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The USA in Comparative Perspective

Politics in the USA is often considered a thing apart, unique and incomparable.  Indeed, professional political science in the US separates American politics from comparative politics, the rubric under which it studies the domestic politics of every other country in the world.  This course begins from the premise that this divide represents a big missed opportunity.  
We consider the history, politics, and policies of the United States in comparison with other political entities and from a variety of viewpoints.  The course is organized historically and thematically.  Important topics of comparison include:  the colonial experience and independence; race relations and the African diaspora; nationalism and national identity; war and state-building; American exceptionalism, religion, and foreign policy; the role of political and economic institutions; and the origins and shape of the welfare state.  As the list suggests, the most common comparisons are with Latin America and Western Europe, but several of our authors look beyond these regions.  The format is mainly tutorial, though the course begins with a lecture in the first full week and ends with a discussion class in the twelfth.  

Requirements.  Students write five 5- to 6-page papers and five 1- to 2-page responses in alternate weeks of the tutorial and a 1-page essay for the final class.  The reading load is fairly heavy, 130 to 200 pages a week, depending on difficulty (but much less for the final class).  There are no exams.
Grades are calculated as follows:  the five longer papers, total 60 percent; the five commentaries, total 25 percent, the reflective paper for the last class, another 5 percent, and the quality of your participation during tutorial sessions, 10 percent.
Tutorial tips.  Writing papers for a tutorial is a lot like writing for other courses (regular Honor Code rules apply to these and to commentaries, of course).  In the syllabus I suggest key issues for each week of readings, on which you can focus your presentation—but please do not feel constrained by these.  If you focus on a different theme, just say so clearly at the beginning of your essay.  Your partner and I need to have the paper by 4pm on the day before our meeting.   I cannot emphasize this too much.  Late papers can compromise or force the postponement of our meetings--so they will be marked down significantly.

What makes a good commentary?  In this respect the work for a tutorial is most different from other courses.  You might think of it as having four parts:  1) a brief and coherent restatement of the argument in your partner's paper; 2) what you thought was good about the paper; 3) how you thought it could be improved, given your understanding of the author's own assumptions or goals; and 4) how the paper was weakest, given your interpretation of the week's readings.  As this implies, a week to write a commentary is not a “week off.”  Also, don’t forget to bring three copies of your commentary to the meeting.

The syllabus is annotated to provide a guide to the literature and introduce the main topics.

Readings.  The following books are required and available at Water Street Books: 
J.H. Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic World (Yale, 2006);

Andrew Kohut and Bruce Stokes, America against the World (Henry Holt, 2006); 
Anatol Lieven, America Right or Wrong (Oxford, 2004);

Anthony Marx, Making Race and Nation (Cambridge, 1998);

Walter McDougall, Promised Land, Crusader State (Houghton Mifflin, 1997);
Cullen Murphy, Are We Rome? (Houghton Mifflin, 2007);

Bruce Porter, War and the Rise of the State (Free Press 1994; S/S pbk 2002).

There are also packets of photocopied readings, the first of which is available now from Office Services.

Schedule
(* = in packet)

Organizational meeting (Friday 9/5, 8:30am)

Week 1 (9/12):  Overview; Colonial Americas (lecture and discussion)


Kohut and Stokes, America against the World, Chapter 3.

Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic World, Chaps. 1-2, 5-7.
We read the excerpt from Kohut and Stokes in order to get a quick summary of American Exceptionalism and a sense of its current importance.  Our main readings begin with a recent, widely praised comparative history of colonialism in the Western Hemisphere, whose main focus is on Spain and Britain.  I’ll lecture on how Elliott’s account ties in with other views of the period, using the occasion to describe major varieties of historical and social-science argument.  

Week 2 (9/15-19):  Diverging Paths in the Americas (first tutorial session)

Elliott, Empires, Chaps. 9-12 (in Chap. 12, you can skip over the account of Spanish American independence on pp. 372- 91) and Epilogue.

Elliott’s synthesis brings a variety of sources to bear on the Spain- England comparison.  He also seems to attribute the differences between the empires to a wide variety of causes, among them the greater indigenous population density in the Spanish domains (especially at first); other aspects of timing (less territory remained unconquered when the English arrived in the hemisphere); the presence or absence of precious metals; the universality of Catholicism vs. the sectarian nature of Puritan settlers; and the different administrative systems that resulted from the greater extent and economic importance of the Spanish realms.  
Key issues:  what parts of Elliott’s account are most persuasive, and why?  Can we imagine a counterfactual (hypothetical) in which Britain creates an empire like Spain’s and Spain like Britain’s, because Britain starts earlier than Spain?  

Week 3 (9/22-26):  Foreign Views of the USA, Classic and Contemporary 


Alexis DeTocqueville, Democracy in America [1835, 1840], various excerpts.*

José Martí, “A Glance at the North American’s Soul Today” (1/ 1886), from Luis Baralt, ed., Martí on the U.S.A. (Southern Illinois Univ., 1966), and “The Truth about the United States” (3/ 1894), from Philip Foner, ed., Inside the Monster (Monthly Review Press, 1975).*


Max Weber, “The Protestant Sects and the Spirit of Capitalism” [1904], from Gerth and Mills, eds., From Max Weber (1946), pp. 303-13 (skim 313-19) and 319-22.*

Harold Laski, excerpts from The American Democracy [1948], in Stephen Brooks, editor and annotator, America through Foreign Eyes (Oxford, 2002).*

K.A.B. Jones-Quartey, “From Ghana,” from Franz Joseph, ed., As Others See Us: The United States through Foreign Eyes (Princeton Univ. Press, 1959).*

“Gongwang,” “The American Family” and


Xiao Qian, “Some Judgments about America,” both from David Arkush and Leo Lee, eds. and trans., Land without Ghosts:  Chinese Impressions of America from the Mid-Nineteenth Century to the Present (Univ. California, 1989).*

Sayyid al-Qutb, “The America that I Have Seen,” from The Scale of Human Values (1951), and 

Karima Kamal, “An Egyptian Girl in America” (1983), both in Kamal Abdel-Malek, ed., America in an Arab Mirror (St. Martin’s, 2000).*
Kohut and Stokes, America against the World, skim Chap. 1, read Chap. 2.
Here are a wide variety of impressions of the US by foreign observers.  We read such accounts not because of their familiarity and “insider knowledge” but because we often find that outsiders see things that insiders miss.  

José Martí, a Cuban in exile, worked as a journalist to support himself while also writing poetry, drama, and longer fiction.  He led the main party advocating Cuban independence in the 1880’s and 1890’s, before returning to lead the fight personally in 1895 and dying five weeks later in a minor skirmish with the Spanish forces.  As you can see, he became more skeptical about the US and its role in Latin America as he grew older.  The article by Weber (the most influential German sociologist and one of the authors of the Weimar Constitution) can be considered a companion to his longer and better-known essay, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.  Sayyid al-Qutb is widely considered the grandfather of violent Islamism among Sunni Muslims, and it is not hard to see a bit of this here in his reactions to the US. 
Key questions:  How are some of the remarks from Tocqueville repeated or validated by later observers?  How are some of the themes of Kohut and Stokes anticipated or “explained” by earlier authors?  (A few examples:  association, religion, attitudes toward work; business and pleasure; family and individual; hierarchy and equality; race.)  
Week 4 (9/29- 10/3):  Material Interests and Transplanted Cultures

Charles Beard, The Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States (1913, 1935, 1941), Chaps. 1-3 and “Conclusions.”* 


Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America (HBW, 1955), first half of Chap. 1 (pp. 3-20).*

Louis Hartz, Chap. 1, first part of Chap. 3, and first part of Chap. 4 (pp. 3-23, 49-58, and 69-82) from Hartz, ed., The Founding of New Societies (HBW, 1964).* 

By the early 20th century people came to compare the US with European states as examples of rich, powerful, industrial countries.  A few questions arose almost immediately:  why was there no socialism (or very little, anyway) in the USA?  Why was it “conservative” to be liberal there?  Our authors for this week can be seen as accounting in different (and influential) ways for how the USA came to be a stable “bourgeois,” “liberal,” middle-class country.  Beard’s famous and controversial book points to economic interests in the shaping of the 1787 Constitution.  Hartz emphasizes ideas, first in his highly influential 1955 book and later in an edited work which generalized his argument to other transplanted European social and ideological “fragments.”  Occasionally we hear Hartz responding implicitly or explicitly to Beard and his followers.  

The first chapter of Beard is valuable as intellectual history, but you can skim it up to page 14.  Hartz throws a lot of names and dates around as if we’re all supposed to know them, so in your packet I’ve copied the indices to both books so you can look up in Wikipedia any you don’t know.
Key issues:  Does Hartz provide a convincing answer to Beard?  If all “fragments” are somehow stagnant because they leave the more complex European context behind, why are some “fragments” so much more unstable politically than others?  

Week 5 (10/6-10):  Authority, Ideas, and Institutions


Seymour Martin Lipset, The First New Nation (1963, 1979; Transaction Books 2003), Chap. 1.*

Lipset, American Exceptionalism: A Double-Edged Sword (Norton, 1996), Chap. 1, first part of Chap. 3, and Chap. 8 (pp. 31-52, 77-96, and 267-92).*

John Kingdon, America the Unusual (St. Martin’s, 1999), Chap. 2.*


Sven Steinmo, “American Exceptionalism Reconsidered:  Culture or Institutions?” in Dodd and Jilson, eds., The Dynamics of American Politics (Westview, 1996).*

Lipset’s 1963 book represented the first important effort to understand the United States in terms of what we would consider contemporary political science.  In the chapter we read he compares the USA in its early years to the then-newly independent developing countries, setting out the critical political tasks required to create and sustain a new basis of authority—forming a national identity, fomenting economic growth, and attaining legitimacy.   Some of the second book is review, but he then takes us to a very useful US- Canada comparison, followed by an argument that what others perceived as moral decline in the 1990’s was just a working out of key elements of the American Creed.  
Kingdon and Steinmo give us an explanation for American uniqueness that points to institutions.   They could be seen as taking one facet of Lipset’s account (not the part about the Creed) and placing much more emphasis on it.  Steinmo also opens the discussion of social policy that we will continue in Week Eight.  

Key issue:  which is more convincing, Lipset’s idea of the unfolding American Creed or the institutional explanation?  What additional elements does Lipset add to make his argument more persuasive?  Did early America really look like a contemporary developing country?
October 13-14:  Fall Reading Period
Week 6 (10/15-21):  War and the State in the USA

Bruce Porter, War and the Rise of the State, Prologue, Chap. 1, most of Chap. 4, Chaps. 5, 7, and Epilogue (pp. xiii-xx, 1-22, 105-28, 137-93, 243-304).   


Andrew Bacevich, The New American Militarism:  How Americans Are Seduced by War (Oxford, 2005), second half of Chap. 1 (pp. 20-33).*

Porter puts the USA into the context of European state formation, tapping a rich literature (the key figure here is Charles Tilly) about how war shaped states.  This line of thought about the development of modern states has become much more influential in recent years.  It represents the mirror image of the realist or realpolitik school of international relations:  in a world of insecurity, states adapt and evolve to maximize power—reorganizing, extracting more revenue, propagating new national identities and loyalties—on pain of extinction.  For Porter, given the social history of the USA, war has played an even bigger part in creating national identity and shaping the state.  The excerpt from Bacevich might be tied in to this argument.   

Key issues:  What do you think of Porter’s war-based explanation for nationalism?  Welfare states?   Does Porter ultimately like war?  Where does Bacevich seem to agree with Porter’s account? 

Week 7 (10/22-28):  Race and History


Anthony Marx, Making Race and Nation, excerpts from introduction (pp. 6-23); all of Part One--Chaps. 2-4 (pp. 27-79); introduction to Part Two (pp. 81-83); Chap. 6 (pp. 120-57); “Comparative Racial Domination” and introduction to Part Three (pp. 178-93); and Chaps. 9, 10, Overview, and Conclusion (pp. 217-77).

Marx (president of Amherst College) has a state-centered perspective that is similar in some ways to that of Porter.  He emphasizes the use of racial exclusion as part of projects of national unity in South Africa (uniting Boers and British after the Boer War) and the US (uniting northern and southern whites after the Civil War and Reconstruction).  Brazil, with greater elite unity, presents a contrast.  He also argues that these differing elite projects then determined the nature of popular protest by nonwhites in each country.    
Key issues:  Marx spends quite a few pages at the beginning knocking down other explanations for the differences among these cases, especially the distinctive path of Brazil.  Do you buy his argument?  Does the rise of Barack Obama prove him wrong?
Week 8 (10/29- 11/4):  Welfare States, or Not


Lee Rainwater and Timothy Smeeding, Poor Kids in a Rich Country (Russell Sage, 2003), Chaps. 1-3.*


Gøsta Esping-Andersen, “Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism,” from Pierson and Castles, eds., The Welfare State Reader (Polity, 2006), pp. 160-74.*


Alberto Alesina and Edward Glaeser, Fighting Poverty in the US and Europe (Oxford, 2004), Chaps. 1 and 6 (pp. 1-13, 133-81).*


Jonas Pontusson, “The American Welfare State in Comparative Perspective” [review of Alesina and Glaeser], Perspectives on Politics 4:2 (June 2006).* 

This week and in the next two we consider two kinds of policy consequences of American cultural and institutional distinctiveness, first with regard to social welfare and then in foreign policy.  Rainwater and Smeeding give a descriptive account of what might be the most important area of difference, child welfare policies.  Esping-Andersen’s typology has been massively influential:  you will find it hard to read any recent thing on the subject that does not cite it.  The Alesina and Glaeser book, with its spotlight on ethnic diversity, has been very controversial, especially among longtime students of welfare states who took umbrage at the economists’ schematic approach to the subject.  
Key issues:  thinking not only of Pontusson’s review but also the other two works excerpted here, do you find the Alesina and Glaeser argument convincing?  What might Porter say?  Does the rise of Barack Obama prove Alesina and Glaeser wrong?
Week 9 (11/5-11):  The Nature of American Nationalism


Anatol Lieven, America Right or Wrong, Introduction and Chaps. 1-2; most of Chap. 3 (pp. 88-91, 96-105, and 117-22), most of Chap. 4 (pp. 123-30 and 137-49), first part of Chap. 5 (to p. 152), first half of Chap. 6 (to p. 190), and Conclusion. 


Kohut and Stokes, Chap. 5.


Lieven’s book begins with the puzzle of US foreign policy under G.W. Bush, but it immediately turns to comparative history (Chap. 1) and a regional-historical examination of US political culture and identity.  The work might be seen as the kind of culture-oriented explanation to which Kingdon (implicitly) and Steinmo (explicitly) objected.  Note:  when he refers to civic nationalism, he means a doctrine that uses beliefs or values as a basis for membership in the nation (the American Creed as open to all races and walks of life); he opposes it to ethnic nationalism, the traditional variety of central Europe and closer to the original meaning of “nationalism,” which takes blood and phenotype as tests of belonging.  (The distinction is fairly old but was popularized most recently by Michael Ignatieff in Blood and Belonging.)  He finds both at work in the strident nationalism of the current American right.  

Key issues:  Do you agree with this rather critical portrait of American nationalism?  What would Porter or Marx say to it?  How about Lipset?  What other reasons for recent US foreign policy might be more plausible?  
Week 10 (11/12-18):  Foreign Policy and Exceptionalism

Walter McDougall, Promised Land, Crusader State, Introduction (pp. 1-12), first and last parts of Chap. 1 (pp. 15-21 and 37-38), first parts of Chaps. 2-4 (pp. 39-49, 57-59, and 76-82); Chaps. 5-8 and most of the Conclusion (pp. 101-98 and 203-22).

Kohut and Stokes, Chaps. 4 and 8.

Here we step back to read a book by a conservative author, a wonderful summary of US diplomatic history, but written before 9/11 and the dramatic foreign-policy adventures of the past few years.  Its “crusader state” label would probably not be used today, but McDougall differs significantly from Lieven on the origins of this tendency.  The book is a useful corrective to seeing too much of US foreign policy through the lens of recent events.  
Key issues:  Does McDougall mean “crusader state” in a similar way as Lieven considers “the American thesis” and Wilsonianism in his book?  Can you be a conservative and agree with McDougall—and maybe also Lieven?

Week 11 (11/19-25):  The Long View:  Comparing Empires (last tutorial)

Niall Ferguson, Colossus:  The Price of America’s Empire (Penguin, 2004), Introduction (pp. 1-26 only), Chap. 6, and middle sections of Conclusion (290-98).*


Cullen Murphy, Are We Rome? Prologue, Chaps. 1 and 3, and Epilogue.

 
Niall Ferguson (along with Robert Kagan) is perhaps the leading scholar advocating a frankly imperial role for the United States.  Here we read a summary of his argument and a kind of cost-benefit analysis of the US intervention in Iraq that repeatedly draws explicit parallels with British activities there.  (His positive assessment of the British Empire in Empire, published a year earlier, grounds the argument in Colossus.)  The second reading has a much different tone—glib, funny, and keen to point out the more distressing parallels between the contemporary US and another empire of the past.  
Key issues:  So, are we Britain or Rome?  Or both, or neither?  Seriously, which are for you the most instructive historical parallels between the contemporary US and these two?  Do successful and prosperous republics have to turn into empires? 

Thanksgiving Break, November 26-28 

Thanksgiving editorial in The Wall Street Journal 
Week 12 (12/3, 8:30am):  Forever Exceptional?  (discussion)

Thanksgiving assignment (above).

Kohut and Stokes, America against the World, review Chap. 4, read 10, 11.

Peter Schuck and James Q. Wilson, “Looking Back,” concluding chapter of Schuck and Wilson, eds., Understanding America:  The Anatomy of an Exceptional Nation (Perseus, 2008).*


Lexington, “Only in America,” The Economist 4/26/08.*


Clive Crook, “The End of the American Exception,” Atlantic.com 3/5/08.*

In the last week we read lighter fare, expressly focused on a question raised in several of our earlier readings:  will the US stay self-consciously “exceptional”?  We first look at recent public opinion trends, in the relevant chapters of Kohut and Stokes, then turning to the last chapter of a recent edited book on our topic.  (We did not read more because much of it seems to be a long and varied restatement of the exceptionalism thesis.)  
Is Crook right in his provocative claim?  Does it matter whether the objective indicators of exceptionalism diminish, as long as Americans feel exceptional?  (One page, bring essay to class.)
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