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Winter 2008
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Office hours:  Mon: 3:30-5 p.m.; Weds: 1-2:30 p.m. 
This course is designed to give students a foundational understanding of the main institutional features of the American democracy; the nature of mass participation in politics; and the core issues that underlie contemporary controversies on civil liberties, inequality, the definition of citizenship, and the purpose of government.

Throughout the term, the class will visit and revisit the following question: how well does our modern-day political system live up to the ideals set out by the founders?  To help you think fruitfully about this difficult question, we study several classic texts on American constitutional democracy and also consider the arguments of modern day critics of the way our modern day democracy actually works today.   

You will find it useful to compare the political systems of the United States and other advanced industrial democracies.  By taking a comparative perspective, we can gain insight into what sorts of policy outcomes the writers of constitutions hard-wire into national policy-making processes.   No set of rules for making decisions is completely neutral, and it is important that you come to understand how specific “rules of the game” bias political and policy outcomes in predictable directions.

Yet any democracy is shaped by its voting citizenry and not simply by its constitutional rules.  We spend much of the first half of the term analyzing the interests and opinions of the citizenry and other members of the political community.  What ideas and interests do Americans hold in common?  What political and social cleavages matter most?  Is America so divided by partisanship that it has become extremely hard to govern?  Is inequality still a persistent and deep problem?

The start of the 2008 election season gives us an opportunity to watch and analyze democracy in action on a national scale.  To help understand the electoral process, we first study the history of the party system in the U.S.  We then turn to study the civil rights movement and how conservative populism rose in response to its legacy during the late 20th century.  Populist backlash against racial liberalism and taxes led to change in partisan alignment of the voters especially in the southern states, and this was the precursor to the current polarization of the electorate.  

In the first half of the term, we study the voting public.  I introduce you to studies of public opinion and how to analyze survey data.  Using theories of voting and analyzing recent polls, you will devise a campaign strategy for a presidential candidate and describe it in a five-page paper.  I also ask you to consider the impact of YouTube presidential debates, campaign websites, blogs, and other forms of disseminating political information through the internet.

 In the second half of the course, we analyze the design of national institutions of American government: federalism, Congress, the presidency, and the federal judiciary.  In this section of the course, students will engage in debates on how the Constitution defines the role of these institutions, how well they work in practice, and how they might be reformed to perform better.

In the final week, the class takes a look at efforts to increase participatory democracy at the local level.   We revisit the question posed at the start of the class, i.e. how closely does the actual practice of democracy reflect the founding principles of the Constitution?  You will consider controversial proposals to “deepen” democracy and move beyond limitations of a constitutional democracy to a deliberate form of democracy. 

The class combines lectures and discussions. You are expected to complete all readings and other assignments before class.  Occasionally, for an assignment you are asked to watch a film or meet with a small group. The lectures and discussions do not simply rehearse information in the readings, which you will have already studied.  In class, we explore in more depth the conceptual underpinnings and empirical implications of arguments in the texts.  The class will be successful if you come prepared to ask thoughtful questions and offer interpretations and analysis of the readings.

I also encourage students to attend an optional field trip to observe the Iowa Caucuses on January 3rd.  Understanding politics requires thoughtful reading, reflection, and also some hands-on practice, whether through in-class simulations of political processes or direct observation of events in the community.  The class uses a combination of these forms of learning activities.

Required books
Theodore Lowi, Benjamin Ginsberg, and Kenneth A. Shepsle. 2006. American Government, 9th Edition. Norton. 

 
Morton Keller. 2007.  America's Three Regimes. Oxford.


Thomas Byrne Edsall and Mary D. Edsall. 1992. Chain Reaction. Norton. 


William H. Riker. 1986. The Art of Political Manipulation. Yale.


Robert A. Dahl. 2002.  How Democratic is the American Constitution? Yale.


David T. Canon, John J. Coleman, and Kenneth R,. Mayer. 2006. Enduring Debate, 4th edition. Norton. 


Book chapters and articles listed in the syllabus will be on e-reserves.

Course requirements
Regular attendance is required.  Being late to class and unexcused absences will negatively affect your grade.  As mentioned above, you will also be expected to complete class readings before class begins.

There are several writing exams and exercises.  You will be asked to write one five-page paper, which will design a campaign strategy for a presidential candidate during the 2008 primary season.  It should be double-spaced with one-inch margins.  In addition, I will ask you to write two short papers, one-and-a-half to two pages in length.

A take-home midterm will consist of two short essays on the readings and class topics covered to date.  The total length should be five pages, double spaced with one-inch margins.

There will be some group exercise, in which you will join with a few other students to present arguments on one side of an informal debate.  The debate will be organized as a simulation.  This will require some background reading and preparation but does not entail extensive research.

There will be a self-scheduled final exam (not a take-home exam), consisting of three short essays, which will require you to synthesize material covered over the entire term.

Grading System


Participation                                                          20%


Take-home Midterm                                              20%

            Final                                                                       30%

            Five-page paper on campaign strategy                  15%

            Oral exercise                                                          10%

            2 Short papers                                                          2.5% each. 5% total

The term is short and class meets only twice a week.  Two unexcused absences will result in lowering you final grade by a full letter grade.  Lateness to class is not acceptable and will negatively affect your grade. 

Late papers, including the midterm and all other papers, will receive a grade penalty of one full letter grade per day, starting immediately after the date and time it is due.

Academic Honesty
You are expected to understand and adhere to Carleton’s standards of academic honesty.  You may not discuss the midterm or final exam with anybody except the instructor.  You can bring your questions about the midterm to class.  All work must be your own, and you must properly cite sources in your essays.  In writing the five-page paper and 2 short papers, you  may discuss you ideas with others, but the writing must be your own. 
Schedule of Readings and Topics

Week 1.  Introduction to Course

      1/3: Puzzles and How We Will Approach Them

         Read sometime the following 2 items over next two weeks and bring your

            comments to class on 1/22:

         Thomas Friedman, “Generation Q”, Op-ed article in New York Times,10/10/07

             http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/10/opinion/10friedman.html?_r=1&oref=slogin
          Doug McAdam, Freedom Summer. Tandem. 2001. pp. 3-10, 66-147.
Week 2.  Foundational Principles of the American Democracy

      1/8

       Lowi et al, American Government, ch. 1

       Canon et al, The Enduring Debate, ch. 1        

       1/10

        Lowi et al, American Government, ch. 3

        Canon et al, The Enduring Debate, ch. 4

         Informal debate.

         Prompt for short paper #1 distributed by email on Friday, 1/11.

Week 3. Comparative Analysis  

       1/15

       Dahl, How Democratic Is the American Constitution? pp. 73-140.

       Short paper #1 due at the start of class 1/15.

       1/17 

      Gerry Stoker, Why Politics Matters: Making Democracy Work.  Palgrave. 2006.  ch. 2, 4.

       Midterm prompts distributed on Sunday, 1/20.

Week 4. Historical perspectives 

         1/22

            Cornell West, Democracy Matters: Winning the Fight Against Imperialism.

                Penguin. 2004. ch. 1

             Alan Brinkley, “Challenge to Deliberative Democracy,” in Alan Brinkley,

                Nelson Polsby, and Kathleen Sullivan, The New Federalist Papers. Norton. 1997.  

          1/24

              Morton Keller, America’s Three Regimes,  Introduction, ch. 7, 8, 9.

              Take-home Midterm is due on Sunday, 1/27 at 5 p.m..  Email it to instructor

               and remember to cc: yourself.

Week 5. Conservative Populism and Race

         1/29

        Chain Reaction, ch. 1, 2, 4, 8, 9.

         1/31

         Chain Reaction, ch. 10, 11. Watch the film Blackout before 1/31 class. 

          Lecture on Campaigns Strategies. 

          Optional reading: Spencer Overton, Stealing Democracy: The New Politics of Voter 

               Suppresion. Norton.  2006.  ch. 1, 2.

           Extra credit assignment:

                  Read Stealing Democracy, meet with other students who read it, and give an

                  oral report on the book. You group will then lead a class discussion on

                  these questions: Does the book shed light on what happened in the film Blackout?

Week 6. A Divided Electorate? 

          Meet this week in computer lab.

           2/5 A profile of the American electorate

                Earle Black and Merle Black, Divided America: The Ferocious Power Struggle
                   In American Politics. New York: Simon and Schuster. 2007. ch. 1, 5, 6, 9.

           2/7    Analysis of National Election Study data 

               No readings.  Data analysis exercise due in class, to be distributed.

Week 7 - Federalism

       2/12

      Watch film at scheduled time before class, When the Levees Broke.

      Samuel Kernell and Gary C. Jacobson, Logic of American Politics, ch. 1, 3.

       2/14

       Discussion: How federalism shapes immigration politics, comparative perspectives.

       News articles to be distributed.
       Friday, 2/15: Five-page paper on campaign strategy is due at 5 p.m.
Week 8:  Congress

   2/19

   Optional background reading: Lowi et al, American Government, ch. 5

   Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein, The Broken Branch: How Congress is Failing

       American and How to Get Back On Track. Oxford. 2006. ch. 3, 6.

   2/21

   Congress Riker, The Art of Political Manipulation, Preface, Lincoln at Freeport, 

           Chauncey Depew and the Seventeenth Amendment, Camouflaging a Gerrymander, 

           Gouverneur Morris in the Philadelphia Convention, Exploiting the Powell Amendment,

           Conclusion.

Week 9: The Presidency

     2/26

     Andrew Rudalevige, The New Imperial Presidency: Renewing Presidential Power After
         Watergate. Univ. of Michigan. 2007. ch. 1, III, VII

      The Enduring Debate, ch. 6

      Optional reading: American Government,  ch. 6

      Informal class debate.

    2/28

    Mark Tushnet, A Court Divided – Gore/Race and Education/Abortion

    Lowi et al, American Government, ch. 8

Canon et al, The Enduring Debate, ch. 8

  Prompt for short paper #2 distributed by email on Friday, 2/29.

Week 10:  Challenges in the Modern Practice of Democracy

   3/4  Markus Prior, Post Broadcast Democracy: How Media Choice Increases Inequality in

           Political Involvement and Polarizes Elections. Cambridge. 2007.  ch. 1.  

   3/6  Review West and Stoker readings from Week 4 and 5.

           Student presentations and discussion of paper #2 and reflections on campaign

                strategy paper.     

            Conclusion

            Short paper #2 is due in class on 3/6.

The final exam will be self-scheduled during finals week.

