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Goals and Objectives of Course

The purposes of this seminar is to examine the operations of American political institutions, beginning with their philosophical and constitutional origins. There are several ways of doing this basic seminar, and its content generally varies by the theoretical, substantive or ideological interests of the instructor. When I have taught it in the past I have used a disciplinary focus, employing as major text the state of discipline volumes published periodically by the American Political Science Association. These volumes review the state of research in the various fields of political science, including American politics. The most recent volume (see Ira Katznelson and Helen Milner (eds) Political Science: State of the Discipline, 2002), however, is so esoteric that even I found it difficult to make sense of (generally students find all the disciplines volumes too esoteric). Thus, this semester I will use the traditional institutional approach.

Reading and Discussion

The course involves the reading of a book a week on a major US political institution. The reading is required as the seminar is premised on your having read the material prior to each class and your asking and answering questions on the basis of the books. The course has a thesis or hypothesis: Using Dahl’s book as a point of departure the question is “How democratic are US political institutions?” To answer the question will require us to spend sometime throughout the semester defining and arguing about the meaning of democracy, procedurally and substantively.

Written Work

Each student will select or be assigned one topic or institution for preparation of a research paper. Assignments will be made on the second meeting and by week four students should visit the office to discuss the research. The papers should deal with the course hypothesis – how democratic is the institution? The assigned and suggested readings constitute points of departure for the research.

A final comprehensive take home examination is also required. It too will be organized around the course hypothesis.

Course Grade

Although some attention will be paid to participation in the discussions in determining the final grade, the written work submitted will be in the main despositive.

Classic Writings on the American Democracy

If you have not read, at some point you should read the following:

Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, James Madison, The Federalist Papers.
Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 1.

Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy.

Outline of Topics, Assigned and Suggested Readings

I. The Philosophical Foundation of US Government and Politics.

Assigned

John Locke, The Second Treatise of Government.


Further Reading
C.B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: From Hobbes to Locke.

Richard Ashcraft, Revolutionary Politics and Locke’s Two Treatises of Government.

Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America
II. The Constitution

Assigned

Robert Dahl, How Democratic Is the Constitution?
Further Reading
Charles Beard, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution.

Robert Brown, Charles Beard and the Constitution: A Critical Analysis of an Economic Interpretation of the Constitution.

Max Farrand, The Framing of the Constitution of the United States.
III. The Distribution of Power in the US: Conceptual, Methodological and Substantive Problems.

Assigned

C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite.


Further Reading
Robert Dahl, Who Governs: Democracy and Power in an American City.

G.William Domhoff, The Power Elite and The State
Charles Lindbloom, Politics and Markets.
John Manley, Neo-Pluralism: A Class Analysis of Pluralism I & II, with responses by Robert Dahl and Charles Lindbloom, American Political Science Review, 77(June 1983): 368-389.
Thomas Dye, Who’s Running America: The Bush II Years.

IV. The Congress and Presidency.

Assigned

Ross Baker, House and Senate.

Donald Robinson, To the Best of My Ability: The Presidency and the Constitution.

Morris Fiorina, Divided Government.

Further Reading
Woodrow Wilson, Congressional Government.

Lawrence Dodd and Baruce Oppenheimer, Congress Reconsidered (7th ed.).

Nelson Polsby, How Congress Evolves: The Social Bases of Institutional Change.

Louis Koenig, The Chief Executive.

Arthur Schlesigner, The Imperial Presidency.

Michael Nelson, The Presidency and the Political System.

V. The Supreme Court.

Assigned
William Leuctenberg, The Supreme Court Reborn: The Constitutional Revolution in the Age of Roosevelt.

Further Reading
Gerald Rosenberg, The Hollow Hope: Can Courts Bring About Social Change?

John Howard, The Shifting Wind: The Supreme Court and Civil Rights From Reconstruction to Brown.

Larry Kramer, The People Themselves: Popular Constitutionalism and Judicial Review
VI. Political Parties
Assigned

Samuel Eldersveld and Hanes Walton, Jr., Political Parties in American Society.


Further Reading
Maurice Durerger, Political Parties: Their Organization and Activity in the Modern State.

William Chambers and Walter Burnham, The American Party System.
Steven Rosenstone, Roy Behr and Edward Lazarus, Third Parties in America.
VII. The Media.

Assigned

Timothy Cook, Governing With The News: The News Media As A Political Institution


Further Reading
Doris Graber, Mass Media and American Politics.
Herbert Gans, Deciding What’s News: A Study of the CBS Evening News, ABC Nightly News, Newsweek, and Times.

David Halberstam, The Powers That Be.

VIII. The Politics of Race.

Assigned

Lani Guinier and Gerald Torres, The Miner’s Canary: Enlisting Race, Resisting Power, and Transforming Democracy.


Further Reading
Robert C. Smith, We Have No Leaders: African Americans in the Post Civil Rights Era.

Yen Le Espirilu, Asian American Panethnicity: Bridging Institutions and Identity.

Rodolfo de la Graza, Latino Voices: Mexican Puerto Rican and Cuban Perspectives on American Politics.

