
Presidential Power 
POLS 30002-01 

MW 2-3:15 
DeBartolo Hall 216 

 
Instructor: Jeremy Castle 

Office: 253B O'Shaughnessy Hall 
Office Hours:  

Monday 10:30am-12:15pm 
Wednesday 10:30am-12:15pm & 3:30-5:00pm (and by appointment) 

Email: jcastle1@nd.edu 
 
The American President has been called the most powerful person in the world.  But what 
powers does the president have?  How have those powers changed over time?  We will spend the 
first half of the course answering these questions, paying particular attention to recent 
developments such as the increasing use of "going public" and executive orders.  During the 
second half of the course, we will employ case studies of various presidents in order to 
understand how they have wielded the powers they were granted.  Students will have the 
opportunity to engage in several academic debates about the use and abuse of presidential 
powers.  Students should emerge from the course with a deeper understanding of the ways 
presidents build and use power, as well as improved critical thinking, writing, and public 
speaking abilities. 
 
Learning goals 
1. Understand the institutional design of the presidency 
2. Analyze and critique how presidents have used the powers of their office (effectively and 
ineffectively)  
3. Apply political science theories to understand the past, present, and future of presidential 
power 
4. Develop professional research, writing, and oral communication skills through effective 
preparation and useful feedback 
 
Textbooks 
We will read substantial portions of each of the following books, available at the Notre Dame 
bookstore or through online retailers. Please ensure that you have the correct editions. 
 
Sidney Milkis and Michael Nelson. 2016. The American Presidency: Origins and Development, 
1776-2014, 7th Edition.  Washington, D.C.: CQ Press. 
 
William G. Howell. 2013. Thinking About the Presidency: The Primacy of Power. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press. 
 
Abraham Lincoln, Great Speeches (Dover Thrift Edition) 
 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Great Speeches (Dover Thrift Edition) 
 



The Federalist (any complete edition will do) 
 
Other readings will be posted on the library's e-reserves page.  If you have trouble accessing any 
of the readings, please let me know ASAP. 
 
Grading 
Grades will be weighted as follows: 
Short paper- 15% 
Debate paper- 20% 
Debate presentation- 10% 
Mid-term exam- 20% 
Final exam-25% 
Participation- 10% 
 
Grading Scale 
Grades will be calculated according to the following scale: 
93% +                A   
90 – 92.99%      A-‐   
87 – 89.99%      B+   
83 – 86.99%      B   
80 – 82.99%      B-‐   
77 – 79.99%      C+   
73 – 76.99%      C   
70 – 72.99%      C-‐   
60 – 69.99%      D  
Below 60           F 
 
A Note on Preparation: A general rule for college is that you should spend at least three hours 
preparing for each hour of class time.  In addition to reading carefully and preparing 
assignments, you should spend some time reflecting on the readings and how they relate to 
American politics.  You should also be following the news to make the most of both this class 
and, more importantly, your education as a whole. I would recommend The New York Times 
(available for free in the library).  In addition, I recommend reading political magazines like The 
Economist, The Atlantic, The New Republic, or National Review- while most have an ideological 
bias of some form, they are an important source of extended commentaries on political events 
and issues.   
 
Participation: While this is a medium-sized class, my goal is to ensure you receive the best 
education possible.  In order to do so, I will rely heavily on discussions. You must all be active 
participants in these discussions, and that entails careful and thoughtful reading of  
each week's assignment.  Areas for fertile discussion might include: (1) comparisons and 
contrasts with previous presidents; (2) how actions relate to theories/debates about the nature of 
presidential power; and (3) how presidential actions might influence the balance of the American 
constitutional system.  Your grade will reflect both the quantity and quality of your comments.   
 



Short Paper: Scholars have generally ranked Abraham Lincoln among the most successful 
presidents, and much of that has to do with the way Lincoln used power.  What about the way 
that Lincoln used power was so effective?  What larger lessons can Lincoln teach us about the 
nature of presidential power?	  	  More details will be provided in a separate document. This paper 
should be roughly 5 pages in length.	  
 
Long Paper: Write a persuasive paper on the debate topic you chose in class.  Of course, since 
you are not bound by time limits, you are free to discuss examples in the paper that you do not 
plan to introduce in the debate itself.  More details will be provided in a separate document. This 
paper should run 8-10 pages. 
 
Debates: In order to provide an opportunity for you to think about the "big questions" regarding 
the presidency, I have left the last two weeks of class for a series of academic debates.  Students 
will pick their resolutions in class sometime after the mid-term break.  The debate format will 
include an introduction, a series of 2-3 substantive rounds including time for a rebuttal, and a 
conclusion.  More details, including specific time limits for each round, will be provided in a 
separate document later in the semester.  I will also lead a workshop on effective debating later 
in the course in order to help you prepare. 
 
Additional Policies: 
 
Late Work 
Late papers will be penalized 10 percentage points per day.  Exceptions will be made for 
circumstances including family emergencies and religious holidays at the instructor's discretion.  
It is your responsibility to discuss these matters with me as soon as any potential conflict is 
apparent.   
 
Attendance 
Much of our learning will depend on discussing the readings with your classmates.  Missing 
more than three classes will decrease your participation grade at a rate of 10 percentage points 
per missed class. You are responsible for getting notes from your peers.  
 
Learning Accommodations 
Any student who has a documented disability and is registered with Disability Services should 
speak with me as soon as possible regarding accommodations. Students who are not registered 
should contact the Office of Disability Services - http://disabilityservices.nd.edu/ (phone: 574-
631-7157). 
 
Academic Dishonesty 
Notre Dame students are expected to abide by Academic Code of Honor Pledge. “As a member 
of the Notre Dame community, I will not participate in or tolerate academic dishonesty.” 
   
Plagiarism (using the ideas, words, or work of others without attribution) will result in   
failing the assignment and referral to the Department's Honesty Committee. If you have any   
questions about the Code of Honor, plagiarism, or academic honesty, please contact me.   
 



Academic Difficulties 
All students are encouraged to drop by my office hours, even if you're doing well in class- we 
can talk about ways to improve your work, how to prepare for graduate studies, muscle cars, or 
classic rock music.   
 
In particular, any student who receives a grade below a B- is encouraged to stop by for additional 
clarification and/or helpful suggestions.  I want to see you do well in the course and make the 
most of your time at Notre Dame. 



Schedule (Subject to Change) 
Wed. 8/26: Introduction/Syllabus Day 
  
Mon. 8/31: The Political Theory of the Presidency 
 Milkis and Nelson, Chapter 1 
 Howell, Chapter 4 
 "Federalist 51" (on the logic of the structure of the U.S. government) 
 "Federalist 70" (on the unity of the executive) 
 "Federalist 71" (on the duration of office) 
 "Federalist 72" (on re-eligibility) 
 
Wed. 9/2: The Constitutional Powers of the Presidency 
 "Federalist 73" (on the veto) 
 "Federalist 74" (Commander in Chief, power to pardon) 
 "Federalist 75" (on the power to make treaties) 
 Howell, Chapter 3 
 Not required, for reference: Milkis and Nelson, Chapter 2 
 Assignment: Write a one-page job description for president based on the framers' 
 expectations 
 
Mon. 9/7: Modern Theoretical Perspectives on Presidential Power 
 Howell, Preface and Ch. 1 
 Richard Neustadt, Presidential Power and the Modern Presidents, Preface to the 1990 
 Edition & Chapter 1 
   
Wed. 9/9: The Modern President's Toolbox 
 Howell, Ch. 2 
 Samuel Kernell, Going Public: New Strategies of Presidential Leadership, Introduction 
 & "Ch. 5: The  Growth in Going Public" 
 
Mon. 9/14: Presidential Failure and Limitations on the Pursuit of Power  
 Howell Ch. 5-7 
 Assignment: Write a one-page job description for president based on modern 
 expectations 
 
Wed. 9/16: The Washington and Adams Presidencies 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 3 
 
Mon. 9/21: The Jeffersonian Era 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 4 
 
Wed. 9/23: The Jackson Presidency 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 5 
 Andrew Jackson, Excerpt from "Bank Veto Message" (link) 
 
Mon. 9/28: The Election of 1860 and Secession 



 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 6, Pgs. 165-173 
 Lincoln, "A House Divided," 1858 
 Lincoln, "Address at Cooper Institute, New York," 1860 
 Lincoln, "First Inaugural Address," 1861 
 Lincoln, "Message to Congress in Special Session," 1861 
 
Wed. 9/30: Lincoln During the War 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 6, Pgs. 173-end of chapter 
 Lincoln, "Annual Message to Congress," 1862 (skip financial details) 
 Lincoln, "Final Emancipation Proclamation," 1863 
 Lincoln, "Gettysburg Address," 1863 
 Lincoln, "Second Inaugural Address," 1865 
 
Mon. 10/5: Andrew Johnson to McKinley 
 Milkis and Nelson, Ch. 7 
  
Wed. 10/7: The Progressive Era: Roosevelt and Taft 
 Milkis and Nelson, Ch. 8, pgs. 227-250 
 Theodore Roosevelt, "New Nationalism," 1910 (link) 
 Theodore Roosevelt, "Who is a Progressive?," 1912 (link) 
 Paper #1 Due in class 
 
Mon. 10/12: The Progressive Era: Wilson 
 Milkis and Nelson, Ch. 8, pgs. 250-276 
 Wilson, "What is Progress?" (1912) (link) 
 Wilson, "The Fourteen Points" (1918) (link) 
 
Wed. 10/14: Mid-term Exam 
 
Mon. 10/19- No class, enjoy Fall Break!!! 
 
Wed. 10/21- No class, enjoy Fall Break!!! 
 
Mon. 10/26: Harding and Coolidge 
 Milkis and Nelson, Ch. 9 
 
Wed. 10/28: Roosevelt and The New Deal 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 10, pgs. 301-322 
 Franklin D. Roosevelt, "The Commonwealth Club Address," 1932 
 Franklin D. Roosevelt, "First Inaugural Address," 1933 
 Franklin D. Roosevelt, "Second Acceptance Speech," 1936 
 Franklin D. Roosevelt, "Four Freedoms Speech," 1941 
 
Mon. 11/2: Truman and Eisenhower 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 10, pgs. 322-end of chapter 
 Dwight Eisenhower, "The Serious Situation in Little Rock," 1957 (link) 



 
Wed. 11/4: The Kennedy and Johnson Presidencies 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 11, pgs. 350-369 
 John F. Kennedy, "First Inaugural Address," 1961 (link) 
 John F. Kennedy, "Address to Joint Session of Congress," 1961 (link)  
 John F. Kennedy, "Speech on Civil Rights," 1963 (link) 
 Lyndon Johnson, "Great Society Speech," 1964 (link) 
 Lyndon Johnson, "The Right to Vote," 1965 (link)  
 
Mon. 11/9: The Presidency, Embattled: The Nixon, Ford, and Carter Presidencies 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 11, pgs. 369-389 
 War Powers Resolution, 1973 (link) 
 
Wed. 11/11: Reagan and George H.W. Bush 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 12 
 Ronald Reagan, "First Inaugural Address," 1981 (link) 
 Ronald Reagan, "Address to the Nation on Iran-Contra," 1987 (link) 
 
Mon. 11/16: The Clinton Presidency 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 13 
 Bill Clinton, "1996 State of the Union Address," 1996 (link) 
 
Wed. 11/18: The George W. Bush Presidency 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 14 
 George W. Bush, "Address to the Nation," 2001 (link) 
 George W. Bush, "Farewell Address," 2009 (link) 
 
Mon. 11/23: The Obama Presidency 
 Milkis and Nelson Ch. 15 
 Barack Obama, "First Inaugural Address," 2009 (link) 
 Barack Obama, "Second Inaugural Address," 2013 (link) 
 
Wed. 11/25- No class, enjoy Thanksgiving Break!!! 
 
Mon. 11/30: Debate Workshop (including time to meet with teams) 
 
Wed. 12/2: Debates (Day 1) 
 
Mon. 12/7: Debates (Day 2) 
 
Wed. 12/9: Debates (Day 3) 
 Paper #2 Due in class 
 
Dec. 14-18: Exam Week 
 Final Exam is scheduled for 4:15-6:15 on Wednesday Dec. 16th 


