POL 300							Films About Presidents                 Fall 2010							Dr. Bruce Altschuler

For the past hundred years, movies about presidents, both real and fictional, have shaped public understanding of the executive branch. This course will examine a number of these films to understand how accurate their images have been and how they have changed over the years. Each week the class will watch one of these movies then discuss it. Students will write reaction papers as well as a longer paper with comparative analysis of several films.

REQUIRED TEXTS
	1. Timothy Corrigan, A Short Guide to Writing About Film, Seventh Edition, Longman 2010.
	2. Michael Coyne, Hollywood Goes to Washington: American Politics on Screen, Reaktion Books, 2008.
	3. Articles listed below either on e-reserve or available on the internet.
	4. Weekly films as listed below. I recommend seeing as many as possible more than the single showing in class. Some are available at Penfield Library, most can be rented from services such as Netflix and I was able to purchase all of them, most for less than $20.

COURSE ASSIGNMENTS
You will find Corrigan's book an invaluable guide not only to research and writing about films, but also to understanding them. Because of that, you need to read the entire book as soon as possible. Get started before the first class if you can. Below is a schedule of the films we will watch in class. For most you will find assigned reading (either a selection from Coyne's book or an article) which you should read before that week's class. Where there is no assigned reading, I strongly recommend you read a review or two. You can find full-text reviews at <imdb.com> or <www.mrqe.com>.  Since we will be seeing and discussing a film the first week, I will email a copy of the syllabus to the class so that everyone has the opportunity to prepare for that discussion. Each movie has one or more discussion questions. Not only will these be the main topic of that week's class, each student can write a paper of approximately 4-5 pages answering one of these questions that you can turn in during the following week's class. You must turn in at least four such reaction papers. Because I will count the four best grades, you have the opportunity to improve your grade by turning in more than four.
There are a few questions you should consider for all or nearly all of these films. What is the image of the president it presents? How does it evaluate the political system of its time? For movies about actual presidents, how historically accurate is it? If it modifies history, why do you think so? For fictional films, how plausible are they?  What is the message the film is trying to get across? How does it attempt to do this? For older films, are they relevant to today's presidency? How has the presidency changed (and how not) since the film was made?
Sept. 1: Abe Lincoln in Illinois (1940).  Coyne pp. 41-52.
1. This film was made before the US entered WW II. How does that affect your understanding of it? Does that give it relevance for today?
2. Discuss Abe's internal conflicts and how he solves them.
3. What do you think of the film's portrayal of Mary Lincoln?
Sept. 8: Sunrise at Campobello (1960). Coyne: 26,  and Martin Norden, "Sunrise at Campobello and 1960 Presidential Politics," Film and History 1986, on e-reserve.
1. How does Roosevelt in this film compare to Lincoln in last week's?
2. Evaluate Norden's connections of the film to the 1960 election.
3.Compare Eleanor Roosevelt in this film to Mary Lincoln in last week's
Sept. 15: Gabriel Over the White House (1933). Coyne 19-22, 49 and Robert McElvaine, " 'Gabriel Over the White House' - The Remake," e-reserve or at: http://www.opednews.com/mcelvaine_102104_gabriel.htm
1. This film was released a month before Franklin Roosevelt took office in 1933. Compare its approach to the crises of the time to FDR's/
2. Evaluate McElvaine's comparison of Presidents Hammond and Bush.
3. This film is filled with images of Lincoln. Discuss them and evaluate their effect.
Sept. 22: State of the Union (1948). Coyne 95-97.
1. Discuss the roles of the two women in this film.
2. The film contrasts the traditional politician to the businessman in their approaches to politics. Explain and evaluate what it is trying to say. How relevant is that today?
Sept. 29: Primary Colors (1998). H. Wayne Schuth, "Mike Nichols Film Adaptation of Primary Colors," Southern Quarterly 2001, e-reserve.
1. Compare the presidential campaigns in this and last week's films. Have they changed for the better?
2. Compare the presidential candidates in the two films.
3. The film asks whether a president's personal life is important. How does it do so? Compare your answer to that of the film.
4. Schuth wrote that Primary Colors "may indeed be a film which stands the test of time." Why does he think so? With the advantage of nearly a decade, evaluate his claim.
Oct. 6: Seven Days in May (1964). Coyne 137-143.
1. This film suggests the possibility of a military coup in the United States. How plausible does that seem to you?
2. Evaluate President Lyman. What does his portrait tell you about the characteristics of a good president.
3. What does the film suggest is the proper role of the military? What do you think? Compare General Scott to today's military leaders.
Oct. 13: All the President's Men (1976). Coyne 77-78.
1. Explain how the film uses visual images to show the role of the press and particularly Woodward and Bernstein in Washington politics.
2. Some have criticized the film for portraying media as overly heroic. What do you think? 
3. How relevant is this film in light of all the changes in the media since it was made?
Oct. 20: Dr. Strangelove (1964). Christina Hamilton, "The 'I Know You Are but What Am I?' Syndrome: The Cold War in Dr. Strangelove," Film and History 2003, e-reserve 
1. Hamilton explains some of the "infamous techniques" used by Kubrick. Explain them and evaluate their effectiveness.
2. Hamilton argues that for Kubrick a main reason nuclear war was such a danger is "because the men themselves are emotionally underdeveloped." Discuss and evaluate her argument.
3.  Kubrick took a serious novel and totally changed it into a very sharp satire. Why do you think he did it? Evaluate the results.
4. Discuss the portrayal of women in this film and the two preceding it.
Oct. 27: Secret Honor (1984). Coyne 75-84 and Patricia Aufderheide, "Secret Honor: Interviews with Donald Freed and Robert Altman," Cineaste 1985, e-reserve.
1. Discuss the techniques used by Altman to portray Richard Nixon.
2. At the beginning of the film, a crawl explains that it is "a fictional meditation" and "not a work of history but of fiction." Why doesn't it rely purely on the facts? What underlying truth is it seeking to get at?
3. Many critics believed that the film humanized Nixon. Explain what you think.
Nov. 3: Frost/Nixon (2008). Elizabeth Drew, "Nixon's Broadway Revival," The Nation 2007, e-reserve.
1. Compare the portraits of Nixon in these two films.
2. Drew argues that this film distorts history in order to make Nixon more sympathetic. Explain whether you agree or not.
3. The film suggests that Frost gave Nixon the trial he never had. Explain whether you agree.
4. Much of the film centers on the role of the media in our understanding of presidents and politics. Explain what it is trying to say and whether you agree.
Nov. 10 "W." (2008).  Isikoff, Stone, Suskind, Weisberg, Woodward, "Getting Bush Right" Slate 2008: http://www.slate.com/id/2202667/entry/2202668/
1. Stone's explanation for George W. Bush's political career is a psychological one. To make this case he uses dream sequences and depicts events out of chronological order. Evaluate the effectiveness both of his techniques and the explanation itself.
2. "Getting Bush Right" discusses the historical accuracy of the movie. What do you think?
3. The film was made during Bush's term in office. Do you think the film would be different if it were made now?
4. Do you think this is a fair portrait of Bush?
Nov. 17: The American President (1995)
1. This film argues that doing what is right is more important than what is politically advantageous. What do you think of its point? Do any of the other films make a similar point? If so, compare how they do so.
2. Evaluate this film's portrait of the president. In doing so, it may help to know that the script was written by the creator of TV's West Wing. 
3. Some critics have argued that both this film and Primary Colors are fictionalized depictions of Bill Clinton (although, if so, this movie has killed off Hillary). Compare the two.
Nov. 24: Thanksgiving Break 
Dec. 1: Dave (1993)
1. A main argument of this comedy is that ordinary people have more wisdom than career politicians. Explain how it makes this argument and compare it to other films making a similar point such as State of the Union or the everyman  portrayal of Lincoln in Abe Lincoln in Illinois.
2. Compare the first lady in this film to those in other movies.
3. Dave is a relatively lightweight comedy. Can such a film have an effect on public perceptions of the president?
Dec. 8: The Contender (2000) If you choose to write a reaction paper on this film, it is due in no later than noon on Monday Dec. 13 (You can turn it in along with your term paper which is due the same time).
1. Compare the White House staff and its operations in this film with those of Dave and The American President. 
2. How plausible are the events in this film? Does it matter?
3. Like several other films, this asks whether the personal life of a president or, in this case, vice-president, is important. What do you think of the film's answer?
4. This is the only one of our films that depicts a major female character as a political officeholder. What do you think of its portrayal of Senator Laine Hanson? Compare her to women in other films we have seen.
5. How does this film use visual images to illuminate character and events.

GRADING
Course grades will be based on the following:
1. Reaction papers (40% of grade). As mentioned earlier, each week you can turn in a paper of approximately 4-5 pages answering one of the questions about the previous week's film. If you have an alternative topic, ask me about it either after class or via email (but, in that case, be sure to give yourself enough time -- don't email me the night before the paper is due). If the topic fits in with the course format, I may give you permission. Do not write a paper on a topic not listed without getting that permission. 
You must write at least four reaction papers. Because I will count your best four grades, if you are not happy with one or more of your grades, feel free to write more than four. In order to make sure you get early feedback, YOU MUST WRITE A PAPER ON AT LEAST ONE OF THE FIRST THREE FILMS. In other words by Sept. 22, you must have turned in at least your first paper.
2. Class participation (20% of grade).  This is a small seminar style class that emphasizes discussion. Because class participation counts for a significant portion of your grade, attendance is mandatory. Missing a significant number of classes will reduce your participation grade. I have deliberately kept the reading relatively light so that everyone should be up to date each week. This class will be successful only if most students participate in a lively discussion. To ensure this, I will call on students who do not volunteer to comment on that week's film. I hope everyone will enjoy the opportunity to explore their ideas about these films.
3. Term paper (40% of grade). You must write a term paper of at least ten pages (typed, double-spaced, 12 point type) which is due NO LATER THAN NOON ON MONDAY DEC. 13. I will be in my office from about 11-12 on that day to collect your papers. This paper should compare at least four of the films in the course (you can add others not in the course if appropriate) on themes raised either in the second paragraph of  the Course Assignments section of the syllabus or those raised in the discussion questions. Because you will need to do research, you must include a bibliography and citations for any work not your own, whether directly quoted or merely paraphrased. If you want to turn in a draft, which I would strongly recommend, be sure to turn it in no later than our Dec. 1 class so that I can return it the next week in order to give you enough time to make any necessary revisions.
My office is 123 Mahar (phone 3451). I encourage you to stop into see me if you have problems, want to discuss anything related to the course, or simply want to talk about something such as a political event, careers in political science, other courses etc. For brief questions email works very well (my address is bruce.altschuler@oswego.edu) and you don't have to worry whether I am in my office when you think of the question.

