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POLS 4930/5930 
Special Topics: Democratic Erosion 

McGannon Hall 122 (Please meet in conference room) 
R 4:15-7pm 
Spring 2019 

 
Instructor: Dr. Eric Royer     
E-mail: eric.royer@slu.edu 
Phone: 314.977.3243 (please leave a VM if I do not answer)  
Office: McGannon Hall 138 
Office Hours: 3:30-5:30pm MW, other times by appointment 
     
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
The 2016 presidential election represents a watershed moment in American political history; a real 
estate tycoon with no prior military or political experience assumed the highest mantle in American 
society -- the American presidency. Almost immediately, political commentators wondered whether 
President Donald Trump would respect the norms of the office, abide by constitutional restraints 
placed on presidential powers, and divorce himself from key conflicts of interest arising from his 
sprawling real estate empire. More importantly, some scholars and commentators wondered whether 
Trump represented and continues to represent an existential threat to American democracy due to 
perceived autocratic-tendencies.  
 
Since 2016, other Western democracies have also experienced dramatic shifts in their political stenti
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This course is not intended as a partisan critique of any particular politician, political party, or popular 
movement in the US or elsewhere. Instead, it is designed to provide an opportunity for you to engage, 
critically and carefully, with the claims you have doubtlessly already heard about the state of 
democracy domestically and abroad; to evaluate whether those claims are valid; and, if they are, to 
consider strategies for mitigating the risk of democratic erosion here and abroad. Readings will 
address both empirical and normative questions, and will be gleaned from a combination of academic 
and media sources. 
 
On a side note, this course
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subsequent missed classes will be reflected in your participation score. Do not expect to do well in the 
course if you do not regularly attend.  
 
Contributions to Cross-University Blog (Posts & Comments) (10 points) 
 
Over the course of the semester you are required to write two blogposts (3.5 points each) for a cross-
university blog, accessible here (democratic-erosion.com/blogs). You will need to create an account 
for this cross-university blog. I encourage you to write down your username and password, since 
retrieving one or both is accompanied by lag periods with the website. There are instructions for 
posting your blogs on the website and the document posted on Blackboard. Please pay attention to the 
formatting requirements for the blog posts.  
 
For each post, you need analyze some recent or current event (a) in the US and (b) in your assigned 
case study (see below) through the lens of materials we have read and discussed in class. Posts should 
be short -- between 800 and 1,200 words -- and you have free reign for deciding what current event 
you wish to frame or structure your blogposts around.  
 
1. Blog Post on the US: Analyze a recent or current event in the US through the lens of materials we 
have read and discussed in class; deadline: Due February 21, 2019.  
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Country Case Study Assignment (20 points) 
 
The major research component of the course is a 15-page country case study assessing the state of 
democracy in a specific country, due on April 25, 2019 (graduate students enrolled in the course are 
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GRADING  
 
Your overall grade for the course is comprised of the following: 
 
Cross-
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Plagiarism and Academic Dishonesty 
 
The University is a community of learning, whose effectiveness requires an environment of mutual 
trust and integrity. Academic integrity is violated by any dishonesty such as soliciting, receiving, or 
providing any unauthorized assistance in the completion of work submitted toward academic credit. 
While not all forms of academic dishonesty can be listed here, examples include copying from another 
student, copying from a book or class notes during a closed book exam, submitting materials 
�D�X�W�K�R�U�L�]�H�G���E�\���R�U���U�H�Y�L�V�H�G���E�\���D�Q�R�W�K�H�U���S�H�U�V�R�Q���D�V���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�¶�V���R�Z�Q���Z�R�U�N�����F�R�S�\�L�Q�J���D���S�D�V�V�D�J�H���R�U���W�H�[�W��
directly from a published source without appropriately citing or recognizing that source, taking a test 
or doing an assignment or other academic work for another student, securing or supplying in advance 
a copy of an examination of quiz without the knowledge or consent of the instructor, sharing or 
receiving the questions from an on-line quiz with another student, taking an on-line quiz with the help 
of another student, and colluding with another student or students to engage in academic dishonesty. 
 
All clear violations of academic integrity will be met with appropriate sanctions. In this course, 
academic dishonesty on an assignment will result in an automatic grade of 0 for that assignment and a 
report of academic dishonesty sent to the Academic Honesty Committee of the College of Arts and 
Sciences. In the case of Class B violations, the Academic Honesty Committee may impose a large 
sanction including, but not limited to, assigning a failing grade in the course, disciplinary probation, 
suspension, and dismissal from the University. 
 
Students should refer to the following SLU website for more information about Class A and B 
violations and the procedures following a report of academic dishonesty: 
http://www.slu.edu/x12657.xml.  
 
Title IX  
 
Saint Louis University and its faculty are committed to supporting our students and seeking an 
environment that is free of bias, discrimination, and harassment. If you have encountered any form of 
sexual misconduct (e.g., sexual assault, sexual harassment, stalking, domestic or dating violence), we 
encourage you to report this to the University. If you speak with a faculty member about an incident of 
�P�L�V�F�R�Q�G�X�F�W�����W�K�D�W���I�D�F�X�O�W�\���P�H�P�E�H�U���P�X�V�W���Q�R�W�L�I�\���6�/�8�¶�V���7�L�W�O�H���,�;���F�R�R�U�G�L�Q�D�W�R�U�����$�Q�Q�D���5�����.�U�D�W�N�\�����'�X�%�R�X�U�J��
Hall, Room 36; akratky@slu.edu; 314.977.3886) and share the basic fact of your experience with her. 
The Title IX coordinator will then be available to assist you in understanding all of your options and 
in connecting you will all possible resources on and off campus.  
 
If you wish to speak with a confidential source, you may contact the counselors at the University 
Counseling Center at 314-977-�7�$�/�.�����7�R���Y�L�H�Z���6�/�8�¶�V���V�H�[�X�D�O���P�L�V�F�R�Q�G�X�F�W���S�R�O�L�F�\���D�Q�G���I�R�U���U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V����
please visiting the following web address: https://www.slu.edu/about/safety/sexual-assault-
resources.php.  
 
Student Leaning & Student Success Center  
 
In recognition that people learn in a variety of ways and that learning is influenced by multiple factors 
(e.g., prior experience, study skills, learning disability), resources to support student success are 
available on campus. The Student Success Center, a one-stop shop, which assists students with 
academic and career related services, is located in the Busch Student Center (Suite, 331) and the 
School of Nursing (Suite, 114). Students who think they might benefit from these resources can find 
out more about: 
 

�x Course-level support (e.g., faculty member, department resources, etc.) by asking your course 
instructor. 
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�x University-
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understand what is theorized to condition democracy and democratic consolidation; understand the 
distinction between liberal and illiberal democracy; understand how the design of democratic 
institutions can affect inclusion in, and the equity of, democratic rule. 
 
Read: �6�F�K�X�P�S�H�W�H�U�����³�&�D�S�L�W�D�O�L�V�P�����6�R�F�L�D�O�L�V�P�����D�Q�G���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\�´ (Bb); �/�L�S�V�H�W�����³�6�R�P�H���6�R�F�L�D�O���5�H�T�X�L�V�L�W�H�V���R�I��
�'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\�����(�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���'�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���3�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���/�H�J�L�W�L�P�D�F�\�´��(Bb); �'�D�K�O�����³�3�R�O�\�D�U�F�K�\�����3�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�L�R�Q��
�D�Q�G���2�S�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�´ (Bb); �'�L�D�P�R�Q�G�����³�7�K�L�Q�N�L�Q�J���$�E�R�X�W���+�\�E�U�L�G���5�H�J�L�P�H�V�´ (Bb); Acemoglu & Robinson, 
�³�(�F�R�Q�R�P�L�F���2�U�L�J�L�Q�V���R�I���'�L�F�W�D�W�R�U�V�K�L�S���D�Q�G���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\�´ (Bb)�����=�D�N�D�U�L�D�����³�7�K�H���5�L�V�H���R�I���,�O�O�L�E�H�U�D�O���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\�´��
(Bb) 
 
Week Three (1/31): Definitions & Theories of Democratic Erosion  
 
Learning objectives: Define democratic erosion and distinguish it from other ways that countries can 
transition into authoritarianism; review the symptoms, observable implications, and causes of 
democratic erosion; begin our discussion on the possibility of democratic erosion in the US (what 
might cause this, what would this mean, and the implications).  
 
Read: �/�L�Q�]���	���$�O�I�U�H�G�����³�7�K�H���%�U�H�D�N�G�R�Z�Q���R�I���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�W�L�F���5�H�J�L�P�H�V�´ (Bb); �/�X�V�W���	���:�D�O�G�Q�H�U�����³�8�Q�Z�H�O�F�R�P�H��
�&�K�D�Q�J�H�����8�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���(�Y�D�O�X�D�W�L�Q�J�����D�Q�G���(�[�W�H�Q�G�L�Q�J���7�K�H�R�U�L�H�V���R�I���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�W�L�F���%�D�F�N�V�O�L�G�L�Q�J�´��(Bb); 



10 
 

�3�D�W�K�Z�D�\���W�R���$�X�W�R�F�U�D�F�\�´��
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Week Eight (3/7): Midterm Exam & Country Cases 
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Week Thirteen (4/18): Fighting the Erosion of Democracy (Resistance)  
 
Learning objectives: Describe what resistance to undemocratic institutions looks like; learn to identify 
and articulate a variety of resistance strategies; consider the conditions under which different 
strategies are more likely to be used, and more likely to be successful.  
 
Read: �*�L�Q�V�E�X�U�J���D�Q�G���+�X�T�����³�'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\�¶�V���1�H�D�U���0�L�V�V�H�V�´�����%�E�������*�D�P�E�R�D�����³�2�S�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���D�W���W�K�H���0�D�U�J�L�Q�V����
�6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�H�V���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���W�K�H���(�U�R�V�L�R�Q���R�I���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\���L�Q���&�R�O�R�P�E�L�D���D�Q�G���9�H�Q�H�]�X�H�O�D�´�����%�E�������&�K�H�Q�R�Z�H�W�K�����³�3�H�R�S�O�H��
Are in the Streets Protesting Donald Trump. But �:�K�H�Q���'�R�H�V���3�U�R�W�H�V�W���$�F�W�X�D�O�O�\���:�R�U�N�"�´ (Bb); Stephan 
�D�Q�G���&�K�H�Q�R�Z�H�W�K�����³�:�K�\���&�L�Y�L�O���5�H�V�L�V�W�D�Q�F�H���:�R�U�N�V�����7�K�H���6�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�F���/�R�J�L�F���R�I���1�R�Q�Y�L�R�O�H�Q�W���&�R�Q�I�O�L�F�W�´ (Bb); 
�*�H�U�N�H�Q�����³�:�H�¶�U�H���D�E�R�X�W���W�R���6�H�H���6�W�D�W�H�V�¶���5�L�J�K�W�V���8�V�H�G���'�H�I�H�Q�V�L�Y�H�O�\���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���7�U�X�P�S�´ (Bb); Klemen and 
�3�H�F�K�����³�3�R�O�D�Q�G�¶�V���3�O�D�Q���W�R���*�H�W���5�L�G���R�I���,�Q�G�H�S�H�Q�G�H�Q�W���-�X�G�J�H�V���K�D�V���-�X�V�W���+�L�W���D���5�R�D�G�E�O�R�F�N�´�����%�E�������$�O�L���D�Q�G��
�)�D�K�P�\�����³�*�D�W�H�N�H�H�H�S�L�Q�J���D�Q�G���&�L�W�L�]�H�Q���-�R�X�U�Q�D�O�L�V�P�´�����%�E�� 
 
Documentary: Bringing Down a Dictator 
 
Week Fourteen (4/25): Country-Case Study Presentations 
 
Theme: Student presentations & discussion on unifying themes/links across cases.  
 
 
 
 
 
Week Fifteen (5/2): Conclusion: What Now? 
 
Learning objectives: Review the symptoms, observable implications and causes of democratic 
erosion; review our cases/data on democratic erosion; conclude our discussion on the possibility of 
democratic backsliding in the US.  
 
Readings: �/�H�Y�L�V�W�N�\���	���=�L�E�O�D�W�W�����³�+�R�Z���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�L�H�V���'�L�H�´���&�K���������	���� (Bb); �8�O�I�H�O�G�H�U�����³�:�K�D�W���1�R�Z�"�´ (Bb); 
Hughes, �³What Now?�´��(Bb); Levistk�\���	���=�L�E�O�D�W�W�����³�,�V���'�R�Q�D�O�G���7�U�X�P�S���D���7�K�U�H�D�W���W�R���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\�"�´�����%�E������
�5�L�G�G�H�O�O�����³�$�Q�W�L-�7�U�X�P�S���/�H�I�W���D���7�K�U�H�D�W���W�R���$�P�H�U�L�F�D�Q���'�H�P�R�F�U�D�F�\�´��(Bb)�����&�R�O�J�D�Q�����³�6�L�[���0�R�Q�W�K�V���R�I���7�U�X�P�S����
�7�K�H���*�R�R�G�����W�K�H���%�D�G�����D�Q�G���W�K�H���8�J�O�\�´�����%�E�� 
 
Final Exam -- Thursday, May 9, 2019, 4-5:50pm 
 
 

Case study papers due by 4:15pm.  


