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The American Presidency
Course Description

Presidents are the subject of much media attention and everyday political conversation.  Given the central role a president plays in the American political system and in the international arena, this fixation on the White House is understandable.  However, journalistic and popular views of the White House often emphasize the most immediate events surrounding a particular president and personalize the office so that it becomes synonymous with one individual.  This course proceeds instead from the assumption that much insight can be gained from analytical frameworks that treat the presidency as an institution shaped by systemic and historical factors.


We will open with an examination of individual-level and institutional approaches that can be used to explore similarities and differences among presidents.  The second unit of the course will consist of a careful historical examination of the presidency, during which we will apply the analytical approaches to determine their uses and limits.  The final unit will take up the relationship in our era between the presidency and the citizenry and the interactions between the presidency and other key national policymaking institutions.  Reflecting a central theme of the presidency in recent years, we will devote special attention to the president’s role as commander in chief.

Course Objectives

This course has both a substantive focus and developmental goals.  The syllabus is designed to introduce students to challenging analytical perspectives on the presidency that can illuminate broad historical patterns and contemporary trends.  In substantive terms, students at the end of the term will know a good deal more about the presidency, its role in the American political system, its development over time, and how presidents today deal with the challenges of governing in the face of high public expectations.  At the same time, this course aims to improve your critical thinking skills, understood here to mean your capacity to grasp abstract concepts and theories, to appreciate how such concepts and theories can be translated into concrete empirical claims, and to recognize the difficulty of using evidence to evaluate the validity of empirical claims.  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, to explain theories clearly, and to make an argument in which you state a thesis and support it through the use of evidence.
Accessability

In compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) and with Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Hunter College is committed to ensuring educational parity and accommodations for all students with documented disabilities and/or medical conditions. It is recommended that all students with documented disabilities (Emotional, Medical, Physical and/ or Learning) consult the Office of AccessABILITY located in Room E1124 to secure necessary academic accommodations. For further information and assistance please call (212- 772- 4857)/TTY (212- 650- 3230).

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.  I will pursue any suspected violations on written assignments (including non-graded ones) through the college’s formal mechanism for adjudicating such cases and seek the most severe penalties permitted under college policy.  Students will submit graded assignments to Turnitin.com, a plagiarism detection service.

Course Requirements

1)  Complete assigned reading before class meetings (see schedule below).  We will not recapitulate readings in class, but use them instead as a springboard for analytical and critical discussions.


2)  Attend class regularly and on time.  No student shall be permitted to enter the classroom late; I will treat such lateness as an unexcused absence.  Students who miss three or more classes without a valid, documented reason shall be penalized.  (See below under grading.)


3)  Participate in class discussions.  In this course we examine, apply, and test theories about the presidency.  To develop your own capacity to assess and use evidence, you need to engage it actively.  You will have the opportunity to do so in different discussion formats, including sessions in which we divide into small working groups for some or most of the class.  I usually select a student from each group to present an oral report on the group’s findings.


4)  Complete nine short writing assignments (750-word maximum) over the course of the semester.  Of these assignments, four are reading summaries, four are responses to questions listed in the syllabus, and one is an op-ed piece related to the class assignment.

Reading Summaries:  For the proper summary format and guidance on what a summary should include, see “Reading Summaries,” which can be found on-line on my home page.  Where more than one reading is assigned for a class, I usually specify in advance which one(s) to summarize.  I often also divide the class and assign different readings to be summarized for different groups.  If you miss a class, then, contact me via e-mail to learn which reading to summarize for the next class.  Summaries must be submitted at the start of the class in which we will discuss the assigned reading; they may not be transmitted via e-mail or fax.  If you miss a class, even for a valid reason, you may not submit a summary late.
Responses:  Below the readings for most sessions you will find questions that call for a response based on those readings.  Short essay responses may be submitted either on the date we discuss the reading(s) or up to one week later.  I will accept either a hard copy or an electronic submission of a response essay.
Op Ed Piece:  An op ed is an opinion piece (650-750 words) on a contemporary public issue.  You must submit one such piece on a current issue that involves the presidency, which may take the form of criticizing or praising an action by President Obama or urging him to take some kind of action (e.g., to withdraw U.S. troops from Afghanistan quickly).  Feel free to discuss other possible topics with me.  Op ed pieces should be based on reasoned arguments and supported by facts, so some research may be necessary.  Your op-ed must be submitted before Thanksgiving.
You may submit only one summary or short writing assignment per class.  If I find a short writing submission inadequate, I will reject it and you will need to do another one.  Individual short writing assignments are not graded, but completion of the required number factors into the class participation component of the grade (see below).


5)  Complete all written assignments.  Written work for the course consists of three essay exams (the first two in class) and one research-based essay of 7-9 pages.  The first exam will follow the first unit of the course, roughly five weeks into the term; the second test will follow the second unit.  The final exam will be a take-home essay of 5-7 pages due at the scheduled time of the final exam.  The paper assignment will be distributed early in the semester, with the paper itself due shortly before Thanksgiving.  You will have an opportunity to rewrite the essay based upon my comments to earn a higher grade.

Grading

In computing your course grade, each of the four written assignments (three exams, one paper) and the class participation grade will be given equal weight.  Thus you will have five grades upon which the final grade shall be based.  If you submit the paper rewrite, the new grade will replace the one you received initially on that assignment.  No extra credit work will be accepted.


Class participation will be based on timely submission of summaries, attendance, and regular contributions to discussion.  Timely submission of the nine short writing assignments and consistent attendance establish a base participation grade of B.  Your active, informed contributions in discussion will improve this.  Three or more unexcused absences will lower the participation grade by one-third of a letter grade, rising to one full letter grade for five or more absences.  Failure to submit the required nine short writings also lowers the participation grade by one-third of a letter, increasing to one full letter for fewer than seven.  Be sure to submit short assignments regularly so you do not fall behind.  Remember that you cannot submit more than one per class; thus, you cannot catch up at the end of the semester.  (Students with more than ten unexcused absences and who submit three or fewer short writings will receive an F for class participation.)


I expect you to complete written assignments on time.  If you miss an exam, you will be permitted to take a make-up test only when you have a valid excuse supported by written documentation.  Late papers, without a documented, valid excuse, will be penalized through grade deductions and loss of the right to revise the paper for a better grade.  Incompletes will be granted only with a documented excuse and only for a limited time (usually no longer than the time you were incapacitated), the duration to be set at the time the incomplete is approved.


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 take both in-class exams, submit the paper assignment on time, submit at least five short writing assignments, and attempt the final.  Failure to do all these things will void a credit/no credit request, and a conventional letter grade will be entered instead.

Books

This course relies upon two books, a number of book chapter that have assembled in a course pack, and articles on electronic reserve.  The following titles have been ordered for purchase at Shakespeare Books on Lexington Avenue between 68th and 69th Streets:

Sidney M. Milkis and Michael Nelson, The American Presidency:  Origins and Development, 1776-2011, 6th ed. (Washington, DC:  CQ Press, 2011).

Michael Nelson, ed., The Presidency and the Political System, 9th ed. (Washington, DC:  CQ Press, 2010).

You may be able to save money on books by purchasing used copies on line, but it is important that you have the correct edition of the Nelson reader.


Other assigned readings are available in the course pack, also available for purchase at Shakespeare Books, or on electronic reserve.  (See notations below in the schedule of class assignments.)  You may access electronic reserve directly through the library or through the course Blackboard page.
Schedule of Class Assignments

The dates below are only approximate.  As this schedule is subject to revision, students are responsible for keeping up with any announced changes, including changes in test dates.  If you miss a class, e-mail me to confirm the next assignment and to learn which reading to summarize.

August 29th.  Introduction and Overview.
Part One:  Frameworks for the Study of the Presidency

September 1st.  The Personal Touch:  Character, Background, and Leadership Skills.
Joseph A. Pika, John Anthony Maltese, and Norman C. Thomas, “Presidential Character and Performance,” in The Politics of the Presidency, 5th ed. (Washington, DC:  CQ Press, 2002), pp. 123-69.  [course pack]
Stephen J. Wayne, “Presidential Character and Judgment:  Obama’s Afghanistan and Health Care Decisions,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 41 (2) (June 2011):  291-306. [Blackboard]
Response questions:

1.  What pattern of management style has Barack Obama adopted in the White House?

2.  What psychological characteristics are evident in Obama’s decisions on Afghanistan and health care?

September 8th and 12th.  The Constitutional and Modern Presidencies.
Bert Rockman, “Entrepreneur in the Constitutional Marketplace:  The Development of the Presidency,” in Peter Nardulli, ed., The Constitution and American Political Development:  An Institutional Perspective (Urbana:  University of Illinois Press, 1992), pp. 97-120.  [course pack]

Jeffrey K. Tulis, “The Two Constitutional Presidencies,” Nelson #1 [This notation indicates the number of the reading in the Nelson anthology, The Presidency and the Political System].
Fred I. Greenstein, “Change and Continuity in the Modern Presidency,” in Anthony King, ed., The New American Political System (Washington, DC:  AEI, 1979) pp. 45-86.  [course pack]
Andrew Rudalevige, “The Presidency and Unilateral Powers:  A Taxonomy,” Nelson #16.
Response questions:

1.  Compare and contrast Rockman’s and Tulis’s view of how the Constitution positions the president in the American political system.
2.  What are the attributes of the modern presidency?

September 15th.  Reordering Presidential History.
Terry Bimes and Quinn Mulroy, “The Rise and Decline of Presidential Populism,” Studies in American Political Development 18 (2) (Fall 2004):  136-59.  [Blackboard]

Lyn Ragsdale and John J. Theis, III, “The Institutionalization of the American Presidency, 1924-92,” American Journal of Political Science 41 (4) (October 1997):  1280-1318. [Blackboard]

Response questions:

1.  What forces gave rise to presidential populism and what were its purposes?

2.  How does the timing of presidential institutionalization undermine arguments that the modern presidency was established by either of the Roosevelts?

September 19th and 22nd.  Recurrent Patterns in Presidential Leadership.
Stephen Skowronek, “Notes on the Presidency in the Political Order,” Studies in American Political Development 1 (1986):  286-302.  [course pack]

Marc Landy and Sidney M. Milkis, “The Presidency in the Eye of the Storm,” Nelson #3.
Stephen Skowronek, “The Conservative Insurgency and Presidential Power: A Developmental Perspective on the Unitary Executive,” Harvard Law Review 122 (June 2009):  2070-2103.  [Blackboard]
Response questions:

1.  Where would Skowronek situate George W. Bush and Barack Obama in “political time”?

2.  How has the bold exercise of presidential power served as a conservative force in American politics?
September 26th.  First Examination.
Part Two:  The Presidency in Historical Perspective

October 3rd.  Designing the Presidency.
Milkis and Nelson, American Presidency, chaps. 1-3.
 Response questions:

1.  What institutional responses did Americans adopt to the excesses of executive power they had experienced under colonial British rule?
2.  In what ways did George Washington define the constitutional powers of the presidency during his two terms in office?

October 6th and 13th.  From Theory to Practice:  The First Presidents.
Milkis and Nelson, American Presidency, chap. 4-5.

Fred I. Greenstein, “Presidential Difference in the Early Republic:  The Highly Disparate Leadership Styles of Washington, Adams, and Jefferson,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 36 (3) (2006):  373-90. [Blackboard]

Response questions:

1.  Do the differences in the effectiveness of Adams and Jefferson reflect personal attributes such as personality or the strength of their respective partisan coalitions?
2.  What factors permitted Jackson and Polk to be strong presidents in an era in which the office was usually weak?
October 17th and 20th.  Crisis Leadership:  Abraham Lincoln and the Civil War.
Milkis and Nelson, American Presidency, chap. 6.

Andrew J. Polsky, Victory in the Balance:  Why Presidents Fail at War (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2012), chapter 2 “Lincoln Casts a Shadow.”  [Blackboard]
Response questions:

1.  What resources and personal attributes contributed to Lincoln’s effectiveness during the Civil War?
2.  Is Lincoln responsible for the abuse or misuse of executive power that characterized some of his wartime successors?

October 24th.  Restoring the Traditional Presidency

Milkis and Nelson, American Presidency, chap. 7.

James Bryce, (Why Great Men Are Not Chosen President,( in Bryce, The American Commonwealth, vol. 1 (Indianapolis:  Liberty Fund, 1995), pp. 69-75.  [course pack]

Response questions:
1.  How can we explain the period from Andrew Johnson through William McKinley from the perspective of Rockman’s constitutional presidency?

2.  What role did “political time” play in presidential politics after 1874?

October 26th.  No class session (rescheduled for Wednesday, November 2nd.)
October 31st.  Roots of the Modern Presidency.
Milkis and Nelson, American Presidency, chaps. 8-9.

Response questions:
1.  How did Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson justify their dramatic expansion of presidential power?
2.  Did Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson respond to or create a popular demand for presidential leadership?

November 2nd (Wednesday make-up session) and November 3rd.  The New Deal, World War, and the Expanded Presidency.
Milkis and Nelson, American Presidency, chaps. 10-12.

Response questions:
1.  What factors inhibited effective presidential leadership from Harding through Hoover?
2.  What lessons can we derive from Franklin Roosevelt’s efforts to shape public opinion?

3.  Why did Americans become disenchanted with presidential power in the late 1960s and early 1970s?
November 7th and 10th.  The Modern Presidency:  Crisis and Recovery.
Milkis and Nelson, American Presidency, chap. 13-end.

Response questions:
1.  What resources did Ronald Reagan employ to “reconstruct” American politics?

2.  In what ways do the management styles of recent Democratic presidents differ from those of their Republican counterparts?

November 14th.  Second Examination.
Part Three:  The Contemporary Presidency

November 17th.  Presidential Elections.

Stephen J. Wayne, “Presidential Elections and American Democracy,” in Joel Aberbach and Mark Peterson, eds., The Executive Branch (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 103-34.   [course pack]
Richard Pious, “The Presidency and the Nominating Process:  Politics and Power,” Nelson #6.

Response questions:
1.  Changes in the presidential nominating system yield winners and losers.  Who has gained under the modern nominating system?
2.  What advantages does a sitting president gain from not facing a challenge for the nomination?  Are there corresponding disadvantages?

November 17th, 21st, and 22nd (Tuesday).  Mobilizing Public Support.
Bruce Miroff, “The Presidency and the Public:  Leadership as Spectacle,” Nelson #8.

Lawrence R. Jacobs, “The Presidency and the Press:  The Paradox of the White House Communications War,” Nelson #9
Bartholomew H. Sparrow, “Who Speaks for the People?  The President, the Press, and Public Opinion in the United States,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 38 (4) (December 2008):  578-92.  [Blackboard]

Samuel Kernell, “The Growth of Going Public in Kernell,” Going Public:  New Strategies of Presidential Leadership, 4th ed. (Washington, DC:  CQ Press, 2007), pp. 110-47.  [course pack]

Daniel J. Tichenor, “The Presidency and Interest Groups:  Allies, Adversaries, and Policy Leadership,” Nelson #12.

Response questions:
1.  Do presidents have an alternative to engaging in governing by spectacle?

2.  How have “communications wars” influenced Barack Obama’s effectiveness?

3.  What obstacles stand in the way of a president who tries to shape public opinion?

November 28th and December 1st.  Presidents and Congress.
Andrew Rudalevige, “The Executive Branch and the Legislative Process,” in Joel D. Aberbach and Mark A. Peterson, eds., The Executive Branch (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 419-51.  [course pack]
Matthew Dickinson, “The President and Congress,” Nelson #14.

Matthew Eshbaugh-Soha, “The Politics of Presidential Agendas,” Political Research Quarterly 58 (2) (June 2005):  257-268.  [Blackboard]
Andrew W. Barrett and Matthew Eshbaugh-Soha, “Presidential Success on the Substance of Legislation,” Political Research Quarterly 60 (1) (March 2007): 100-112.  [Blackboard]
Response questions:
1.  Why has Barack Obama found it so difficult to transcend partisanship in his efforts to win approval of legislation?

2.  What factors determine the success rates of presidents in winning approval of legislation by Congress?

December 5th and 8th.  The Power to Make War, the Problem of Ending It.
Andrew J. Polsky, “The Presidency at War:  Unchecked Power, Uncertain Leadership,” Nelson #17.

Andrew J.  Polsky, “Staying the Course:  Presidential Leadership, Military Stalemate, and Strategic Inertia,” Perspectives on Politics 8 (1) (March 2010):  127-39.  [Blackboard]
Stephen Benedict Dyson, “George W. Bush, the Surge, and Presidential Leadership,” Political Science Quarterly 124 (4) (2010-2011):  557-85.  [Blackboard]
Response questions:
1.  Why do presidents find it difficult to end unsuccessful wars?
2.  Compare and contrast George W. Bush’s Iraq surge decision and Barack Obama’s decision to increase troops in Afghanistan.
December 12th.  Presidents, Congress, and the Bureaucracy.
David E. Lewis and Terry M. Moe, “Presidents and the Bureaucracy:  The Levers of Presidential Control,” Nelson # 13.

December 19th.  Take-Home Final Exam Due at 3:45 PM.





