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During my Civic Spirit fellowship, | developed and
taught a lesson at Berman on civic virtue, the
philosophical roots of American democracy, and the
foundational ideas behind the Declaration and the
Constitution. | wanted students to move past
memorization and actually grapple with why the
founders made the choices they did.

The timing felt important. Young people today are
increasingly disillusioned with democratic institutions,
and political polarization and gridlock have made
citizenship feel almost beside the point. | wanted to
push back against that by going straight to the primary
sources.

Inspired by Jeffrey Rosen's book, The Pursuit of
Happiness, | put together a reading packet called “The
Architecture of Citizenship”, along with a two-part
instructional unit and a presentation to guide students
through classical virtue, self-governance, and
constitutional thought. The packet brought ancient
and early modern thinkers into direct conversation
with our present moment:

e Pericles' Funeral Oration explored the Athenian
expectation that an ordinary citizen must be a fair
judge of public affairs, contrasting the active
participant with the "quiet" citizen who simply
checks out.

e Madison's Federalist Nos. 10 and 51 examined
human nature, the "violence of faction," and how
structural checks and balances were designed to
keep any single interest from running roughshod
over the common good.

e Tocqueville's Democracy in America took on what
happens when people stop showing up for public
life, arguing that local habits of association are the
essential glue of a free society.
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| delivered this curriculum to Berman's Sloan Scholars,
students in grades 9 through 12 who seek out
intellectual enrichment on their own initiative. | ran a
separate discussion with each grade-level cohort.
Because these students show up out of genuine
curiosity rather than for a grade, the conversations
were exactly what you hope for.

To ground the theory in something concrete, | gave
them a hypothetical case study called the "Citizen-
Sentinel App," a hypothetical crowdsourced
surveillance tool that paid citizens to monitor one
another. We debated whether that action constituted
civic vigilance or a textbook "violence of faction," and
we ran those arguments directly against Pericles,
Madison, Hamilton, and Tocqueville. It was an amazing
experience to see the students apply the theoretical
arguments to a “real-world” scenario.

66 The fellowship gave me

the framework and the
inspiration to go deeper
than | would have on my
own, and | am genuinely
grateful for that. 99
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The fellowship also brought the Honorable Mathew
Solomon, Chief Judge of the United States Court of
Federal Claims, in as a guest speaker. Judge Solomon
connected his work in the courtroom to the original
principles of governance and rule of law in ways that
made those ideas feel immediate and real.

Finally, Berman gifted each student a copy of Richard
Haass's The Bill of Obligations: The Ten Habits of Good
Citizens. Haass argues that American political culture
has become rights-obsessed but obligation-avoidant,
treating citizenship like a vending machine. We mapped
his ten obligations directly onto the historical texts. The
point is the same across all of them: every right we
enjoy depends on someone actually doing the work of
citizenship to keep it alive.

Democracy is not self-executing. That was the takeaway
| wanted these students to carry with them, not as a
slogan, but as something they could trace all the way
back to Pericles. None of this happens without Civic
Spirit. The fellowship gave me the framework and the
inspiration to go deeper than | would have on my own,
and | am genuinely grateful for that.
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