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Political Science 309 – The American Presidency


Andrew Hamilton’s then-controversial assertion in Federalist #70 that “energy in the executive is a leading character in the definition of good government” has become the conventional wisdom of our time.  No other individual in our political system remotely approaches the powers accorded to the American president.  
In studying this unique and powerful institution, this class has four goals:  (1) an understanding of the “institutional basics” of the presidency, (2) an appreciation of the historical presidency as explained by Stephen Skowronek, (3) a comprehension of the powers and limits of the political presidency as analyzed by Richard Neustadt and William Howell and (4) an examination of how scholars have viewed the presidency over time, chronicled by Raymond Tatalovich and Thomas Engeman.

A seminar is owned by its students, but ownership has its share of obligations.  You will set the discussion agenda through your discharge of these obligations.  Beginning on January 22, one of you will write a brief “critical analysis” of the readings for each class session, responding to the questions about the assignments in the enclosed questionnaire for analyzing the logic of an assignment.  I will present the first critical analysis on January 20, on chapters from the Tatalovich and Engeman book, to show you how to do it.

The remaining members of the class must write at least three discussion questions or critical observations on the daily assignments.  Each one of these must be longer than a sentence but no longer than a paragraph in length.  All of this must be submitted to me (preferably via e-mail) by 9 AM of the day of the relevant seminar session.  Your work at this, and actual class participation, constitutes forty percent (120 points) of your seminar grade.  On January 8 and 15, when we consider institutional basics, each student in the class must submit three discussion questions or critical observations by the 9 AM deadline.
Sixty percent (180 points) of your seminar grade depends upon the quality of the seminar paper you write.  I will help you select a topic and advise you during the paper-writing process.  You will need to decide on a topic by Tuesday, January 15 and hand in an explanation of your topic that is at least a paragraph in length.  An outline of your paper (three-page minimum) is due to me at my office by noon on Thursday, February 26.  An optional rough draft can be submitted no later than noon, Wednesday, March 3 at my office.  A hard copy of the final draft of the paper is due to me at my office by 5:00 PM on Wednesday, March 10.  You have several options concerning paper topics.  Guidance on these options appears later in the syllabus.  

Course Readings
Joseph Pika, John Maltese and Norman Thomas, THE POLITICS OF THE 
PRESIDENCY (5th edition, 2002)

Raymond Tatalovich and Thomas Engeman, THE PRESIDENCY AND POLITICAL 
SCIENCE (2003)
Stephen Skowronek, THE POLITICS PRESIDENTS MAKE (1997)

Richard Neustadt, PRESIDENTIAL POWER AND THE MODERN PRESIDENTS 
(1990)

William Howell, BEYOND PERSUASION (2003)

Michael Nelson, ed., THE PRESIDENCY AND THE POLITICAL SYSTEM (2003)

300 total points are awarded for seminar work. 270 points (90%) earns an “A,” 240 points (80%) a “B,” 210 points (70%) a “C,” and 180 points (60%) a “D.”

The following course books are required reading.  They are available in the bookstore.  BE SURE to bring your copy of any book assigned for a particular day to class that day.  If using a reserve book, also BE SURE to bring it to class for use during the seminar.

Class Schedule

January 6  Introduction to the class

January 8  Institutional Basics I


Pika, chs. 1, 6, 10; Nelson, pp. 470-478

January 13  Presidential Selection


Pika, Ch. 2; Nelson, pp. 217-258

January 15  Institutional Basics II

PAPER TOPICS DUE AT CLASS


Pika, chs. 3, 5; Nelson, pp. 481-506     (at least one paragraph on this)
January 20  The Presidency and Political Science I


Tatalovich, introduction and chs. 2, 3

January 22  The Presidency and Political Science II


Tatalovich, chs. 4, 6, 8

January 27  The Presidency and Political Science III


Tatalovich, chs. 9, 10, conclusion; Nelson, pp. 1-7

January 29  The Historical Presidency I


Skowronek, Preface, pp. 1-85, 110-128

February 3  The Historical Presidency II


Skowronek, pp. 129-154, 177-285
February 5  The Historical Presidency III


Skowronek, pp. 287-406

February 10  The Historical Presidency IV

Skowronek, pp. 407-464; Nelson, pp. 79-106, 150-155, 355-386

February 12  The Political Presidency I


Neustadt, Prefaces, pp. 3-72

February 17  The Political Presidency II


Neustadt, 73-90, 128-166

February 19  The Political Presidency III


Neustadt, 167-268

February 24  The Political Presidency IV


Nelson, pp. 259-302, 329-351

February 26  Beyond Persuasion I   PAPER OUTLINES DUE AT CLASS


Howell, chs. 1, 3, 4               

(three page minimum)
March 2  Beyond Persuasion II


Howell, chs. 5-7

March 4  The G. W. Bush Presidency


Pika, ch. 11; handouts

March 9  Comparative Perspectives


Nelson, pp. 29-78
On Research Papers

You can pursue one of several avenues for your research papers.  The final paper must be between 18 and 23 pages long, printed with one-inch margins, double-spaced, 12-point font, and parenthetical references in the text with a list of complete citations for those references at the rear of the paper.  Here are some suggestions on how to proceed:
You could compare two presidencies.  Stephen Skowronek provides a classification of similar presidencies, and you might pick two of his similar presidencies and explore just how similar and different they were from each other, employing Skowronek’s own criteria.

You could argue a position in the debate between Neustadt and Howell on the centrality of persuasion to presidential performance.  This would involve a critique of each approach and an original conclusion of your own, siding with one approach or proposing a synthesis or other original alternative.

You could assess and critique the three major rubrics for evaluating the presidency identified by Tatalovich and Engeman:  the Hamiltonian, Jeffersonian and Progressive approaches.  This would involve a critique of each approach and an original conclusion of your own, siding with one approach or proposing a synthesis or other original alternative.

You could do a quantitative analysis of an aspect of the presidency.  For example, we have available fifty years of surveys of presidential performance in the National Election Studies from the University of Michigan.  You could examine reasons for voters’ presidential choices or their approval of a president’s performance, in one election year or over time.
You could do a policy paper on a particular area of policy in a given presidency.  Such a paper would define the policy pursued by the administration in terms of its logic and arguments,  explain the politics of the policy area, present critical perspectives from other authors about the policy and draw original conclusions about policy substance and the politics of the policy area.  Examples:  energy policy under Jimmy Carter, welfare reform under Bill Clinton, strategic nuclear policy under Ronald Reagan.

Other topics and approaches are possible.  Feel free to consult with me about them.

