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American Government and Politics 
 
GOVT 151, Fall 2015 
SCIE 113, TR 9:00-10:20am  
 
Instructor: Sam Rosenfeld 
Office: PAC 308 
Office hours: Tuesday 4:00-6:00pm, Thursday 10:30am-12:30pm, and by appointment 
Phone: 860-685-2990; Email: shrosenfeld@wesleyan.edu  
 
Americans have long celebrated their country’s political heritage as a pioneer in democratic 
politics with of one of the oldest written constitutions still in use. For over two centuries, many 
have reveled in the country’s “exceptional” civic characteristics. Yet politics in the contemporary 
United States seems riven by particularly intense conflict, and American governance is 
frequently described as dysfunctional, even broken. What connects the constitutional system and 
democratic culture that so many Americans revere with the modern discord and gridlock that so 
many Americans lament? And what might a more systematic and historically informed 
understanding of the American political process tell us about the prospects and pathways for 
improving it?  
 
This course will seek to help students – as both scholars and democratic citizens – answer these 
questions, by introducing them to the study of American political institutions, the policymaking 
process, and the distribution of political power in American society. By the end of the course, 
you should be able to: 
 

• Describe the basic structure of American national political institutions and their historical 
development; 

• Identify ways in which that structure shapes the policymaking process; 
• Understand the role of the public, interest groups, and party organizations in affecting the 

actions of government; 
• Analyze American politics from a comparative perspective, by identifying both unique 

and shared characteristics between the American system and those in other countries; 
• Appraise contemporary debates about politics and governance in a more informed, 

analytically rigorous manner; and 
• Make clear, compelling, and evidenced-based arguments about major issues in American 

politics through effective analytical writing. 

READINGS:  
 
The following required texts are available at the bookstore for rental or purchase. All readings 
not included in the volumes below will be posted on Moodle. 
 

• Samuel Kernell, Gary Jacobson, Thad Kousser, and Lynn Vavreck, The Logic of 
American Politics 7th Ed. (2015) [referred to as KJKV below] 

• Robert Dahl, How Democratic is the American Constitution? 2nd Ed. (2003) 
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• Alan Abramowitz, The Polarized Public?	Why American Government is So 
Dysfunctional (2013) 

 
In addition to the assigned readings, students are also encouraged to follow contemporary 
political and policy news by regularly reading newspapers like the New York Times or 
Washington Post; politics-focused online magazines such as Vox and Politico; and political 
science blogs like Mischiefs of Faction, Polyarchy, and The Monkey Cage. We will be drawing 
from ongoing news stories and political controversies to inform our class discussions throughout 
the semester.  
 
PARTICIPATION, ASSIGNMENTS, AND GRADING: 
 
This course will be taught seminar-style, in that in-class discussion as well as group work and 
occasional writing response exercises will be regular components of the meetings. Completed 
reading assignments, regular attendance, and active participation are all, thus, mandatory 
requirements. Active participation involves asking questions, answering questions, offering your 
opinions, and engaging in small-group work. To discuss American politics unavoidably means 
discussing contentious and controversial subjects. That makes it all the more important for us to 
model thoughtful citizenship and deliberation by stating our opinions constructively and 
respectfully and listening carefully when fellow classmates are speaking.  
 
The most effective route to clear and rigorous understanding of complex problems can be found 
in the challenge of analytical writing. You will write two papers intended to compel you to 
engage course material and to articulate clear and persuasive analytical arguments. The 
assignment for the first paper (4-5 pages) will ask you to critically engage Robert Dahl’s 
arguments in How Democratic is the American Constitution? For the second paper (8-10 pages), 
you will be asked to write on one topic from a list of several options I will distribute during the 
semester. You will identify at least five outside scholarly texts on the topic in addition to 
readings assigned in class, and you will analyze these texts in the service of making a clear and 
compelling argument. As needed, we will devote class time throughout the semester to 
discussing the development of effective writing habits and strategies for tackling common 
writing challenges.  
 
In addition to the papers and regular participation in class, students’ grasp of the material will be 
assessed through a midterm and final exam.  
Course grades are broken down as follows:  
 

• 15% participation 
• 15% Paper 1 
• 5% Paper 2 proposal and bibliography 
• 20% Paper 2  
• 20% midterm 
• 25% final exam 
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Some key dates to keep in mind relating to the assignments are: 
• October 8 – Paper 1 due 
• October 22 – in-class midterm 
• November 15 – Paper 2 proposal and annotated bibliography due 
• December 7 – Paper 2 due 
• December 18 – final exam 

 
CLASSROOM POLICIES: 
 

• Attendance in class is mandatory. Please let me know in advance if you will miss class. 
You may miss up to two classes without penalty, but additional absences require 
documentation of a doctor’s visit, religious observance, or family emergency. Additional 
absences without such documentation will reduce your course grade by 1/3 of a letter 
grade. Students are also expected to arrive to class on time. Three consecutive instances 
of tardiness will result in a 1/3-letter-grade reduction in your overall course grade. 

• A grade for each paper assignment will be reduced by 1/3 of a letter grade for every 24 
period it is submitted late. 

• Cell phone use is prohibited in class, and use of tablets and laptops is discouraged in 
favor of paper note-taking. I hope to make this a laptop-free class not merely because the 
internet presents temptations for distraction (which in turn distracts one’s neighbors), but 
also because research has indicated that we absorb and retain information more 
effectively when taking notes by hand rather than by computer. If this policy presents a 
hardship for you, please discuss it with me during my office hours or by appointment. 

• I expect you to abide by the Wesleyan University Honor Code. Plagiarism in particular is 
a form of academic misconduct that corrodes scholarly inquiry, and I take it seriously. 
Honor Code violations will be reported to the Honor Board.  

• Wesleyan University is committed to ensuring that all qualified students with disabilities 
are afforded an equal opportunity to participate in and benefit from its programs and 
services. To receive accommodations, a student must have a documented disability as 
defined by Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the ADA Amendments Act 
of 2008, and provide documentation of the disability. Since accommodations may require 
early planning and generally are not provided retroactively, please contact Disability 
Resources as soon as possible. If you believe that you need accommodations for a 
disability, please contact Dean Patey in Disability Resources, located in North College, 
Room 021, or call 860-685-2332 for an appointment to discuss your needs and the 
process for requesting accommodations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 4 

CALENDAR: 
CONCEPTS 
 
9/8 Introduction and Course Overview 
 
9/10 Government and Collective Action  

• Hans Noel, “10 Things Political Scientists Know that You Don’t,” The Forum, 2010  
• KJKV: Chapter 1, “The Logic of American Politics”  

 
THE CONSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURE 
 
9/15 What Problems Was the Constitution Meant to Solve? 

• KJKV: Chapter 2, “The Constitution”  
• KJKV appendix 4: Federalist Paper 10 

 
9/17 Why Separated Powers? 

• KJKV appendix 5: Federalist Paper 51 
• Dahl, How Democratic is the American Constitution?, Chapters 1-2  

 
9/22 Why Federalism?  

• KJKV: Chapter 3, “Federalism and the U.S. Constitution” 

9/24 Toward a Constitutional Critique 
• Dahl, How Democratic is the American Constitution?, Chapters 3-5 
• Adam Liptak, “Smaller States Find Outsize Clout Growing in Senate,” New York Times, 

March 11, 2013 
 
9/29 Civil Liberties: The Anti-Federalists’ Gift 

• KJKV: Chapter 5, “Civil Liberties”  
• Matt Ford, “The Supreme Court Comes to Ferguson,” The Atlantic, August 11, 2015  

10/1 The Constitution and “The American Dilemma” 
• KJKV: Chapter 4, “Civil Rights”  

 
10/6 The Politics of Racial Inequality 

• Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations,” The Atlantic, May 21, 2014 

10/8 The Politics of Racial Inequality II 
 
--Paper 1 due Thursday, October 8, 11:59PM-- 
 
10/13 CLASSES CANCELLED 
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THE INSTITUTIONS OF GOVERNMENT 
 
10/15 The Changing “Place” of Congress in the Political System 

• KJKV: Chapter 6, “Congress” 
 
10/20 The Internal Organization of Congress 

• Ezra Klein, “Congressional Dysfunction” card stack, Vox.com  
• John H. Aldrich and David W. Rohde, “Congressional Committees in a Continuing 

Partisan Era,” 2009 
 
10/22 IN-CLASS MIDTERM EXAM 
 

--FALL BREAK-- 
 
10/29 The Evolution of Presidential Power 

• KJKV, Chapter 7, “The Presidency”  
 
11/3 The Double Expectations Gap of the Modern Presidency 

• Ezra Klein, “The Unpersuaded,” The New Yorker, March 19, 2012 

11/5 Politics and the Bureaucracy 
• KJKV: Chapter 8, “The Bureaucracy” 
• Haley Sweetland Edwards, “He Who Makes the Rules,” The Washington Monthly, 

March/April, 2013 

11/10 Democracy, Politics, and the Judiciary 
• KJKV: Chapter 9, “The Federal Judiciary” 
• Drake Bennett, “A Really Restrained Judiciary: Attacking Judicial Activism isn’t Just For 

Conservatives Anymore,” Boston Globe, October 17, 2004 
 
11/12 What Do Americans Think, Why Do They Think It, and What Does it Matter? 

• Larry Bartels, “The Irrational Electorate,” Wilson Quarterly, August 2008 
• Alan Abramowitz, The Polarized Public?, Chs 1, 3 

 
--Paper 2 proposal and annotated bibliography due Sunday, November 15, 11:59PM-- 
 
11/17 The Electoral Connection: Campaigns and Voting  

• KJKV: Chapter 11, “Voting, Campaigns, and Elections”  
• Alexander Keyssar, "The Strange Career of Voter Suppression," New York Times, 

February 12, 2012 
 
11/19 Understanding Modern Polarization 

• Hans Noel, “Polarization is about more than just sorting, but sorting is polarization 
anyway,” Mischiefs of Faction blog, June 25, 2014 

• Abramowitz, Polarized Public, Chs 2, 4, 6 
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11/24 The Rise, Fall, and Rise of Partisanship in American Government 
• KJKV: Chapter 12, “Political Parties”  
 

--THANKSGIVING BREAK-- 
 
DEMOCRATIC “OUTPUTS”: POLICY AND GOVERNANCE 
 
12/1 The Permeable State: Interest Groups and Governance  

•  “American People Hire High-Powered Lobbyist to Represent their Interests in 
Congress,” The Onion, October 16, 2010 

• KJKV: Chapter 13, “Interest Groups”  
• John R. Wright, “The Evolution of Interest Groups”  

 
12/3 Does Politics Mitigate or Exacerbate Inequality?  

• Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson, “Winner Take-All Politics: Public Policy, Political 
Organization, and the Precipitous Rise of Top Incomes in the United States,” Politics & 
Society 38 (June 2010) 

 
--Paper 2 due Monday, December 7, 11:59PM--  
 
12/8 American Policymaking in the 21st Century 

• KJKV: Chapter 15, “Is There a Logic to American Policy?” 

12/10 Is American Politics in Crisis? 
• Matthew Yglesias, “American Democracy is Doomed,” Vox.com, March 2, 2015 

 
12/18 2:00pm-5:00pm FINAL EXAM 
 
 
 
 
 
 


