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Course outline 

In America, ideological affiliation of judges is as important as partisan identification of voters. 

Political dynasties, churches, and labor unions influence voting behavior as much as issues like 

rising taxes, illegal immigration, and size of government. Respect for tradition and the demand 

for progress vie for legislative sanction on the floors of federal and state legislatures. A 

technologically advanced yet deeply devout society is protected by the most powerful military in 

the world. At the same time, a country that has strengthened the borders of its allies in various 

parts of the globe itself has porous borders.  

Knowing how America perceives itself is key to understanding why it behaves in a certain manner 

with other nations and peoples. America was, and still is, a unique experiment in freedom and 

excellence. The efforts of every American down the ages have contributed to a collective 

greatness unheard of in human history. The efforts of every American today are still directed to 

the same goals. 

This course attempts to explore how American society has kept changing over time, and how 

various social institutions have helped initiate that change. It also seeks to examine the relation 

between American society and American politics and how forces within American society try to 

influence politics to either facilitate or resist social change.     

 



Course Content  

Unit I: The “uniqueness” of American society  

a. A “nation” of religious minorities  

b. Rejection of feudalism    

c. A society of Believers  

d. Freedom of choice  

e. A federal system  

 

Unit II: Social stratification in America   

a. Social stratification and the capitalist order  

b. The middle-class and middle-class values: Education, jobs, taxes, faith, family, country 

c. American labor: Labor unions, relations with the Mob, immigrant labor  

d. Class, race, gender, and social mobility   

 

Unit III: Prosperity and poverty  

a. The land of opportunity  

b. The American underclass: White, Black, Hispanic, and Native American  

c. Federal programs against poverty and discrimination: New Deal, Fair Deal, New Frontier, 

Great Society, War on Poverty 

 

Unit IV: Ideology, identity, and American democracy  

a. Americans  and  ideological  identification:  Conservatives, liberals, moderates, 

progressives, the Far Right 

b. Religion, race, ethnicity, gender, and electoral democracy  

c. Politics from below  

d. Political dynasties    

 

Unit V: Social reform in America 

a. Progressive legislation: The making of modern America  

b. The Church and social reform: Select issues  

c. The U.S. Supreme Court, ideology, and social progress: Select judgments  

d. The politics of social reform  

 

 

Unit VI: Rival self-images of American society  

a. A Christian or multi-religious America   

b. An English-speaking or bilingual/multilingual America   

c. A White or “colored” America   

d. A free market or a welfare state   

e. A Melting Pot or a Salad Bowl   

 

 



 

Learning outcomes 
 

A modified version of a course with the same name taught earlier in the MPhil program, this 

course provides students with a wide choice of topics to work on for a doctoral degree in United 

States Studies. It is the second of the two advanced courses on American society, culture, and 

politics offered to PhD students as part of their coursework, and intends to provide them with a 

sound knowledge of society in America and how it worked in order to help them understand the 

United States and deal with it as policymakers, academics, and media persons, and even as 

storytellers and moviemakers.  
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