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GOVT 116: American Political Process Professor Gregory Koutnik 
Hamilton College, Fall 2021 Office Hours: KJ 213, T 2-4 pm, W 10-11:45 am, or by appt 
TR 9-10:15 and 10:30-11:45 am, KJ 005 Email: gkoutnik@hamilton.edu 
 
Course Description 
This course provides a survey of the principles, institutions, and controversies of American 
politics. Students will be encouraged to consider both the merits and shortcomings of the 
American political process by engaging in debate and discussion over key questions about 
American government with a focus on American political culture, the U.S. Constitution, branches 
of government, political parties, public opinion, interest groups, the economy, race, foreign 
policy, and federalism. If you are interested in coming to a better understanding of American 
politics and governing institutions, are interested in pursuing a career in politics, policy, or law, 
or are interested in majoring in Government, this course is a great place to start.  
 
Course Texts: The required text for this course is Lowi, Ginsberg, Shepsle, and Ansolabehere, 
American Government: A Brief Introduction, 16th ed. W.W. Norton & Company, 2021 (ISBN: 978-0-
393-53897-7), available at the Hamilton College Bookstore, Sadove Student Center at Emerson 
Hall, 198 College Hill Road. All other readings will be posted on Blackboard under “Documents.”   
 
Electronic Devices: This course involves live polling (details will be discussed in class), so every 
student will need to bring a smartphone or a tablet/laptop to class. However, electronic devices 
are to be used for live polling ONLY, and ONLY during live polling sessions. If I notice a student 
using an electronic device outside of live polling sessions or for a purpose other than participating 
in live polling, that student will receive a warning. If that student does so a second time, their 
overall participation grade will drop by one full letter grade. If you feel that you absolutely need 
to use a laptop during class for notetaking, please speak with me as soon as possible.  
 
Disabilities and Accommodations: 
Hamilton College will make reasonable accommodations for students with properly documented 
disabilities. If you are eligible to receive accommodations and would like to request them for this 
course, be sure to talk with me during the first two weeks of class. You will also need to provide 
Allen Harrison, Assistant Dean of Students (aharriso@hamilaton.edu), with appropriate 
documentation of your disability. This course includes two in-class exams, so be aware of this 
when planning for accommodations.  
 
Course Policies, Assignments, Exams, and Grades 
     Attendance Policy: Attendance will be taken and students are expected to attend class regularly. 
However, every student gets two free absences, no questions asked, provided the student notifies 
me of each absence in advance by email. Any absences that are not cleared with me in advance will 
result in reductions to your participation grade reflecting the number of absences (note: this 
includes absences related to COVID-19, which also need to be cleared with me in advance!). If 
you anticipate needing to miss more than two class sessions this semester, talk to me in advance 
and we will discuss options. Chronic absences will not be tolerated and may be grounds for 
failing the course. In summary: students must communicate with me about all absences! 
     Late Policy: Late assignments will be penalized by half a letter grade for every 24-hour period 
that they are late (e.g. a B+ becomes a B). Extensions on due dates must be discussed with me in 
advance, and I grant them rarely. I will not grant retroactive extensions under any circumstances.  
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     Office Hours: Students are welcome to attend office hours and I strongly encourage every 
student to meet with me within the first few weeks of the course. My office (KJ 213) will be open 
on a walk-in basis every Tuesday (2-4 pm) and Wednesday (10-11:45 am). I am also available by 
appointment at other times via the link posted on Blackboard under “Documents”.  
     Components of Course Grade: Your grade in this course will be determined by the following: 

• Participation and Engagement (20%) 
o Attendance: 5% 
o Online Discussion Posts: 5% 
o In-Class Participation: 10% 

• Politics Journal: 20%  

• Midterm Exam: 30% 

• Final Exam: 30% 
     Participation and Engagement: Students are expected to attend class (see “Attendance Policy” 
above). In-class discussions featuring live polling will take place during most class periods, 
especially on Thursdays, and students are expected to participate. However, I know that not all 
students feel equally comfortable speaking in front of their peers, so students will also participate 
through written posts online (on Blackboard under “Discussion Board”) in response to discussion 
questions I post after each class session. Think of the discussion board as a place where each 
conversation we have during class can continue online. ***Needless to say, all conversations, in-
person and online, must remain civil and respectful, even as we disagree. This is a good skill 
not just for college but also for democratic citizenship.*** Here are my expectations for the sort 
of in-class and online participation that will earn you each of the following participation grades: 

• A: Posts and participates often; thoughtful contributions that move discussion forward 

• B: Good, solid participation online and in class 

• C: Occasional comments or posts but shows lack of preparation or engagement 

• D: Attends class but rarely participates or posts, or does so unproductively or uncivilly 
     Politics Journal: Students will keep a politics journal over the course of the semester, with four 
required entries of 250 words each: a political autobiography in which students reflect on their 
political views and identities and how they came to hold them; and three entries in which 
students make a direct and well-developed connection between a news story from a reputable 
source and a core concept from the course (e.g. separation of powers; federalism; parties-in-the-
electorate). At least one of these three entries must focus primarily on state or local politics. The political 
autobiography will be graded for (1) coherence/clarify of writing and content (2) depth and 
nuance of the autobiography. The other three entries will be graded for (1) coherence/clarity, (2) 
quality and relevance of the news article, (3) strength of the connection made to a relevant concept 
from the course, and (4) depth and nuance of the analysis. Reputable news sources include the 
Wall Street Journal, the New York Times, the Washington Post, or any flagship local/regional 
daily newspaper (e.g. the Boston Globe; the San Francisco Chronicle). The news article must be a 
reported news piece and not an opinion or analysis piece. Come talk to me if you have any questions 
about a potential news source.  
     Exams: There will be two in-class blue book exams in this course, both featuring three sections: 
(1) Key Term IDs; (2) Short Answers; (3) Essays. The first exam is a midterm and covers all the 
material up to the exam. The final exam is partly cumulative—that is, it will focus more heavily 
on the material from the second half of the course but will also cover some earlier course material.  
     Grade Scale: 

  A 94-100%   B+ 87-90%   C+ 77-80%   D+ 67-70% F 0-60% 

  A-  90-94%   B 83-87%   C 73-77%   D 63-67% 

   B- 80%-83%   C- 70-73%   D- 60-63%  
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Academic Integrity: Breaches of academic integrity—including cheating and plagiarism—will not 
be tolerated in this or any other course at Hamilton. If you have any doubt about the details of 
the honor code you signed before registering for your first courses at Hamilton, review it now at 
https://www.hamilton.edu/student-handbook/studentconduct/honor-code. Ignorance of the 
honor code is not a legitimate excuse for breaches of academic integrity. Any student who 
cheats or plagiarizes on an assignment or exam will receive an automatic zero for the 
assignment or exam and will be reported to the Dean of Students Office.  

 
Course Schedule (Readings are to be completed prior to the class for which they are listed) 
 
Thursday, August 26 – Course Overview; What is American Politics For? 

• No Assigned Reading (read ahead for next week; find on Blackboard under “Documents”) 
 
Week 1 – American Identity and Ideals 
 
Tuesday, August 31: What Does It Mean To Be American? 

• Edmund Burke, “Conciliation with the Colonies” (excerpt) 

• Emma Lazarus, “The New Colossus” 

• Langston Hughes, “Freedom’s Plow” 
 
Thursday, September 2: The Multiple Traditions of American Politics 

• The Declaration of Independence (in textbook appendix, or find online) 

• Gordon Wood, “Republicanism” 

• Rogers Smith, “The Multiple Traditions in America” 
 
**Journal Entry #1 (Political Autobiography) DUE Sunday, 9/5 at 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
 

Part I – Governing Institutions 
 
Week 2 – The Constitution  
 
Tuesday, September 7: The Revolution and the Constitution 

• Morone and Kersh, “The Constitution”  

• The Constitution of the United States of America (in textbook appendix, or find online) 
o Pay close attention to the parts of the text in italics, which are portions of the 1787 

Constitution that have been changed by later amendments. Treat this reading assignment 
as if you were reading two separate constitutions: the original from 1789 (with the 
italicized text and without the twenty-seven amendments) and the one we have now 
(without the italicized text and with the twenty-seven amendments). We will discuss the 
differences between these two constitutions in class.  

 
Thursday, September 9: Should the Constitution Have Been Ratified? Do We Need a New One? 

• Federalist Papers No. 10 and No. 51 (in textbook appendix, or find online) 

• Antifederalist Paper No. 1 (Brutus) 

• Robert Dahl, How Democratic Is the American Constitution? (selections) 

• Akhil Reed Amar, “America’s Constitution” 

https://www.hamilton.edu/student-handbook/studentconduct/honor-code
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• OPTIONAL: Herbert Storing, “What the Antifederalists Were For” 
 
Week 3 – The Presidency 
 
Tuesday, September 14: The Presidency 

• Textbook Chapter 6 

• Lowi et al, “Presidential Powers: Myth and Reality” 
 
Thursday, September 16: How Powerful is the Presidency? 

• Richard Neustadt, Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents (excerpt) 

• Abraham Lincoln, “On the Suspension of Habeas Corpus” 

• Stephen Skowronek, “Presidential Leadership in Political Time” 
 
Week 4 – Congress  
 
Tuesday, September 21: Congress and Lawmaking 

• Textbook Chapter 5 

• Edmund Burke, “Letter to the Electors of Bristol” 
 
Thursday, September 23: Is Congress Broken? 

• David Mayhew, “Is Congress the ‘Broken Branch’?” 

• Sarah Binder, “Polarized We Govern?” 
 
Week 5 – The Courts 
 
Tuesday, September 28: The Courts and Judicial Review 

• Textbook Chapter 8 

• Gillman, Graber, and Whittington, “The Politics of Constitutional Argument”  

• RECOMMENDED: Morone and Kersh, “Nineteen Cases You Should Know” 

Thursday, September 30: Who Has Authority to Interpret the Constitution? 

• Gillman, Graber, and Whittington, “Constitutional Interpretation and Decision Making,” 
“Constitutional Authority,” and “Constitutional Change” 

• Keith Whittington, “Extrajudicial Constitutional Interpretation” (excerpt; skip footnotes) 
 
**Journal Entry #2 DUE Sunday, October 3 at 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
 
Week 6 – Federalism 
 
Tuesday, October 5: The Compound Republic 

• Morone and Kersh, “Federalism and Nationalism” 
 
Thursday, October 7: The Nationalization of American Politics 

• Martha Derthick, “Keeping the Compound Republic” 

• Daniel Hopkins, The Increasingly United States (excerpt) 

• Optional: Kemp and Moore, “Local Governments in the United States: An Overview of 
Cities and Counties” 
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Week 7 – Exam I and Fall Break 
 

***Tuesday, October 12: IN-CLASS MIDTERM EXAM*** 
 
Thursday, October 14: NO CLASS (Fall Break) 
 

Part II – Democratic Politics 
 
Week 8 – Political Parties 
 
Tuesday, October 19: Political Parties in the U.S. 

• Textbook Chapter 11 

• Morone and Kersh, “Republican Factions and Democratic Factions” 
 
Thursday, October 21: Should the U.S. Abandon the Two Party System? 

• Lee Drutman, “The Two-Party System is Killing Our Democracy” 

• Sukhayl Niyazov, “In Defense of the Two-Party System” 
 
Week 9 – Public Opinion  
 
Tuesday, October 26: Public Opinion and the Media 

• Textbook Chapter 9 
 
Thursday, October 28: Are the American People Polarized? 

• Morris Fiorina, “Has the American Public Polarized?” 

• Lilliana Mason, Uncivil Agreement: How Politics Became Our Identity (excerpts) 
 

Week 10 – Participation, Voting, and Elections 
 
Tuesday, November 2: ELECTION DAY 

• No Assigned Reading (will discuss “Political Hobbyism”) 
 
Thursday, November 4: Participation and Elections 

• Textbook Chapter 10 
 
Week 11 – Civil Rights and Civil Liberties 
 
Tuesday, November 9: Civil Liberties  

• Textbook Chapter 4, pp. 80-102 

• Kelo v. City of New London 
 
Thursday, November 11: Civil Rights 

• Textbook Chapter 4, pp. 102-123 

• Korematsu v. U.S. and Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka  
 
**Journal Entry #3 DUE Sunday, November 14 at 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
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Week 12 – Interest Groups 
 
Tuesday, November 16: Interest Groups 

• Textbook Chapter 12 

• Martin Gilens, “The Inequality of Political Influence in America” 
 
Thursday, November 18: Are Interest Groups Good For Democracy?  

• Morone and Kersch, “Are Interest Groups Bad or Good for America?” [pp. 371-374] 

• Lee Drutman, “What We Get Wrong About Lobbying and Corruption” 

• Hojnacki et al, “Business Doesn’t Always Get Its Way” 

• Robyn Muncy, Review of Theda Skocpol’s Diminished Democracy: From Membership to 
Management in American Civic Life 

 
Tuesday, November 23: NO CLASS (Thanksgiving Break) 
 
Thursday, November 25: NO CLASS (Thanksgiving Break) 
 

Part III – Public Policy 
 
Week 13 – Domestic Policy 
 
Tuesday, November 30: Economic and Social Policy  

• Textbook Chapter 13 

• John Kingdon, “American Public Policy in Comparative Perspective”  
 

Thursday, December 2: What Kind of Economy Should the U.S. Have? 

• Milton and Rose Friedman, “Free to Choose”  

• Wendell Berry, “Citizenship Papers” (The Idea of a Local Economy) 

• Hacker and Pierson, “The Case for a Mixed Economy” 

• Erik Olin Wright, “But At Least Capitalism Is Free and Democratic, Right?” 
 
**Journal Entry #4 DUE Sunday, December 5 at 11:59 pm via Blackboard** 
 
Week 14 – Foreign Policy  
 
Tuesday, December 7:  

• Morone and Kersh, “Foreign Policy” 

• Ginsberg et al, “Daunting Foreign Policy Issues Face the United States” 
 
Thursday, December 9: What Should America’s Role in the World Be? 

• No Assigned Reading (will discuss “How to Hide an Empire”) 
 

***Wednesday, December 15: IN-PERSON FINAL EXAM, 9 am - Noon (room TBA) 


