American National Government

POLS 110AA / POLS 110 BA

Professor Robert Geroux, Ph.D. 

Office: AH 24 

Office Hrs: MW 11:40-12:20, F 1:40-2:40

and by appointment

Course Introduction, Overview

Welcome to an introduction to the study of American politics. Americans – by which I mean to denote citizens of the United States – have some fascinating, arguably unique, and provocatively ambivalent attitudes towards the activity of politics. To wit: 

· Over the past thirty years in particular ideological polarization has occurred, and yet a large number of Americans continue to vote a split-party ticket. 

· Americans more than citizens of other advanced industrialized countries proudly display the flag and speak of freedom, and yet until recently voter turnout regularly remained below fifty percent. 

· The country was in some sense founded on the separation of church and state, and yet without question religion remains a crucially important factor in our self-identity (as well as something that separates us from all the other advanced industrialized nations).  

Over the course of the semester we will examine these issues and many more. Our rough plan for the structure of POLS 110 involves three parts. The first part will focus on the foundation of American political thought. In this section we will look at the Puritan tradition and the ideological background more generally. We will read and examine aspects of the Constitution. We will talk about liberalism in its classical sense, and the ideological break within liberalism between American conservatives and American liberals. The second part will focus more on practical questions. How does our government work? What are its proper functions, how are they divided, and who does what? How have those functions changed over time? Finally, the third focus will fall on the political process of the 2012 elections. Here, we will take time in class to break away from our more formal readings to discuss contemporary issues that arise over the course of a race that promises to be both intense and interesting. Election Day is Tuesday November 06, and we will spend at least one (perhaps two) days thereafter poring over the results, discussing and analyzing them with an eye to outcomes at the national, state, and local levels. 

Course Requirements

· Reading assignments: come to class every time having read the material for that day. Readings will come from the assigned books and additional articles, chapters, and other materials on moodle. In-class handouts will occur, but they will be minimal. In addition to reading the course materials, you must stay informed about events in the news. In order to do this, I would recommend a subscription to a newspaper like the New York Times. Watching the television news or reading posts online is not equivalent. Student rates are available, and they are very reasonably priced. Current events are a crucial part of this course: I expect that we will spend at least one day each week (presumably Friday) discussing what’s happening in the real world of American politics.

· Attendance and Participation: you must not only read the material, but come to class prepared to discuss it. Attendance and participation will be assessed as part of your final grade. Be willing to speak, raise questions, and respectfully debate issues with your peers.

· Technology: you will not need your laptop in class; do not bring it, unless I request you to do so. Likewise, turn off all cellphones and other electronic devices at the beginning of class.

· Exam policy: I do not allow rescheduling or make-up exams except in the most exceptional cases. Please look at the exam schedule at the beginning of the semester and make your travel plans accordingly.

· Assignments

· Participation and quizzes
25
· Midterm exam 

50 
· Final exam


75
· Written exercises and papers
50

Required Texts

· Thomas Patterson. 2011. We The People: A Concise Introduction to American Politics, 9th Ed. McGraw Hill. ISBN: 978-0-07-337906-7

· Robert Dahl. 2003. How Democratic is the American Constitution? 2nd Ed. Yale University Press. ISBN: 978-0-300-09524-1

· Additional material on moodle as required

Reading Calendar

I. American Political Thought

Aug 

22 - 24

Introduction to American Politics and Political Science
24 - 27

Conventions

Brief overview of the electoral system, the purpose of political conventions: What are they, what do they do?

· Tom Price, “Political Conventions” (CQ)

· Pro/Con: are conventions useful? What purpose do they serve?

· Debate in US News and World Report, via library portal

27 - 29

Origins

· Puritan writings (via moodle)

· NYT article “Are Americans Still Puritan?” 

· Bailyn, Chapter III (55-94; via moodle)

Aug 31 

Sep 3 

American Political Culture

What ideals characterize American political culture? 
· Bailyn, continued 

· Patterson, Ch. 1

· Tocqueville excerpts (via moodle)

Sep 5 - 14

The Constitution

How democratic is the Constitution? What steps have been taken to democratize the system of government established in the Constitution? Why did the Framers establish a “republic”? 

· Patterson, Ch. 2 pp. 26-41

· Dahl, “Ch. 1: Introduction: Fundamental Questions”

· Dahl, “Ch. 2: What the Framers Couldn’t Know” pp. 7-31

· Federalist No. 10 (via moodle)

Sep 14

In-Class Writing Exercise on the background to the Founding (12.5 pts possible)

Sep 17 19 21

Institutional Exceptionalism 

Is the American system of government exceptional? What are some other modern solutions to the demands of democracy?

· Dahl, “Ch. 3: The Constitution as a Model: An American Illusion” 

· Skim Dahl Appendix B
· Patterson, Ch. 2 41-60

II. Institutions

Sep 24 MIDTERM EXAM
Sep 26 28

Institutions & Separation of Powers  

How is power divided in the US government? Why does the US have a federal system? What powers fall to the states? What powers lie with the national government? 

· Patterson, Ch. 3 

· Federalist No. 51 (via moodle)

Oct 01 03 05

Congress: Representation & Members’ Careers

What are the powers of Congress? What are the differences in the two chambers of Congress? What does it mean for representatives to be single-minded reelection seekers? What are the consequences of incumbency?

· Patterson, Ch. 11 only pp. 366-378 

· David Mayhew. 1975. Congress: The Electoral Connection, pp. 13-17, 49-67, 73-76  

· Constitution – Art I Sec 8

Congress: Legislative Process & Change

What are the advantages/ disadvantages of the committee structure? How does a bill become a law? What changes could be made to improve representation in Congress? 

· Patterson, Ch. 11 pp. 379-405

· “A Filibuster Fix” NYT August 27, 2010

· “Build a Bigger House” NYT January 23, 2011

Oct 08 10 12

The Presidency: Constitutional Foundations and Understanding (Increases in?) Presidential Power 

What powers and advantages does the president have? Is the presidency too weak? Too strong? 

· Patterson, Ch. 12 (skip 420-433)
· Richard Neustadt. 1991. Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents (excerpt)
· Carl Canon. 2007. “Veto This!” National Journal. 
· Constitution Art. II 
Oct 12 Paper due (25 pts)

Oct 13-21 Fall Break

Oct 22 24 26

Presidential Selection & The Electoral College 

· Dahl, “Ch. 4: Electing the President” 
· NPR Listen: “Why the electoral college is bad for America” 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4115994
· NPR Listen: “Debating the Merits of the Electoral College”
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4127863 
III. 2012 Elections

Oct 29 31

Nov 02 

The Supreme Court - The Institution and Decision-making

What checks does the Supreme Court have over other branches of government? What factors affect compliance with the court’s decisions? 

· Patterson, Ch. 14 
· Constitution Art. III

Nov 05 07 09

Pre- and Post-election analysis

(Readings and assignments to be determined based on the election outcome)

Nov 12 – 19

Special Focus on Religion, America, and Politics

· Douglas Farrow, "Three Meanings of Secular," in First Things (May 2003, 20-23).

· Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life (http://www.pewforum.org/)

Nov 21 23: Thanksgiving Break

Nov 26 28 Film TBA

Nov 30 In-Class Writing Exercise (12.5 pts possible)

Dec

03 – 07 

Review/Wrap-up, Evaluations

Final Exams

110AA: 8:30-11:30 December 10

110BA: 8:30-11:30 December 14
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