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COURSE OBJECTIVES

The purpose of this course is to analyze the constitutional authority, structure and operations of the executive and legislative branches of the United States government, with an emphasis on their relationships. The major text for the course (by Robinson) argues that since the 1960s the American constitutional system has been in near continuous crisis. The course addresses six (6) major questions (variables) in terms of a perceived “crisis” in American government in terms of its capacity to deal with the nation’s problems. The first question is whether the source of the crisis is structural – the separation of powers – as argued by Robinson. The second is whether its source is in the character of recent presidents. The third is whether the crisis is a function of a divided government, as discussed in Fiorina. The fourth is whether the crisis is in the two party system, as argued by Kay Lawson. The fifth is whether the crisis is in the complex “Dance of Legislation” that constitute the organization and procedures of Congress. And the last is whether the crisis is in “us”, a divided people as also argued by Fiorina.

COURSE PROJECT
Also, each semester we do a special project. In recent years, we focused on reform in the presidential selection process, the “Contract With America”, Clinton’s proposed national health insurance reforms, the impeachment of President Clinton, the civil war era presidents, President Truman’s decision to recognize Israel and the presidential nominating process. This semester we focus on the constitutional meanings and historical conflicts over the war powers between Congress and the Presidency .

COURSE REQUIREMENTS

The written requirements are a midterm and final examination, and the special project papers. The midterm will occur after we complete the units on the presidency and the final will cover the remaining units and will be distributed a week before the semester ends.  Each examination will be take home, approximately 12-15 pages in length and you will have a week to complete it. The special project paper is discussed in the guidelines attached to the syllabus. Penalties will be imposed for work submitted beyond the deadline. 
(TEXTBOOKS (AVAILABLE IN BOOKSTORE)

D. Robinson, To The Best of My Ability: The Presidency and the Constitution
R. Baker, House and Senate
E. Redman, The Dance of Legislation
M. Fiorina, Divided Government
NOTE: In addition to the assigned texts, there are for several of the units required readings on electronic reserve in the library.

ATTENDANCE AND PARTICIPATION are required. More than two unexcused absences will affect the determination of the final grade. Students are expected to read the work assigned and come to class prepared for informed discussion. 

TOPICS

I

The Idea of “Crisis” in American Government: The Problem

Assigned
D. Robinson, To The Best of My Ability, Part I.

M. Fiorina, Divided Government, Preface to 2nd ed., Chapter 1.

II
The Philosophical and Historical Origins of the Constitution, with Special Reference to Congress and the Presidency.

Assigned
D. Robinson, To The Best of My Ability, Chaps 1-4.

R. Baker, House and Senate, Chap. 1.

The U.S. Constitution
Strongly Recommended
It is assumed that as advanced undergraduate majors you are familiar with John Locke’s The Second Treatise on Government, the principal source of the philosophical principles underlying the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.

III

The Problem of Character, Presidential and Personal.

Assigned

J. Barber, The Presidential Character, Chap. 1 (on Reserve).

G. Willis, The Kennedy Imprisonment, (on Reserve):190-94.

NOTE: The “Presidential character” is covered in the readings. Personal character and its relationship to the presidential character are covered in lectures. 

IV

The Presidency: Roles and Responsibilities

Assigned
D. Robinson, To the Best of My Ability, Chaps. 5-6, 11, 9-10.

NOTE: These chapters focus only on the commander & chief and chief executive roles of the President. We cover the other roles in discussions and subsequent chapters from Robinson.

V

Theories of Presidential Power and “Greatness”

Each of these essays are on electronic reserve.

Assigned
Three theories of presidential power by three Presidents

A. Lincoln’s “The Prerogative Theory”  (1864)

T. Roosevelt’s “Stewardship Theory” (1913)

W. Taft “A Restricted View of the Office” (1916)

Presidential Rankings: Who’s the Greatest, Who’s the Worst

Assigned

A. Schlesinger, Sr., “Our Presidents: Ratings By 74 Historians” (1962, on Reserve)

A. Schlesinger, Jr., “Rating the Presidents: From Washington To Clinton” (1997, on Reserve)

VI

Discussion of Special Project Papers.

VII

The Two Party System, the collapse of the New Deal Party System and the Presidential - Congressional Election Process since 1968.

Assigned
D. Robinson, To The Best of My Ability, Chap. 7.

R. Baker, House and Senate,  Chap. 4.

M. Fiorina, Divided Government, Chaps. 2-5.

Kay Lawson, “The Case for a Multiparty System” in P. Herrnson and J. Green (eds)  Multi-Party Politics in America (on electronic reserve).

J. Bibby, “In Defense of the Two Party System” in Herrnson and Green (eds), Multi-Party Politics in America (on electronic reserve)

NOTE:  A good part of the material on the collapse of the New Deal Party System, and elections since 1968 are based on lectures.

VIII

The Power of Congress, with emphasis on the Commerce Clause and the “Power of the Purse”

Assigned
Lecture

IX

Congressional Organization and Procedures

Assigned
R. Baker, House and Senate, Chaps. 1-3, 4-7.

E. Redman, The Dance of Legislation (Entire text should be read by this point. Students will be called on to draw on this volume in discussion of specific procedures in the legislative process).

X

The “Crisis” in American Government: The Evidence and Rebuttal”

Assigned

D. Robinson, To The Best of My Ability, Chaps 8-11.

M. Fiorina, Divided Government, Chaps. 6-7.

XI

The “Crisis” in American Government and Proposals for Reform

Assigned

D. Robinson, To The Best of My Ability, Chap. 12.

