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INF 2200 (Section 1) – The American Experiment (4.5 Credits)
Winter Term AY25–26


Instructor Information
Jacob Wolf, PhD (jwolf@uaustin.org)  
Office Hours: Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday from 1PM to 2PM and 5PM to 6PM; otherwise by appointment.

Course Meeting Schedule
Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday from 3:30PM to 4:45PM in Classroom 310

Required Text(s)
· Herman Melville. 2009. Billy Budd, Sailor and Selected Tales, ISBN: 978-0199538911
· Alexis de Tocqueville. 2002. Democracy in America, ISBN: 978-0226805368
· The American Experiment Course Reader (2 Volumes)

Course Description (From Academic Catalog)
What is the American regime—the form of government and way of life—and what, if anything, makes it distinctive? Why has America been a land of hope? What great failings have Americans struggled to overcome? Can Americans be said to have a distinctive character? We shall explore these questions through the study of a variety of writings, including political documents and speeches, autobiographies, novels, and essays.

Dr. Wolf’s Overview of Course Themes
The American Experiment explores how the United States went from a fledgling young nation to a flourishing civilization. The particular focus of this course is how America’s founding ideals gave rise to key social and political institutions, and how those institutions, in turn, fostered a distinctive national culture. Organized around a series of key debates, this course highlights how Americans have wrestled with the meaning of liberty, equality, individualism, democracy, faith, and progress, and it gives students a chance to enter into these debates as a way of elevating today’s national civic discourse. The course is interdisciplinary by design, so students can see this distinctly American conversation occurring at the level of politics, statesmanship, philosophy, theology, literature, and art.

Course Learning Outcomes
Upon successful completion of this course, a student will be able to:
· Interpret and analyze foundational American texts—political, philosophical, theological, and literary—within their historical and intellectual contexts.
· Examine key debates in the American tradition concerning liberty, equality, and the nature of the individual in democratic society.
· Explain the relationship between ideals, institutions, and culture and how America’s founding vision evolved into a distinct civilization with its own unique institutions and cultural achievements.

Center (IF) Learning Outcomes
The intended goals and outcomes of the Intellectual Foundations Programs are as follows:  
· Display proficiency in the English language through interpretation of texts, persuasive writing, and effective speaking;  
· Model and solve problems using quantitative reasoning tools, and understand how to quantify uncertainty as it applies to decision-making and risk;  
· Achieve a critical understanding of the varieties of knowledge, their interrelationship, and the difference between knowledge and wisdom;  
· Identify the necessary conditions of flourishing human lives and communities;  
· Achieve a critical understanding of modern society and Western culture;  
· Understand and appreciate the unique vibrancy of the American form of government and way of life.

Course Policies/Requirements
· Please turn off electronic devices before class begins. Laptops, mobile phones, tablets, etc. are prohibited. 
· Late assignments will not be accepted. The final course examination will be held during the university-wide exam week after Week 10.
· No makeup exams will be given unless you have a prior excusal or are sick in quarters. It is your responsibility to arrange for a makeup exam if required.
· Grading for this course will be consistent with university policy. 
· You are expected to read/watch supporting material before the class session in order to be able to participate actively in discussion.
· Cheating will not be tolerated. In particular, exchanging electronic files containing work you have done for a graded assignment is prohibited unless stated otherwise. Cheating also includes but is not limited to looking at another student’s quiz or exam, copying someone else’s homework, and using unauthorized material during a quiz or exam.

Assessment
Grade weighting will be:
1. Class Participation - 20%
2. Midterm Exam - 25%
3. Essay - 25%
4. Final Exam - 30%

Attendance and Tardiness Policy
· Attendance is mandatory. Punctuality and attendance will be noted.
· If a student misses more than 3 classes in the term, it will result in a final grade penalty of 2% for each missed class beyond the third.
· Missing more than 25% of the classes in a course (without medical excuse), including "free" absences, will result in failing the course.
· Being more than 20 minutes late to a class counts as an unapproved absence.
· Medical absences must be approved by the University Dean and communicated by the Dean to the instructor.

Accessibility Statement
Please review the University Accessibility Statement in the student catalog. Students having
special needs should contact the Polaris Center or email Accomodations@uaustin.org.

Disability Support Services: The university will make reasonable accommodations for students
with disabilities in compliance with Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and the Americans
with Disabilities Act. The purpose of accommodations is to provide equal access to educational
opportunities for eligible students with academic and/or physical disabilities.

Academic Misconduct
Instructors at UATX have the authority to assess possible plagiarism, unauthorized use of
artificial intelligence, and other forms of cheating in their courses. Normally, cheating will result
in failing the assignment. 

Reading Schedule for The American Experiment 
All readings, with the exception of Tocqueville's Democracy in America and Herman Melville's Billy Budd, are in the course reader.

1. Week One: From Founding to Governing
a. Day One: Reflections from America’s Elder Statesman
i. George Washington, “Farewell Address”
ii. John Trumbull, Declaration of Independence (Visual Art)
b. Day Two: Hamiltonian Nation Building
i. John Marshall, Marbury v. Madison
ii. Alexander Hamilton, Report on Manufactures
iii. Alexander Hamilton, Report on Public Credit
iv. Alexander Hamilton, Report on a National Bank
c. Day Three: Jeffersonian Empire of Liberty
i. Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, Query XIX 
ii. Thomas Jefferson, First Inaugural Address
iii. Thomas Jefferson, Second Inaugural Address
iv. Thomas Jefferson, Letter to Thomas Breckinridge on Louisiana Purchase
v. Thomas Cole, The Course of Empire (Visual Art)
2. Week Two: Faith and American Democracy
a. Day One: Religion as a Political Institution
i. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, Selections on Religion (pages 275-288)
ii. Charles Finney, “What a Revival of Religion Is”
b. Day Two: Protestantism or Catholicism?
i. Lyman Beecher, A Plea for the West (Selections)
ii. Orestes Brownson, “Catholicity Necessary to Sustain Popular Liberty”
c. Day Three: American Originals (and their Critics)
i. William Elery Channing, “Unitarian Christianity”
ii. Joseph Smith, “Wentworth Letter w/ Articles of Faith”
iii. Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Celestial Railroad”
3. Week Three: The Social Effects of Democratization
a. Day One: Association, Good and Bad
i. Alexis de Tocqueville, Selections on Township Government and Association (Pages 56-65, 489-492)
ii. Alexis de Tocqueville, Selections on the Tyranny of the Majority” (Pages 239-249)
iii. Mark Twain, “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County”
iv. George C. Bingham, County Election & Jolly Flatboatmen (Visual Art)
b. Day Two: Democratic Uneasiness w/ Tradition
i. Alexis de Tocqueville, Selections on the Philosophic Method of the Americans (Pages 403-407)
ii. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The American Scholar”
iii. Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Earth’s Holocaust”
iv. Asher B. Durand, Progress (Visual Art)
c. Day Three: Jacksonian Democracy and Expansion
i. Andrew Jackson, “Bank Veto Message”
ii. John L. O’Sullivan, “Annexation”
iii. John Gast, American Progress (Visual Art)
4. Week Four: American Individualism
a. Day One: The New Democratic Individual
i. Alexis de Tocqueville, Selections on Individualism (482-485)
ii. James Fenimore Cooper, The American Democrat (Selections)
b. Day Two: The Distinctive Virtue of Americans: Self-Reliance 
i. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Self-Reliance”
c. Day Three: Individualism and the Community
i. Henry David Thoreau, Resistance to Civil Government
ii. Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Young Goodman Brown”
iii. Thomas Cole, The Voyage of Life (Visual Art)
5. Week Five: Law and Literature: Herman Melville
a. Day One: Herman Melville, Billy Budd, Sailor, Part 1.
b. Day Two: Herman Melville, Billy Budd, Sailor, Part 2.
c. Day Three: ***Midterm***
6. Week Six: Transcendentalism, or American Romanticism
a. Day One: Nature
i. Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature (Selections)
ii. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The Over-Soul”
iii. Thomas Cole, The Oxbow (Visual Art)
iv. Asher Durand, Kindred Spirits (Visual Art)
b. Day Two: Natural Man
i. Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself” (Selections)
ii. Emily Dickinson, “I’m Nobody! Who are You?”
iii. Thomas Eakins, The Swimming Hole (Visual Art)
c. Day Three: Transcendentalism’s Critics
i. Edgar Allen Poe, “The Domain of Arnheim”
ii. Louisa May Alcott, “Transcendental Wild Oats” 
iii. Thomas Cole, The Subsiding of the Waters of the Deluge (Visual Art)
7. Week Seven: Civil War, Part 1
a. Day One: Preamble to the Civil War
i. Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions
ii. John Calhoun, “Slavery as Positive Good”
iii. John Calhoun, “Speech on the Oregon Bill”
iv. William Lloyd Garrison, “To the Public”
v. William Lloyd Garrison, “The American Union”
b. Day Two: Slavery and American Union
i. Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?”
ii. Abraham Lincoln, “Fragment on Slavery”
iii. Abraham Lincoln, “House Divided,” 
iv. Eastman Johnson, A Ride for Liberty (Visual Art)
c. Day Three: American Union and Divine Providence
i. Abraham Lincoln, “Cooper Union Address” 
ii. Abraham Lincoln, “Meditation on Divine Will.”  
iii. Julia Ward Howe, Battle Hymn of the Republic
8. Week Eight: Civil War, Part 2
a. Day One: What are We Fighting For?
i. Herman Melville, “The Portent,” “Misgivings” 
ii. Abraham Lincoln, “First Inaugural,” “Emancipation Proclamation.” 
iii. Frederick Church, Twilight in the Wilderness (Visual Art)
b. Day Two: New Birth of Freedom
i. Abraham Lincoln, “Gettysburg Address” and “Second Inaugural”
ii. 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendment
iii. Walt Whitman, “O Captain! My Captain!” 
iv. Winslow Homer, The Veteran in a New Field & Prisoners from the Front (Visual Art)
c. Day Three: Which Way Forward? Washington or Du Bois?
i. Booker T. Washington, “Atlantic Exposition Address”
ii. W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, Chapters 1&3.
9. Week Nine: Industrialization and the Gilded Age
a. Day One: Commercial Man
i. Alexis de Tocqueville, Selections on Materialism (Pages 506-510)
ii. William Graham Sumner, What Social Classes Owe Each Other (selections)
iii. Mark Twain & Dudley Warner, The Gilded Age (selections).
iv. Thomas Eakins, The Gross Clinic & Agnew Clinic Diptych (Visual Art)
b. Day Two: What to do with America’s Newfound Wealth? 
i. Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (selections)
ii. Andrew Carnegie, “Gospel of Wealth”
iii. George Inness, The Lackawanna Valley (Visual Art)
c. Day Three: Immigration, Urbanization, and the Melting Pot
i. Emma Lazarus, “The New Colossus”
ii. Randolph Bourne, “Transnational America”
iii. Theodore Roosevelt, “True Americanism”
iv. George Bellows, Cliff Dwellers (Visual Art)
10. Week Ten: Quo Vadis: Populism or Progressivism?
a. Day One: Populism 
i. People’s Party Platform
ii. William Jennings Bryan, “Cross of Gold Speech.”
iii. Jack London, “South of the Slot”
iv. Thomas Anshutz, The Ironworkers’ Noontime (Visual Art)
b. Day Two: Progressivism, but Which Progressivism?
i. Theodore Roosevelt, “The New Nationalism”
ii. Theodore Roosevelt, “Man in the Arena” Speech
iii. Woodrow Wilson, “The New Freedom”
c. Day Three: American Civilization and its Discontents
i. Alexis de Tocqueville, Selections on Soft Despotism (Pages 661-665)
ii. Henry Adams, “The Dynamo and the Virgin”
iii. Robert Frost, “Two Tramps in Mud Time”
iv. Charles Sheeler, American Landscape (Visual Art)
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