
 
USSO 280: DEMOCRACY? 

Spring Semester 2013 
TTh 10.00-11:15am 

Crawford 111 
 
Karen Beckwith, Professor  
Joshua Ware, SAGES Writing Instructor  
 

GUIDELINES FOR CRITICAL READING 
In reading the assigned materials for this course, answer the following questions as a means of understanding each 
author’s argument and of identifying its strengths and weaknesses. By doing this, you will also establish a basis 
from which to compare arguments by various authors and to build your understanding of democracy across the 
various readings. Identify the answers and locate them specifically in each text, for reference in class discussions 
and for research papers. Finally, while you read, take separate notes as well, and write questions about the 
argument; these should include critical questions as well as questions of comprehension. Note that you should 
read each article twice: once for the purpose of comprehension and taking notes, and a second time for review and 
deeper critical engagement.  
 

READING QUESTIONS 
 

1. What is the author’s central thesis? Does the author have a research question and, if so, what is it?  
 

2. What is the author’s argument? Is the author’s argument logically constructed, or are there conceptual gaps, 
flaws, or elisions in the argument?  
 
3. What key concepts does the author employ? In regard to democracy, consider concepts such as the state, 
representation, identity, inclusion, equality, liberty, and justice. How does the author use these concepts and other 
concepts in constructing his or her argument? How does the author’s understanding of these concepts differ from 
other authors’ understanding and use?  
 
4. What assumptions does the author make about the role of citizens, activists, and/or leaders, and the relationship 
of these actors to democracy? Note that these assumptions may be implicit or explicit.  
 
5. Does the author present evidence? What kind of evidence is it: empirical? intuitive? other? How timely is the 
evidence? Is it out of date? How extensive is the evidence? Is the evidence presented appropriate to the argument 
the author is making? Is reasonable, alternative evidence available?  
 
6. How does the author relate the evidence to his or her argument? What additional evidence would we want in 
order to accept the author’s argument? How else might we test the author’s claims?  
 
7. What did the author omit? What competing arguments or evidence should the author have considered? How 
might the author’s argument be strengthened? How might the author’s argument be refuted?  
 
8. How do the author’s argument, findings and conclusions fit with and compare to those of other authors? 


