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American Government:  A Historical Introduction
Course Description

This course explores the development of the American political system, how it works, and its impact upon us.  We begin with the foundations of American politics, placing special emphasis on the United States Constitution and the shifting meaning Americans have attached to fundamental rights and liberties.  Next we examine the various ways in which people have participated in politics, including parties, elections, and interest groups.  In the third unit of the course we turn to the principal units of the national government, especially Congress and the presidency.  Lectures explore each topic from a historical perspective, tracing the development of institutions and practices from the founding era to the present.  Weekly discussion sections will be used to investigate in greater depth topics introduced in the lectures through the analysis of primary source documents and secondary readings by political scientists and historians.

Course Learning Objectives

In addition to covering substantive material, we seek to develop certain analytical skills and communication abilities. Lectures introduce students to frameworks that political scientists use to explain political outcomes and draw on historical evidence to assess these frameworks.  By the end of the term you will know a good deal more about all major American political institutions and processes.  At the same time, this course aims to improve your critical thinking skills, understood here to mean your capacity to assess the kind and quality of evidence that scholars use when they seek to support claims they make about historical processes and outcomes.  In discussion sections you will be pressed to “interrogate” evidence – to ask questions about whether it is conclusive or indeterminate, to reconcile conflicting evidence that seems to support different theories (or no theory), and to consider why particular authors select certain evidence and omit other material.  Finally, the written assignments and exams are designed to improve different writing skills, including your ability to summarize the main points of an argument succinctly, use language precisely, demonstrate command of some political science terminology, and make an argument in which you state a thesis (take a position) and support it through the use of evidence.

Course Requirements

1)  Complete reading assignments before your discussion section meets.  Dates for the readings may vary for each section and it is your responsibility to keep abreast of the schedule for your section.


2)  Attend lectures regularly and on time.  The lectures provide a framework for understanding American politics and contain material not in the readings.  Copies of lecture outlines will be available through the bookstore; bring these to class to use as an aid in note-taking.  Students who arrive late will not be permitted to enter the lecture hall.


3)  Participate in discussion sections.  In the discussions you will be encouraged to engage in the critical analysis of the development of the American political system.  Attendance will be taken regularly and will figure in your course grade, as explained below.  Students who arrive late will not be permitted to enter class and will be counted as absent.


4)  Submit seven short writings based on the reading assignments.  Of the seven, four should be reading summaries and three should be short responses to questions listed below in the syllabus.  No short writing can exceed two double-spaced, typed pages.  Summaries must be submitted at the start of the class period in which the reading will be discussed; response papers may be submitted up to one week after the corresponding discussion.  Where multiple readings are assigned for a class period, your discussion section leader will identify which reading(s) you may summarize.  Only one short writing assignment may be submitted per class; you may not do a summary and response on the same set of readings.  Summaries may not be transmitted via fax or e-mail; if you are absent, you may arrange to have someone else deliver the summary.  No late summaries will be accepted for any reason.  For guidance on what a summary should include, please follow the link at the bottom of the instructor’s home page.  Individual short writing pieces do not receive grades, but may be rejected by the discussion section leader if deemed inadequate.  Be sure to submit short writings regularly so you do not fall behind.  You must submit your first short writing piece no later than September 12th; failure to do so will result in a reduction of your participation grade by one-third of a letter grade.

5)  Complete the examinations.  The three exams (one for each unit of the course) will consist of essay questions, with the questions distributed in advance and posted on both Blackboard and the instructor’s home page.  You will answer one essay question on each of the exams.  The second and third exams focus primarily on material covered in those units, but build upon and may refer to material discussed earlier.  Exams will be based on lectures, assigned readings, and material covered in the discussion sections.


6)  Complete the three-page paper.  You will write (but not necessarily mail) a detailed, research-based letter to a public official on a national public policy issue, which will be drawn from an assignment sheet that will be distributed at least a month before the due date in November.  A grade penalty will be imposed upon late papers without a documented valid reason for lateness.  You will have the opportunity to revise the paper, but only if you submit it on time.
Grading

Your grade will be based on your written work and your participation in the discussion sections.  In computing your course grade, the eligible exam grades, the paper grade, and class participation will be given equal weight.  (That is, each of the four grades counts 25%.)

Written work:  You are required to have two exam grades and one paper grade.  The written assignment is mandatory; failure to submit it will result in F for the assignment, and the F will be computed in your average.  Similarly, if you have fewer than two exam grades, an F will be figured into your course average for each missing exam.  Once you have accumulated the minimum number of grades, you may earn one additional grade to replace a grade with which you are not satisfied.  If you take all three exams, the lowest grade will be dropped.  If you rewrite the paper, the lower grade (almost always the first one) will be dropped.  An extra exam grade cannot replace a paper grade; a paper rewrite grade cannot replace an exam grade.  No extra credit work will be accepted.


Class participation:  Participation will be evaluated based upon your short writing assignments, attendance, and regular contributions to discussion.  Submission of the seven assignments establishes a base participation grade of B (B- if you fail to turn in the first short writing assignment as specified above).  More than two unexcused absences will lower the participation grade by one-third of a letter grade, rising to one full letter grade for more than four absences; failure to submit the required number of short writings also lowers the participation grade by one-third of a letter, increasing to a full letter grade off if you submit three or fewer.  Students who submit no summaries and miss more than half the discussion section meetings will receive an F for participation.


Make-up exams will be given only when documentation for the absence is provided – no documentation, no make-up exam.  If you miss one exam, you can still accumulate the minimum two exam grades you need by taking the other two, but you will no longer have a low grade to drop.  Incomplete grades will be assigned only for valid and documented cause, for a length of time specified by the instructor when the documentation is accepted.


Note on credit/no credit grading:  College rules specify that to be eligible for credit/no credit, students must complete all course requirements.  In this course, students who wish to be graded on the credit/no credit system must submit the main written assignment on time, submit at least four short writings on time, and take at least two exams (one of which may be the final).  Failure to do all of these things will void the credit/no credit request, and a conventional letter grade will be entered.

Statement on Academic Integrity

Hunter College is strongly committed to the principle that students should do their own work, give proper credit for information gained from any source, and acknowledge any help received in completing assignments.  We will pursue any suspected violations on written assignments through the college’s formal mechanism for adjudicating such cases and seek the most severe penalties permitted under college policy.  Students may be asked to submit any papers to a plagiarism detection service.

Course Packs:  Readings and Course Outlines

Two course packs have been ordered for purchase through Shakespeare Books on Lexington Avenue.  One course pack contains outlines for all the lectures; the other consists of readings for the discussion sections.  (Note:  For students who wish to take notes in class on computer, a free electronic version of the outline is available on the course Blackboard page.)  The packs have been produced by Campus Course Paks, Inc. and are also available thru the website at www.ccpaks.com.  One copy of the readings course pack will be available on reserve in the library, but this should be regarded as an emergency back-up only.


Students sometimes prefer to buy an American government textbook to supplement course materials.  Although the additional information may be helpful, reading a textbook is not a substitute for attending lectures and taking notes.  You will be held accountable for knowing the lecture content on exams.  With that in mind, if you choose to purchase a textbook, look for an inexpensive used copy.

Schedule of Lectures and Exams

Approximate dates for lectures and exams are listed below, along with reading assignments for the lectures and discussion sections.  As this schedule is subject to revision, you are responsible for keeping up with any announced changes.  If you miss a discussion class period, be sure to learn the assignment (and readings you may summarize) for the following session.  All readings will be found in the course pack.


Discussion sections meet once per week on Monday, Wednesday, or Thursday, depending upon the section.  Monday and Thursday sections will follow the lectures on the dates indicated here; Wednesday meeting dates are not listed.  Please refer to the Hunter College calendar for dates when college is closed or day schedules are altered.

August 29th.  Overview.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1David R. Mayhew, “Wars and American Politics,” Perspectives on Politics 3 (3) (September 2005):  473-93.  [Note:  Bring this reading with you to your discussion section.]
James A. Morone, Hellfire Nation:  The Politics of Sin in American History (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 2003), pp. 8-26.

Unit One:  Foundations of American Politics

September 1st, 8th, and 12th.  The United States Constitution.
 “The United States Constitution,” in Samuel Kernell and Steven S. Smith, eds., Principles and Practice of American Government, 2nd ed. (Washington, DC:  CQ Press, 2004), pp. 621-38.

Jack N. Rakove, Original Meanings:  Politics and Ideas in the Making of the Constitution (New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 1996), chap. 4 “The Politics of Constitution-Making,” pp. 57-93.

Federalist No. 10, 39, and 51 in Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, and James Madison, The Federalist:  The Gideon Edition, ed. by George W. Carey and James McClellan (Indianapolis:  Liberty Fund: 2001), pp. 42-49, 193-99, 267-72.

Melancton Smith, “Speech in the New York Ratifying Convention, June 21, 1788,” in J.R. Pole, ed., The American Constitution:  For and Against (New York, Hill and Wang, 1987), pp. 101-104.

Essays of Brutus, II and V in Herbert J. Storing, ed., The Anti-Federalist (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1981, 1985), pp. 117-22, 133-38.

Herbert Storing, What the Anti-Federalists Were For (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1981), chap. 3 “The Small Republic,” pp. 15-23.

Response questions:

1.  1.  Was it inevitable that sectional interests would influence the writing of the Constitution?

2.  What factors did Madison believe would operate to check the concentration of power in the hands of the national government under the proposed Constitution?

3.  What elements did the Anti-Federalists believe were vital to preserve a republic?
September 15th and 19th.  Federalism.
Martha Derthick, Keeping the Compound Republic:  Essays on American Federalism (Washington, DC:  Brookings Institution, 2001), chap. 1 “How Many Communities?” pp. 9-32. 

Thomas Jefferson, “The Kentucky Resolutions,” in Merrill Peterson, ed., The Portable Thomas Jefferson (New York:  Penguin, 1977), pp. 281-89.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Statement and Proclamation of Governor George C. Wallace, University of Alabama, June 11, 1963,” Alabama Department of Archives & History, http://www.archives. state.al.us/govs_list/schooldoor.html.
United States v. Lopez, 514 U.S. 549 (1995), excerpts.  Supreme Court Collection, Legal Information Institute.  http://supct.law.cornell.edu/supct/.

Response questions:

1.  Why have state and local governments lost power at various times?

2.  Why has the concept of “nullification” appealed more strongly to the South than other regions of the United States?
September 22nd and 26th and October 3rd.  Civil Rights.
September 29th.  No class.
Abraham Lincoln, “First Joint Debate,” in Robert W. Johannsen, ed., The Lincoln-Douglas Debates of 1858 (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1965), pp. 51-55.

Philip A. Klinkner with Rogers Smith, The Unsteady March:  The Rise and Decline of Racial Equality in America (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1999), chap. 7 “Hearts and Minds:  The Cold War and Civil Rights,” pp. 202-241.

“Excerpts From Justices’ Opinions on Michigan Affirmative Action Cases,” New York Times, June 24, 2003, http://nytimes.com/2003/06/24/national/24ATEX.html.

Response questions:

1.  After the Second World War, did the South pose the main obstacle to civil rights progress?

2.  Under what circumstances does the 2003 Supreme Court find the use of race to be justified in higher education admissions policies?

October 6th and 13th. Civil Liberties.
October 10th.  No class.

Cass R. Sunstein, Why Societies Need Dissent (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2003), chap. 5 “Free Speech,”  pp. 96-110.

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (Garden City, NY:  Anchor Books, 1969), “The Power Exercised by the Majority in America over Thought,” pp. 254-59.

Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113, 1973, excerpt in Theodore J. Lowi et al., Readings for American Government, 4th ed. (New York:  Norton, 1996), pp. 508-11.

Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pennsylvania v. Casey, 112 S.Ct. 2791, excerpt in Theodore J. Lowi et al., Readings for American Government, 4th ed. (New York:  Norton, 1996), pp. 518-23.

Response questions:

1.  What are the greatest dangers to free expression in the United States?

2.  If people have a right to privacy, why are any restrictions on abortion justified?

October 17th.  First Examination (in lecture hall).
Unit Two:  People in Politics

October 20th and 24th.  Political Participation in America.
Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (Garden City, NY:  Anchor Books, 1969), “On the Use which the Americans Make of Associations in Civil Life,” pp. 513-17.
Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone:  The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York, Simon and Schuster, 2000), chap. 2 “Civic Participation,” pp. 31-47.

Theda Skocpol, “The Tocqueville Problem:  Civic Engagement in American Democracy,” Social Science History 21 (4) (Winter 1997):  455-79.

Response questions:

1.  What role has government played in stimulating or discouraging political participation?

2.  What might we infer as the causes of participation decline from the patterns of political activity described by Putnam and Skocpol?
October 27th and 31st and November 3rd.  Political Parties.
Joel H. Silbey, The American Political Nation, 1838-1893 (Stanford:  Stanford University Press, 1991), chap. 7 “The Shrine of Party,” pp. 125-40.

William L. Riordon, Plunkitt of Tammany Hall (New York:  E. P. Dutton, 1963), pp. 3-20.

Andrew J. Polsky, “Partisan Regimes in American Politics,” working draft, June 2011, excerpts.

Response questions:

1.  What benefits did citizens derive from their loyalty to a party organization in the mass party era?
2.  Why are partisan regimes powerful engines of change, but only for a brief period?

3.  Why did Barack Obama and the Democrats fail to establish a new regime after their strong victory in 2008?
November 7th and 10th.  Elections in the United States.
Andrew J. Polsky, “Elections in American Political Development,” in Daniel J. Tichenor and Richard A. Harris, eds., A History of the U.S. Political System:  Ideas, Interests, and Institutions, volume 2  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1(Boulder, CO:  ABC-CLIO, 2010), pp. 53-65.

Alexander Keyssar, The Right to Vote:  The Contested History of Democracy in the United States (New York:  Basic Books, 2000), pp. 33-42, 151-62, 168-71, 211-21.

Richard Franklin Bensel, The American Ballot Box in the Mid-Nineteenth Century (Cambridge and New York:  Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 9-14.

Robert A. Pastor, “America Observed:  Why Foreign Election Observers Would Rate the United States Near the Bottom,” American Prospect 16 (1) (January 2005):  A2-A3.

Response questions:
1.  Historically, who has benefitted from discouraging voter turnout in the United States?

2.  What were the consequences of “taming” the polling place?
November 14th and 17th.  Interest Group Politics.
Jeffrey M. Berry, The Interest Group Society, 3rd ed. (New York:  Longman, 1997), chap 2  “The Advocacy Explosion,” pp. 17-43.

Rogan Kersh, “Corporate Lobbyists as Political Actors,” in Alan J.Cigler and Burdett A Loomis, eds., Interest Group Politics, 6th ed. (Washington, DC:  CQ Press, 2002), pp. 225-48. 

November 14th, 16th and 17th.  Second Examination (in Discussion Sections).
Unit Three:  National Institutions

November 21st, 22nd (Tuesday), and 28th.  Congress.

Noble E. Cunningham, Jr., The Process of Government under Jefferson (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1978), chap. 12 “Parties and Pressures in Congress,” pp. 273-93.

Eric Schickler, “Institutional Development of Congress,” in Paul J. Quirk and Sarah A. Binder, eds., The Legislative Branch (Oxford and New York:  Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 35-62.

Response questions:
1.  How does the working life of a member of Congress today differ from that of a lawmaker in Jefferson’s era?

2.  How has lawmakers’ desire to win reelection shaped the institutional development of Congress over time? 

November 24th. No Class.
December 1st and 5th.  The Presidency.
James Bryce, The American Commonwealth, vol. I (1888; reprint ed., Indianapolis:  Liberty Fund, 1995), chap. 8 “Why Great Men Are Not Chosen Presidents,” pp. 69-76.

Franklin D. Roosevelt, “First Inaugural Address”(1933),  in Michael Nelson, ed., The Evolving Presidency (Washington, DC:  CQ Press, 1999), pp. 106-111.

Andrew J. Polsky, “The Presidency at War:  Unchecked Power, Uncertain Leadership,” in Michael Nelson, ed., The Presidency and the Political System, 9th ed. (Washington, DC:  CQ Press, 2010), pp. 489-508.

Response questions:
1.  Do the factors that inhibited leading political figures from seeking the presidency in the late 19th century continue to inhibit them today?

2.  What impact is the unpopularity of the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan likely to have on the power of presidents to take the United States into a military conflict in the future?
December 8th and 12th.  The Courts as Political Actors.

Federalist No. 78 in Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay, The Federalist Papers (New York:  New American Library, 1961), pp. 464-72.

James Bryce, The American Commonwealth, vol. I (1888; reprint ed., Indianapolis:  Liberty Fund, 1995), chap. 24 “The Working of the Courts,” pp. 232-45.
Cass R. Sunstein, “Judges and Democracy:  The Changing Role of the United States Supreme Court,” in Kermit L. Hall and Kevin T. McGuire, eds., The Judicial Branch (Oxford and New York:  Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 32-59.

December 19th.  Third Examination (in lecture hall).

Time:  11:30 AM-1:30 PM.


