Kenyon Academic Partnership
Political Science 200: Liberal Democracy in America

2013 – 2014 Summer Reading Assignment

Dear 2014 – 2015 students:

Summer reading is an important part of many KAP programs, including Mohawk’s.  I am assigning for your summer reading Decision in Philadelphia: The Constitutional Convention of 1787 by Christopher Collier and James Lincoln Collier.  If the names sound familiar, these are the authors of the acclaimed young peoples’ book, My Brother Sam is Dead.   As I stated in my welcome letter, your acceptance into the program depends on your successful completion of this assignment.
This is not a dull, lifeless book: it is written to be a compelling read and is difficult to put down.  That does not mean, however, that it is a “light” read.  Each of its 23 short chapters and two appendixes contains critical ideas and vocabulary that you will find new.

You have been asked to purchase these books on your own this year; they are yours to keep.   This way, you can highlight them, make marginal notes, and keep them to read again and again (you will want to!).  
In order to prove completion of this assignment, you are to maintain a chapter-by-chapter, handwritten reading journal.  Please use a hard-bound composition book for your journal – these can be purchased for between $1.00 and $3.00, depending on quality.  You may need two, depending on the size of your script and the depth of your work.
You will turn in your journal on the first day of class in August of 2014.  If you do not turn in a journal on that day, I will ask that you withdraw from the course.  Your journal will earn you up to fifty points and will be graded on quality of content and professional execution.  I will include sections from your journal with other examples of your scholarship that I will send to Kenyon College for evaluation at the end of the term.
How to Prepare Your Journal

Use double spacing throughout the rest of the journal so that I will have room to make comments.

Label the first page of your journal in the following manner:

Begin on the title line:
Decision in Philadelphia: The Constitutional Convention of 1787

Summer Reading Journal
Skip to the half-way line:

Your Name Here

End the following on the last full line of the page:

Political Science 200: Liberal Democracy in America

Mohawk High School KAP
Mr. Stobbs
Date (First day of school)

The second page must be labeled on the title line (centered),
Part I, “Our Case May Become Desperate”

Chapter One, “A Nation in Jeopardy”

This is the model you will follow throughout your journal.  You do not need to list the part title more than once, the first time you use it; from that point on, you only need the chapter title:

Chapter Two, “America in 1787”
Once you have set up your journal, use it to record the following from each reading session: the day and date, the page numbers you read, any new vocabulary you have encountered, a summary of the chapter’s contents, and your thoughts about what you read (including questions you might have).  I have prepared an example from Chapter One:

Part I, “Our Case May Become Desperate”

Chapter One, “A nation in Jeopardy”

Saturday, July 4, 2014
Pages 3 through 17

Vocabulary

Paroxysm: In Merriam-Webster, this is defined as a sudden outburst of emotion or action, or as a sudden increase in the symptoms of a disease or an attack.   Madison uses the latter sense in his letter to Monroe, implying that if some cure wasn’t found soon for the disease from which the country was suffering, it would be in danger of dying.

Deferential:  American society in the 1780s was deferential – that is, most people just assumed that some people were by upbringing, education, and birth better suited to be the leaders, and others to be led.   In other words, they deferred to the judgment and leadership of their “betters”.  

Summary

This chapter illustrates the dire circumstances that would necessitate a complete re-structuring of the manner in which the government of the United States was organized.  


The authors point out that each of the colonies had been established at different times, places and circumstances, and that each was inhabited by people with different customs, traditions, and governments all loyal to the Crown and yet each independent from the other.  In the aftermath of the Revolution, each of these colonies became a separate State, almost an independent nation, and the Articles of Confederation enshrined that sovereignty in such a way that unity of purpose and action was impossible.


There were many foreign and domestic problems in the aftermath of the Revolution that could only be solved with a strong, central regime.  The authors discuss the illegal (1783 Treaty of Paris), continued presence of British forces on American soil, as well as Spanish ownership of the West and New Orleans and their incursions into American territory.  To make matters worse, American shipping in the Mediterranean was being harassed by the Barbary States.  Domestically, there were numerous problems as states vied with one another over the payment of taxes, disputes over territorial claims, access to trade, and the consolidation and payment of Revolutionary War debts.  It was interesting to read that a number of states actually fought wars against one another over these issues.  Various Indian tribes were attacking settlers in the western areas, many of them urged on by the British and Spanish, some because of horrible acts carried out against them by the Americans.  Congress, meanwhile, was totally powerless to intervene and could not even get the states to pay their share of taxes to keep the government going.

Finally, the chapter describes the development of the crisis that would come to be known as Shays’ Rebellion.  I remember reading about this in Mr. Stobbs’ American History class.  The story presented in this book is far more complex than the way it was presented in American History – no wonder Mr. Stobbs dislikes the American History textbook so much.   The beginnings Shays’ Rebellion  remind me somewhat of the “Occupy Wall Street” movement, but I hope the latter doesn’t become as violent as the former.  A shortage of money and too much debt cased conflict between poor farmers in the west and the people to whom they owed money.  Desperate and unable to get any political support for their cause, these farmers, many of them including Shays who had fought in the Revolution, took matters into their own hands and started what might have become a second American Revolution.

There weren’t a lot of people killed in the 1786 – 1787 uprising of western Massachusetts farmers, and all of the rebels were eventually pardoned, but it was the final straw that convinced the country’s leaders that something had to be done before it was too late.   As the authors state, “To men like Madison and Washington, Shays’ Rebellion was an imperative… it was the final, irrefutable piece of evidence that something had gone badly wrong” (17).

I would like to know more about Shays’ Rebellion.  I am particularly intrigued when the authors say that not all historians agree with their interpretation of the rebellion.  Perhaps Mr. Stobbs can suggest a good book or two on the subject.  

I really enjoyed this chapter, and read it twice.  I never realized what a terrible situation the country had found itself in 1787… no wonder they called the convention!  
I will be on the road for much of the summer, but will have my copy of the book with me and will check my personal e-mail frequently (TiffinTexan@gmail.com).  Do not hesitate to contact me with any questions you may have.  Good luck, and happy reading!
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