent Murray, “On the Equality of the Sexes,” The Massachusetts Magazine 2 (1790): 132-
180, 200-26. 

2. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Declaration of Sentiments” [1848] (New York: Applewood Books, 
2015), pp. 1-25. 

3. Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: W. W. Norton, 2013), pp. 3-52 
 
 

WEEK 14:  FREE MARKETS &  PROGRESSIVE LIBERALISM 
 
The course concludes with readings from the 20th into the 21st century that showcase rival visions of 
American liberalism: the free market capitalism of Friedman, Hayek, and Reagan, and the 
progressive liberalism of Barack Obama. How can such divergent visions of politics share the label 
“liberal”? What, if anything, unifies American liberalism today?  
 
Readings (117 pages):  

1. Milton and Rose Friedman, Free to Choose (New York: Harcourt, 1980), pp. 1-70. 
2. Hayek, “Why I am Not a Conservative” in Constitution of Liberty (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1960), pp. 1-13. 
3. Ronald Reagan, “A Time for Choosing” (1964), 14 pages 

https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/reagans/ronald-reagan/time-choosing-speech-october-
27-1964 

4. Barack Obama, “Speech on Race” (2008), in APT, pp. 1387-1407. 
 

IV. Grading Scale and Rubrics 
 
Grading Scale 
For information on UF’s grading policies for assigning grade points, see here. 
 

https://catalog.ufl.edu/UGRD/academic-regulations/grades-grading-policies/
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A 94 – 100%   C 74 – 76% 

A– 90 – 93%  C– 70 – 73% 
B+ 87 – 89%  D+ 67 – 69% 

B 84 – 86%  D 64 – 66% 
B– 80 – 83%  D– 60 – 63% 
C+ 77 – 79%  E <60 



   

 11 

Grading Rubrics 
 

Participation Rubric 
 

A 
 

Typically comes to class with pre-prepared questions about the readings. Engages others about ideas, respects the 
opinions of others and consistently elevates the level of discussion. 

B 
Does not always come to class with pre-prepared questions about the reading. Waits passively for others to raise 

interesting issues. Some in this category, while courteous and articulate, do not adequately listen to other participants 
or relate their comments to the direction of the conversation. 

C Attends regularly but typically is an infrequent or unwilling participant in discussion. Is only adequately prepared for 
discussion. 

D Fails to attend class regularly and is inadequately prepared for discussion. Is an unwilling participant in discussion. 

E Attends class infrequently and is wholly unprepared for discussion. Refuses to participate in discussion. 

 
Examination Rubric: Essays and Short Answers 

 

 Completeness Analysis Evidence Writing 

A 

Shows a thorough 
understanding of the 

question. Addresses all 
aspects of the question 

completely. 

Analyses, evaluates, 
compares and/or contrasts 

issues and events with 
depth. 

Incorporates pertinent and 
detailed information from 
both class discussions and 

assigned readings.  

Presents all information 
clearly and concisely, in an 

organized manner. 

B 

Presents a general 
understanding of the 
question. Completely 

addresses most aspects of 
the question or address all 

aspects incompletely. 

Analyses or evaluates 
issues and events, but not 

in any depth. 

Includes relevant facts, 
examples and details but 

does not support all aspects 
of the task evenly. 

Presents information fairly 
and evenly and may have 

minor organization 
problems. 

C 

Shows a limited 
understanding of the 

question. Does not address 
most aspects of the 

question. 

Lacks analysis or 
evaluation of the issues and 

events beyond stating 
accurate, relevant facts. 

Includes relevant facts, 
examples and details, but 
omits concrete examples, 

includes inaccurate 
information and/or does 
not support all aspects of 

the task. 

Lacks focus, somewhat 
interfering with 
comprehension. 
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D Fails fully to answer the 
specific central question. 

Lacks analysis or 
evaluation of the issues and 

events beyond stating 
vague, irrelevant, and/or 

inaccurate facts.  

Does not incorporate 
information from pertinent 

class discussion and/or 
assigned readings.  

Organizational problems 
prevent comprehension. 

E Does not answer the 
specific central question. 

Lacks analysis or 
evaluation of the issues and 

events. 

Does not adduce any 
evidence. 

Incomprehensible 
organization and prose. 

 
Writing Rubric 

 

 

Thesis and 
Argumentation 

Use of Sources Organization 
Grammar, mechanics 

and style 

A 

Thesis is clear, specific, and 
presents a thoughtful, 
critical, engaging, and 

creative interpretation. 
Argument fully supports 
the thesis both logically 

and thoroughly. 

Primary (and secondary 
texts, if required) are well 
incorporated, utilized, and 

contextualized throughout. 

Clear organization. 
Introduction provides 
adequate background 

information and ends with 
a thesis. Details are in 

logical order. Conclusion is 
strong and states the point 

of the paper. 

No errors. 

B 

Thesis is clear and specific, 
but not as critical or 

original. Shows insight and 
attention to the text under 

consideration. May have 
gaps in argument’s logic. 

Primary (and secondary 
texts, if required) are 
incorporated but not 

contextualized 
significantly. 

Clear organization. 
Introduction clearly states 

thesis, but does not provide 
as much background 

information. Details are in 
logical order, but may be 
more difficult to follow. 

Conclusion is recognizable 
and ties up almost all loose 

ends. 

A few errors. 

C 

Thesis is present but not 
clear or specific, 

demonstrating a lack of 
critical engagement to the 
text. Argument is weak, 

missing important details 
or making logical leaps 

with little support. 

Primary (and secondary 
texts, if required) are 

mostly incorporated but 
are not properly 
contextualized. 

Significant lapses in 
organization. Introduction 
states thesis but does not 

adequately provide 
background information. 
Some details not in logical 

or expected order that 
results in a distracting read. 
Conclusion is recognizable 
but does not tie up all loose 

ends. 

Some errors. 
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D 

Thesis is vague and/or 
confused. Demonstrates a 
failure to understand the 
text. Argument lacks any 
logical flow and does not 

utilize any source material. 

Primary and/or secondary 
texts are almost wholly 

absent. 

Poor, hard-to-follow 
organization. There is no 
clear introduction of the 

main topic or thesis. There 
is no clear conclusion, and 
the paper just ends. Little 

or no employment of 
logical body paragraphs. 

Many errors. 

E There is neither a thesis 
nor any argument. 

Primary and/or secondary 
texts are wholly absent. 

The paper is wholly 
disorganized, lacking an 

introduction, conclusion 
or any logical coherence. 

Scores of errors. 

 

  



   

 14 

V. Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs) 
Leave blank for now, unless you have thoughts on the subject. 
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VII. Required Policies  
Attendance Policy 

Requirements for class attendance and make-up exams, assignments and other work in this course are 
consistent with university policies that can be found here.  

 

Students Requiring Accommodation 
Students with disabilities who experience learning barriers and would like to request academic 
accommodations should connect with the Disability Resource Center. It is important for students to share 
their accommodation letter with their instructor and discuss their access needs, as early as possible in the 
semester. 

 

UF Evaluations Process 
Students are expected to provide professional and respectful feedback on the quality of instruction in this 
course by completing course evaluations online via GatorEvals. Guidance on how to give feedback in a 
professional and respectful manner is available here. Students will be notified when the evaluation period 
opens and can complete evaluations through the email they receive from GatorEvals, in their Canvas 
course menu under GatorEvals, or via this link.  Summaries of course evaluation results are available to 
students at GatorEvals Public Data. 

 
 

https://catalog.ufl.edu/UGRD/academic-regulations/attendance-policies/
https://disability.ufl.edu/get-started/
https://gatorevals.aa.ufl.edu/students/
https://ufl.bluera.com/ufl/
https://gatorevals.aa.ufl.edu/public-results/

