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General Course Description:  This advanced workshop focuses on understanding “hard 
problems” in democratic settings.  The workshop will focus on theories of the policy process 
(which highlight the general character of a particular type of policy problem) and then 
engage deeply with a historical case, described below.  Students will write a detailed strategy 
memo applying the lessons of the case to a modern policy problem of their own choice.  This 
course is intended for each student to develop, in consultation with others in the workshop, 
a serious and thoughtful approach to tackling the hard problems of our own day. 
 
Spring 2018 Version Description:  The Second World War looms prominently in 
contemporary American political life.  It is commonplace to describe political opponents as 
“acting like Hitler,” or to caution against “appeasement,” or to comment favorably on “the 
greatest generation.”  Histories of the war occupy an enormous proportion of the nonfiction 
sections of bookstores.  And this has remained a subject of interest for academics as well, in 
part because the fall of Weimar Germany “sent out tremors that were to shake the very 
foundations of democratic thought” (Cobb and Elder 1971, JOP).  Most of this attention has 
focused on what happened in Germany.  This course explores a broader theme of the 
challenges of democracy: not only what happened in Germany but also how other nations 
responded to it.  I will make an argument for the enduring relevance of the period 1919-1950 
and the lessons for modern policy problems we can draw from it. 
 
Schedule: This workshop meets on Tuesdays from 4:55 pm – 6:35 pm, with the last session 
on March 13th.  Between meetings, participation online via the Forum on NYU Classes is 
expected.  Students should produce a final memo by the end of the term.  Since it is a zero 
credit workshop, you do not get a grade.   
 
Readings and Materials.  Papers and short sections will be posted on NYU Classes.  There are 
a lot of books listed here.  I expect you to read at least one of the main readings for each week, 
depending on your interests.  I will provide further commentary on NYU Classes introducing 
each book to guide your selections.  Hopefully you’ll read (at least in part) as many of the 
others as you can find time for and manage to get your hands on – you’ll probably need to 
use some combination of the library, amazon’s used books, and New York’s excellent 
selection of bookstores (you may be able to hunt down copies of some of the older books at 
The Strand and the 112th St. Book Culture).   
 
  



Topic 1: Descent into Dictatorship 
 
“History will teach us… that of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, the 
greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people, 
commencing demagogues and ending tyrants.” – Hamilton, in Federalist No. 1. 
 
“In framing a government which is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty 
lies in this: you must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next 
place oblige it to control itself.” – Madison, in Federalist No. 51.  
 
The course begins with the most obvious challenge for democracies: staying democracies.  
While governing institutions may be taken for granted in periods of relative stability, these 
institutions are of course subject to change just like any other.  The descent of Germany (and, 
in a different way, Italy) to dictatorship highlights this risk – both at the level of elite political 
and policy choices and through mass voter behavior. 
 
Read from: 
 
Piers Brendon.  The Dark Valley: A Panorama of the 1930s.  New York: Random House, Vintage 
Books, 2002.  Ch.’s I, II, and V.  (BEST CHOICE)     
 
Childers, Thomas.  The Nazi Voter: The Social Foundations of Fascism in Germany, 1919-1933.  
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983.1   
 
Orbach, Danny.  The Plots Against Hitler.  New York: Mariner Books, 2017.2   
 
Shirer, William L.  The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich: A History of Nazi Germany.  New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1959, reprinted 2011.  (Books I, II, and III; IV, V, VI optional).   
 
Larson, Erik.  In the Garden of Beasts: Love, Terror, and an American Family in Hitler’s Berlin.  
New York: Broadway Paperbacks, 2011.   
  
Others you might find interesting: 
 
Bosworth, R.J.B. Mussolini’s Italy: Life Under the Fascist Dictatorship, 1915-1945.  New York: 
Penguin Books, 2005.   
 
Friedrich, Otto.  Before the Deluge: A Portrait of Berlin in the 1920s.  New York: Harper-Collins, 
1972, reprinted 1995.   
 
Speer, Albert.  Inside the Third Reich: Memoirs by Albert Speer, trans. Richard and Clara 
Winston.  New York: Simon & Schuster, 1970 (for this topic, Part I, pp. 1-188).   
 

                                                 
1 This is longer and more academic; perhaps this will give you the most information you haven’t heard before.     
2 This is a neat book, especially if you are interested more in elite behavior than ordinary citizen behavior.   



Crew, David F., Ed. Nazism and German Society 1933-1945.  New York: Routledge, 1994, 
reprinted 1997.   
 
Topic 2: “Britain must arm!” and the Challenge of Retrospective Voting 
 
“But are the citizens’ choices actually so unclear?  After all, they typically have one 
comparatively hard bit of data: they know what life has been like during the incumbent’s 
administration.  They need not know the precise economic or foreign policies of the 
incumbent administration in order to see or feel the results of those policies.  And is it not 
reasonable to base voting decisions on results as well as on intentions?”  Morris Fiorina, in 
Retrospective Voting in American Elections, 1981.  
 
“Theme of the Volume.  How the English-Speaking Peoples / Through Their Unwisdom / 
Carelessness and Good Nature / Allowed the Wicked / To Rearm.” – Winston Churchill, 
1948   
 
One of the reason defense policy constitutes as “hard problem” for a democracy is that by the 
time voters can observe the negative effects of suboptimal policy choices the cause may be 
lost.  Britain (particularly in the late 1920s-1939) and the United States (particularly in 
1938-1941) illustrate this concept in the period leading up to the war. 
 
Read: 
 
Churchill, Winston S.  The Second World War, Volume I: The Gathering Storm.  Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1948, reprinted with introduction by John Keegan, 1985.  (BEST CHOICE)3 
 
Olson, Lynne.  Those Angry Days: Roosevelt, Lindbergh, and America’s Fight Over World War 
II, 1939-1941.  New York: Random House, 2014.   
 
Optional:  
 
Olson, Lynne.  Troublesome Young Men: The Rebels Who Brought Churchill to Power and 
Helped Save England.   New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2007.   
 
Weintraub, Stanley.  Final Victory: FDR’s Extraordinary World War II Presidential Campaign.  
Boston: Da Capo Press, 2012.   
 
Overy, Richard.  The Twilight Years: The Paradox of Britain Between the Wars.  New York: 
Penguin Books, 2009.   
 

                                                 
3 Churchill’s account is, according to Max Hastings, “a ruthlessly partial six-volume work which is poor history, if 

sometimes peerless prose.”  (Comment from the introduction to Winston War: Churchill 1940-1945.)  This is 

certainly worth reading, however, all the same, and much of Hasting’s commentary seems directed at Vol’s 2-6, 

about the conduct of the war itself.   



Piers Brendon.  The Dark Valley: A Panorama of the 1930s.  New York: Random House, Vintage 
Books, 2002.  Chapters on Britain.   
 
  



Topic 3: Errors – Perception, Bias, and Policymaking 
 
“The mental constructs individuals form to explain and interpret the world around them are 
partly a result of their cultural heritage, partly a result of the local everyday problems they 
confront and must solve, and party a result of nonlocal learning… the implication is that 
individuals from different backgrounds will interpret the same evidence differently; they 
may, in consequence, make different choices. (…) Where do the perceptions that individuals 
possess come from?  Neoclassical theory simply skips this step under the assumption that 
people know what they are doing.  This may be true in evaluating opportunity costs at the 
supermarket; but it is wildly incorrect when it comes to making more complicated choices in 
a world of complex problems and incomplete information, and in which subjective models 
are used to analyze problems and interpret that incomplete information.” – Douglass North, 
1998.  See pp. 17-19 of “Five Propositions about Institutional Change” in Knight and Sened, 
U. Mich. Press, Explaining Social Institutions.       
 
 
It is hard to examine the history of the Second World War and doubt the veracity of North’s 
claim (above).  Gaps in understanding across languages and cultures create considerable 
room for policy error, violating “the assumption that people know what they are doing.”  
This section focuses on the American understanding of Japan and China. 
 
Read: 
 
Hotta, Eri.  Japan 1941: Countdown to Infamy.  New York: Random House, 2013.  Reprinted 
Vintage Books Ed., 2014. (BEST CHOICE) 
 
Bernstein, Richard.  China 1945: Mao’s Revolution and America’s Fateful Choice.  New York: 
Random House, 2015.4   
 
Horne, Alistair.  Hubris: The Tragedy of War in the Twentieth Century.  New York: Harper, 
2015.  (for this course, Part II: Nomonhan, 1939; Part IV: Midway, 1942; and Chapter 14, 
“The American Caesar.”)    
 
Piers Brendon.  The Dark Valley: A Panorama of the 1930s.  New York: Random House, 
Vintage Books, 2002.  Chapters on Japan and the US.     
  
  

                                                 
4 This would also be an outstanding choice.   



Topics 4 (FR) and 5 (UK, US): Doctrine, Learning, Social Stability, and Performance 
 

A.  “Many are now of the opinion, my dear Lorenzo, that no two things are more 
discordant and incongruous than a civil and a military life… but if we consider the 
institutions of the ancients, we shall find that there is a very close, intimate relation 
between these two conditions, and that they are not only compatible and consistent 
with each other, but necessarily connected and interrelated.” – Machiavelli in The Art 
of War’s “Preface”, 1521, trans. Ellis Farneworth, Introduction by Neal Wood.  
Boston, Da Capo Books, 1965. 

 
B.  Two propositions: 

 
I.24: “We see, therefore, that war is not merely an act of policy but a true political 
instrument, a continuation of political intercourse, carried on with other means… the 
political object is the goal, war is the means of reaching it, and means can never be considered 
in isolation from their purpose.” 
 
And 
 
I.9: “Lastly, even the ultimate outcome of a war is not always to be regarded as final.  The 
defeated state often considers the outcome merely as a transitory evil, for which a remedy 
may still be found…”   
 
From Clausewitz, On War, 1832, Indexed Edition, Edited and Translated by Michael 
Howard and Peter Paret, Princeton U. Press, 1976. 
 

C.  “There is only one lesson to be learnt from this: it is the losers who learn; while 
victory on the other hand contains within it the seeds of death.”  Beaufre, per below, 
pp. 65.   

 
 
The French collapsed so quickly in 1940 as to only appear largely parenthetically in most 
people’s understanding of the war, as an adjunct to a story about British fortitude.  This has 
become something of a cultural phenomenon: in the lead up to the 2003 American-led 
invasion of Iraq, in response to French opposition, it became commonplace to refer to 
“cheese-eating surrender monkeys.”5  It is worth noting at least three large themes: (1) land-
connectivity put France at a much greater risk than England; an outcome that is often 
ascribed to cultural values may be no more than an accident of geography; (2) France, 
Britain, and the United States are in some ways similar (at least relative to Germany), and for 
the purposes of examining democratic policymaking their successes and failures may all be 
informative; and (3) the proportion of the major story played by France increases if one 
considers the 1920s and 1930s; to leave out the run-up to war is to miss most of the point. 
 

                                                 
5 This was notable enough that I could remember to search for this phrase more than a decade-later.  See: 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2003/feb/16/iraq1.   

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2003/feb/16/iraq1


Topic 4 will focus mostly on France; Topic 5 will focus mostly on Britain and the United 
States. 
 
 
Read for Topic 4: 
 
Alistair Horne.  To Lose A Battle: France 1940.  New York: Penguin, 1990 Edition (original: 
1969).  (BEST CHOICE).     
 
Beaufre, Andre.  1940: The Fall of France, trans. Desmond Flower.  New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1968.6 
 
Shirer, William L.  The Collapse of the Third Republic: An Inquiry into the Fall of France in 1940.  
New York: Simon and Schuster, 1969.   
 
Brown, Frederick.  The Embrace of Unreason: France, 1914-1940.  New York: Random House, 
2014, Anchor Books Ed. reprint, 2015.   
 
Read for Topic 5: 
 
Nigel Hamilton.  The Mantle of Command: FDR at War, 1941-1942.  New York: Mariner Books, 
2015.  (BEST CHOICE)   
 
Hastings, Max.  Winston’s War: Churchill, 1940-1945.  New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010. 
 
Hastings, Max.  Overlord: D-Day and the Battle for Normandy.  New York: Random House, 
1984, Vintage Books reprint 2006.   
 
 
Of interest for both: 
 
Showalter, Dennis.  Hitler’s Panzers: The Lightning Attacks That Revolutionized Warfare.  New 
York: Penguin Books, 2009.  
 
Gudmundsson, Bruce I.  On Artillery.  Westport, CT: Praeger, 1993.   
 
Cooper, Belton Y.  Death Traps: The Survival of an American Armored Division in World War 
II.  New York: Ballantine Books, 1998.   
 
Thompson, Julian.  Dunkirk: Retreat to Victory.  New York: Arcade Publishing, 2008. 
 
Atkinson, Rick.  An Army at Dawn: The War in North Africa, 1942-1943.  New York: Henry Holt 
& Co. (Picador Books), 2002.     
 

                                                 
6 This is a narrative from a participant.    



Toll, Ian.  The Conquering Tide: War in the Pacific Islands, 1942-1944.  New York: W.W. Norton 
& Co., 2015.   
 
Particularly interesting memoirs and narratives: 
 
Koschorrek, Gunter K.  Blood Red Snow: The Memoirs of a German Soldier on the Eastern Front.  
Trans. Olav R. Crome-Aamot.  Minneapolis: Zenith Press, 2005. 
 
Gorbachevsky, Boris.  Through the Maelstrom: A Red Army Soldier’s War on the Eastern Front, 
1942-1945.  Trans. Stuart Britton.  Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2008.             
 
Ryan, Cornelius.  A Bridge Too Far.  New York: Simon & Schuster, 1974.    



Topic 6:  Public Administration and the Air War 
 
“Mankind has never been in this position before.  Without having improved appreciably in 
virtue of enjoying wiser guidance, it has got into its hands for the first time the tools by 
which it can unfailingly accomplish its own extermination.  That is the point in human 
destinies to which all the glories and toils of men have at last led them.  They would do well 
to pause and ponder upon their new responsibilities.  Death stands at attention, obedient, 
expectant, ready to serve, ready to shear away the peoples en masse; ready, if called on, to 
pulverize, without hope of repair, what is left of civilization.  He awaits only the word of 
command.  He awaits it from a frail, bewildered being, long his victim, now – for one 
occasion only – his Master.” – Winston Churchill in an essay published in 1925 titled, “Shall 
We All Commit Suicide?” pondering the weaponry of the next war.7 
 
The fundamental challenge of a P/A model is that the P sets the goal but the A has some 
private information about A’s type or effort.  This is a problem in common to all kinds of 
management settings – but particularly pronounced in aspects of the war in the air during 
this period.  This section focuses on three distinct angles: (1) The defense of Great Britain in 
1940; (2) the bombing of Germany by the Anglo-American air forces; and (3) the unique 
challenges of the atomic bomb. 
 
Read: 
 
Gordin, Michael D.  Five Days in August: How World War II Became a Nuclear War.  Princeton 
University Press, 2007, reprinted 2015.  (BEST CHOICE - TIE)    
 
Hastings, Max.  Bomber Command.  New York: Penguin, 1979.  Reprinted Minneapolis, MN: 
Zenith Press, 2013. (BEST CHOICE – TIE) 
 
Churchill, Winston S.  The Second World War, Volume II: Their Finest Hour.  Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1949, reprinted with introduction by John Keegan, 1985. 
 
Optional: 
 
Hough, Richard and Denis Richards.  The Battle of Britain: The Greatest Air Battle of World 
War II.  New York: W.W. Norton 7 Co., 1989, reprinted 2005.   
 
Crosby, Harry H.  A Wing and a Prayer: The ‘Bloody 100th’ Bomb Group of the US Eight Air Force 
in Action Over Europe in World War II.  New York: Harper-Collins, 1993, reprinted 2000.    
 
  

                                                 
7 This is reprinted (where I first encountered it) in: Churchill, Winston.  Thoughts and Adventures: Churchill 

Reflects on Spies, Cartoons, Flying, and the Future.  London: Thorton Butterworth, 1932, reprinted Wilmington , 

DE: ISI Books, 2009.     



Topic 7:  In Sum 
 
“No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, it has been said that 
democracy is the worst form of Government except all those other forms that have been 
tried from time to time; but there is the broad feeling in our country that the people should 
rule, continuously rule, and that public opinion, expressed by all constitutional means, should 
shape, guide, and control the actions of Ministers who are their servants and not their 
masters.” – Churchill, in Parliament in 1947.8 
 
Read:  
 
Kennedy, Paul.  The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers.  New York: Random House, 1987, 
reprinted Vintage Books Ed., 1989.  [See Parts 5, 6, and 7].  (BEST CHOICE) 
 
Collingham, Lizzie.  The Taste of War: World War II and the Battle for Food.  New York: 
Penguin Books, 2013.   
 
Of interest: 
 
Kissinger, Henry.  Diplomacy.  New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994.  [See Ch. 10-16].   
 
Vermes, Timur.  Look Who’s Back, trans. Jamie Bulluch.  New York, McLehose Press, 2014.9   
 
 
  
 

                                                 
8 See Ref. HC Deb 11 November 1947 vol 444 cc203-321.   
9 This is fiction – but thought-provoking.   


