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American University 
Social Forces that Shaped America 

HIST 215.001, Fall 2019 

Wed, 5:30 - 8:00pm, Kerwin 5 

Instructor: Matthew Pembleton 
mrpemb@american.edu 

Student Hours: Battelle 153
  W, 3-5pm and by appt 

TA: Julie Hawks 
julie.hawks@student.american.edu 

Student Hours: Location TBD 
W, 3-5pm and by appt

Class Description: 

Welcome to Social Forces that Shaped America!  The course catalog describes this class as follows: 

“The history of race, class, and gender in the United States from the late nineteenth century 
to the present. The focus is on how these forces existed and continue to exist as intersecting 
material realities and contributors to the social attitudes held by residents of the United 
States. Usually offered every term.” 

Historians like to say there is one past, but many histories and, as you will see, history is much more than 
a chronological series of dates, events, and important people.  Our understanding of the past is constantly 
evolving and history has nearly as much to do with the present as it does the past.  However, before you 
can tackle the big questions—like how and why?—you first need to understand what actually happened.  

In this class, we will have a specific focus on social history and the importance of social movements to the 
American experience.  One easy way to approach social history is to think about the analytical categories 
of culture, race, class, and gender.   

For those whole enrolled at AU prior to 2018, this class fulfills the GenEd Requirement for Area Two, 
Traditions that Shaped the Western World.  For those who enrolled after 2018, this course fulfills the AU 
Core requirement for Habits of Mind: Socio-Historical Inquiry. 

In this course, we will focus on developing important skills, including but not limited to: critical thinking, 
reading, writing, and analysis. Students will read, discuss, and analyze both primary and secondary sources 
to help uncover different interpretations of specific events or trends in American history. The ability to 
communicate clearly in writing is enormously importantl, not just in your college education but also in 
your life after graduation. Finally, this class will emphasize critical and historical thinking to better 
understand the world around you. 
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Assigned Readings:   
For this class we ditch the textbook, but we will be reading primary source documents and other brief 
readings each week.  The following three books are mandatory: 

 Linda Gordon, The Second Coming of the KKK: The Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s and the American 
 Political Tradition (New York: Liveright, 2017), 209pgs 

 Jeanne Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible History: The Uses and Misuses of Civil Rights 
 History (Beacon Press, 2019), 280pgs 

 Kevin Kruse & Julian Zelizer, Fault Lines: A History of the United States Since 1974 (W. W. Norton 
 & Co, 2019), 400pgs 

If you’d like to use a textbook for general reference, I recommend American Yawp, an excellent, free, and 
open source US History textbook: http://www.americanyawp.com/ 

 

Course Requirements and Assignments: 
There are six short paper assignments for the course, plus a final exam and a grade for participation.  The 
papers include a review/critique of a documentary of your choosing, two primary source papers, two book 
reviews, and a critical analysis of a local museum exhibit or monument.  Additional details are provided 
below in the attached “Assignments” section and will be discussed in class. 

Grading: 

We will follow the standard grading rubric. 
A 94-100  
A- 90-93 
B+ 87-89 
B 84-83 

B- 80-83 
C+ 77-79 
C 74-76 
C- 70-73 

D+ 67-69 
D 64-66 
D- 60-63 
F below 60 

 
Your grade will be calculated as follows: 

Documentary Review    5% 

Primary Source Paper (1) 10% 

Primary Source Paper (2) 10% 

Book Review (1)  10% 

Book Review (2)  10% 

On-line discussion  8%  

Historical Site Assignment 16% 

Class Participation  15% 

Final Exam   16% 

Attendance and Late Work: 

Attendance is mandatory and will be factored into your participation grade.  American University does 
not officially “excuse” absences, but between you and me I’ll give you two unexcused absences to use for 
sick days or family emergencies, etc.  Further unexcused absences will negatively affect your grade.  If you 
are unable to make class for any reason, you should notify me ahead of time to make arrangements. 

Assignments are due at the start of class on the day specific in the syllabus.  Late work will be penalized 5 
points.  Papers over a day late will be penalized an additional 10 points for every day thereafter.  Work not 
handed in will receive a zero.   

http://www.americanyawp.com/
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Classroom Etiquette: 

Please be courteous to both your fellow students and the instructor at all times.  Discussion, mutual respect, 
and the free exchange of ideas and opinions are critical parts of the learning process, so keep an open mind.  
You must also arrive for class on time.  If you cannot arrive on-time, arrive early.   

Please see me if you’d like to use a laptop or tablet to take notes or access document in class.  You may not 
use a laptop without prior authorization.  All other electronic devices must silenced and put away.  Or else. 

Cheating and Plagiarism: 

Standards of academic conduct are set forth in the University's Academic Integrity Code.  By registering, you 
have acknowledged your awareness of the Academic Integrity Code, and you are obliged to become familiar 
with your rights and responsibilities as defined by the Code. Violations of the Academic Integrity Code will 
not be treated lightly, and disciplinary actions will be taken should such violations occur.  Please see me if you 
have any questions about the academic violations described in the Code in general or as they relate to 
particular requirements for this course. 

 

 

Schedule: 
The schedule below offers a rough outline of the course content but is subject to change.  All readings are 
posted in Blackboard. 

 

Week 1 - Aug 28 - Intro to course 

Read: Sojourner Truth, Arn’t i a woman? (in-class) 
 Eric Foner, Letter to Bernie; WaPo piece on AOC and history of radicalism (via email) 

 

Week 2 - Sept 4 - Slavery and the Civil War 

Read: Alexander Stephens, The Cornerstone Speech 
 Abraham Lincoln, The Gettysburg Address, 1st and 2nd Inaugural 

Suggested Reading:  New York Times Magazine, The 1619 Project 
   Douglass, “What is July Fourth to the Negro?” 

 

Week 3 - Sept 11 - Reconstruction and Jim Crow 

Read: Booker T. Washington vs. W.E.B. Dubois 
 Ida B. Wells, “The Lynch Law in America” 

Suggested Reading: DuBois, “Strivings of the Negro People” 

DOCUMENTARY REVIEW DUE 

 

 

http://www.american.edu/academics/integrity/code.cfm
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Week 4 - Sept 18 - Industrialization and the West 

Read: The Populist Party, 1892 platform 
 Carnegie, “Gospel of Wealth” (excerpt) 
 Eugene Debs, “How I Became a Socialist” 
 Lucy Parsons on Women and Revolutionary Socialism 
 Frederick Jackson Turner, The Significance of the Frontier (short excerpt) 

Suggested Reading:  Turner, The Significance of the Frontier (longer excerpt) 
   Eric Foner, Fighting for the West 

 

Week 5 - Sept 25 - The New Century 

Read: Albert Beveridge, The March of the Flag 
 Alice Stone Blackwell on Women’s Suffrage 
 Walter Lippmann on cities and the underworld 

 

Week 6 - Oct 2 - The New America 

Book Discussion: Gordon, The Second Coming of the KKK 

BOOK REVIEW DUE (optional 1/3) 

 

Week 7 - Oct 9 - America in Depression and War 

Read: Studs Terkel, Hard Times (excerpts) 
 Lindberg, “America First” 
 Akio Herzig-Yoshinaga on Japanese Internment 

FIRST PRIMARY SOURCE PAPER DUE (Reconstruction to WWII) 

 

Week 8 - Oct 16 - America Ascendant  

Read: Wallace, Century of the Common Man 
 NSC-68 (excerpts) 
 Allen Ginsberg, Howl 

 

Week 9 - Oct 30- Civil Rights 

Read: MLK, Letter from a Birmingham Jail  
 Malcolm X on MLK and “The Ballot or the Bullet” 

Book Discussion: Theoharis, A More Beautiful and Terrible Struggle 

BOOK REVIEW DUE (optional 2/3) 
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Week 10 - Nov 6 - Social Movements of the Sixties & Seventies 

Read: Students for a Democratic Society, Port Huron Statement (excerpt) 
 Nixon, Toward Freedom From Fear 
 Betty Friedan on women’s rights movement  
 Phyllis Schlafly, What’s Wrong with Women’s Rights 
 Harvey Milk, The Hope Speech 

Suggested Reading:  Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (intro) 
   Truscott, “Gay Power Comes to Sheridan Square” 

 

Week 11 - Nov 13 - Right Turn: America in the Eighties & Nineties 

Read: Ronald Reagan, A Time for Choosing 
 Reagan on Drugs and Crime (Oct 1982) 
 Tipper Gore on Rap Music 
 KRS-One, Sound of the Police 

 SECOND PRIMARY SOURCE PAPER DUE (WWII to 2000) 

 

Week 12 - Nov 20  - The History of Today 

Book Discussion: Kruse & Zelizer, Fault Lines  

BOOK REVIEW DUE (optional 3/3) 

 

Week 13 -  Nov 27 - NO CLASS 

 
Week 14 - Dec 4 - The Past and the Present 

Read: Trump inaugural  
 (review for exam) 

HISTORICAL SITE PAPER DUE 

 

Final Exam – W, Dec 11, 530-8pm 

Details TBD 
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American Social Forces: HIST 215.001, Fall 2019 

Assignment #1: Documentary Review 

 One of the primary tasks of the historian is to evaluate, interpret, and present evidence in a way 
that engages the audience.  Documentary films have become one of the most effective ways of conveying 
stories and arguments about the past, so for your first assignment you will review a documentary of your 
own choosing.  

 But there’s also a lot of crap out there—no Ancient Aliens for us.  You’ll find a list of suggestions 
below.  Pick a film that is at least an hour long and deals with American social history, broadly construed.  
If you’ve got a particular documentary that you’ve been dying to watch and is not on the list, I’ll listen to 
your pitch.  If you choose an entry from a series, be sure to watch at least one other episode for the sake 
of comparison and consistency. 

 The paper should be 2-3 pages and follow the formatting guidelines stipulated below.  You should 
attempt to answer some of the following questions: what is the author/filmmaker’s main argument?  How 
does the film approach the topic of history and the study of the past?  What philosophical questions does 
it address?  How does this relate to approaches and interpretations we have examined in class?  Are you 
persuaded by the film’s arguments and interpretation?  Why or why not?  Support your argument and 
analysis with specific reference to the film throughout your paper.   

 Above all, what does the film tell you about U.S. social history—about the lives of everyday 
Americans and the historical moments in which they lived?  About race, class, and gender, the forces that 
shaped society, and how that society changed or changes over times? 

Paper format: 

 I’m not too picky here, but be sure to follow some general guidelines.  The text should be in either 
Calibri/Arial or Times New Roman in a font size 11 or 12.  Use 1-inch margins.  Double-space.  Do not use 
line breaks between each paragraph (like you see here).  Limit your heading to the following: your name, 
the date, class, and a title (in this case, use a formal citation of the film)—single spaced.  This should take 
no more than 5-6 lines.   

 Use common sense.  When the instructor sees a lot of “white space” on a paper, it indicates the 
student is attempting to “stretch” the paper by manipulating the format, rather than filling that space 
with critical analysis and argument.  Your ability to adhere to these guidelines reflects your ability to 
follow written instructions and you will be graded accordingly. 

 Citations: proper citations and plagiarism are serious stuff in academic history.  A successful paper 
will make frequent reference to the text to support the student’s argument.  Each reference should be 
accompanied by a proper citation, noting the author, title of the work, and page number, and can be in 
the form of an in-text MLA style citation, a footnote, or an endnote.  This won’t really be an issue for this 
paper, but if you bring in an outside source (say, to evaluate a claim made in the doc) be sure to cite it 
appropriately. 

Suggestions: TBD – See list in Blackboard  
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American Social Forces: HIST 215.001, Fall 2019 

Assignment #2: Primary Source Paper 

This is your chance to “do” history!  Although primary sources can take many forms—such as 
pictures, poems, novels, and songs—for this assignment you will focus on the source historians utilize 
most: documents.  Primary documents come in all shapes and sizes.  It can be an official government 
record, a newspaper article or editorial, a letter, a diary entry—just about anything that was written down 
by someone in the past and survives in the present.  Because these are direct reflections of past events 
and attitudes, these documents are often our best window into that time.  Although the documents are 
themselves static and unchanging, historians might differ—and even disagree—about the meaning of any 
particular document, according to their interests and the questions they ask of their sources.  And that is 
where you come in.   

You are tasked with writing two brief analytical papers of 2-3 pages in length, based on a primary 
document of your choosing.  I suggest starting with a topic that interests you and then conducting a little 
background research to narrow down your topic and find a good source.  YOU MAY NOT USE A 
DOCUMENT THAT WE USE IN CLASS.   

Once you have chosen your document, you should ask yourself some of the following questions: 
Who is the author?  What are they writing about?  Why are they writing and when?  Are they making an 
argument?  Or just “reporting” on some event?  What assumptions can you uncover in their writing?  (For 
example, are they making assumptions based on race or gender?  That a particular threat is real?  That 
divine power is manifest on earth?  That people behave rationally or irrationally?)  What can you learn 
from those assumptions by how are they revealed?  What kind of language is used?  And finally: how does 
the document relate to what we have examined in class? 

Paper Format: 

Your paper should be between 2-3 pages.  Confining yourself to this size is an important editorial 
exercise.  Papers should be formatted with one inch margins, text should be double-spaced with no line 
breaks between paragraphs, pages should be numbered.  Paper headings should be single-spaced and list 
your name, my name and the class, the date, and should include a brief title.  You must include a copy of 
your document to your paper; if you fail to do so, your paper will be considered incomplete.  It is entirely 
appropriate to quote from your document, but remember that I am far more interested in your voice so 
be deliberate with your choice of quotes. 

Finding your document: 

Historical documents can be found in many places.  The College’s Reference Librarians are a great resource 
and an excellent place to begin your search.  They can help you access various scholarly databases, 
newspapers and archival resources.  Many documents are also available on-line in some of the following 
locations.  Also be sure to check out the Undergraduate Research Support page: 
http://www.american.edu/provost/undergrad/research.cfm 

Helpful Websites: 

http://www.americanyawp.com/reader.html 
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/ 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ 
https://www.docsteach.org/documents 
http://www.blackpast.org/ 
ProQuest (via AU library)  

http://www.american.edu/provost/undergrad/research.cfm
http://www.americanyawp.com/reader.html
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/
https://www.docsteach.org/documents
http://www.blackpast.org/
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American Social Forces: HIST 215.001, Fall 2019 

Assignment #3: Book Review 

 For most of the class we have taken a broad approach; this is your chance to go deep and explore 
a topic of your choice in greater detail and complexity.  Having examined a few primary sources, you will 
now examine a secondary source (a.k.a. a work of historical interpretation) and will apply your reading 
and analytical skills to a longer piece chosen from the list below or otherwise approved by me.  

 You will be asked to read each of the three assigned history books (Gordon, The Second Coming 
of the KKK; Theoharris, A More Beautiful and Terrible History; and Kruse & Zelizer, Fault Lines) and come 
to class prepared to discuss their content.  You are only required to write a book review for two of the 
assigned readings of your choosing, due on the day of discussion. 

 The paper should be 2-3 pages and follow the formatting guidelines stipulated in the syllabus.  
You should attempt to answer some of the following questions: what is the author’s main argument?  How 
does the author approach the topic of history?  What sort of methods does he or she find most effective?  
What philosophical questions does the author address?  How does this relate to other approaches and 
interpretations we have examined in class?  What is the unique contribution of this book?  Are you 
persuaded by the author’s arguments?  Why or why not?  Support your argument and analysis with 
specific reference to the text throughout your paper.   

 Think of a book review like a movie review.  You need to include a little summary, but don’t 
summarize or narrate every beat or plot point.  You need to explain what makes this book different, 
important, and worth reading (or not). 

Paper format: 

 Stick to the guidelines specified above and you’ll do fine. 

 Citations: proper citations and plagiarism are serious stuff in academic history.  Because this 
assignment calls for a close reading of a specific source, you’ll need to pay more attention to citations 
here.  Generally, if you are making a direct quote or referencing a specific argument featured in the book, 
be sure to cite the page number, in the form of an in-text MLA style citation, a footnote (my preference), 
or an endnote.  But don’t go overboard.  You generally only need a citation when you are quoting or citing 
a very specific argument made in the book. 
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American Social Forces: HIST 215.001, Fall 2019 

Assignment #4: Historical Site Analysis 

 You are afforded a rare opportunity while studying history in our nation’s capital.  Washington, 
DC is home to countless monuments and museums—most of which, whether explicit or not, present a 
particular interpretation of the past and commemorate or reflect important social movements or 
progress.  For this assignment, you are to choose and visit a historical site—generally either a monument 
or specific museum exhibit—in the DC area and develop your own analysis of the historical interpretation 
on display, to be presented in a 4-5 page paper.  You should also be prepared to discuss your paper/site 
in class and how it relates to the course.  The site must address some aspect of American social history or 
have significant social importance, which you are expected to discuss and analyze in your paper. 

 Depending on the site you visit, you should ask questions like: what year was this monument 
built?  To what end?  What meaning is conveyed?  Does it “celebrate” or “commemorate”?  What views 
or elements of the past are being omitted?  What does it teach you about public memory?  If you choose 
a museum exhibit, you might ask: what view of history is on display?  Who is the target audience?  What 
is the message or argument?  What kinds of artifacts are on display and what does the audience learn 
from them?  Does the museum’s physical design reflect a particular interpretation?  How does this reflect 
or what does it tell you about the American experience with regard to culture or race, class, and gender? 

 We will discuss this assignment in class.  If you have not already done so during your time in DC, 
you should spend some time exploring the city and visiting various sites that have historical significance.  
You will need to identify which site you intend to study ahead of time, but may revise your decision with 
the permission of the instructor. 

 NOTE: The only restriction is that you may not do the Lincoln Memorial or the Vietnam Memorial.  
Those papers have been done to death.  DC is packed with museums, monuments, and statuary—try to 
find something a little more off the beaten path. 

Paper format: 

 See formatting guidelines above (Book review assignment), use common sense. 

 NOTE: this assignment is a little different and will not likely follow conventional citation guidelines.  
If you’re citing a specific text or document (such as a newspaper article or museum brochure), you should 
provide formal citation.  If you’re simply discussing the site “as you saw it,” no formal citation is necessary 
so long as you clearly identify what you are referring to in the text. 

Class Presentation: 

 We will not have formal class presentations, but you should come prepared to briefly talk about 
the site you chose and offer some analysis of how it fits into or elaborates upon critical themes examined 
in the course. 
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Additional Support for AU Students: 
Academic Support and Access Center MGC 243, 202-885-3360 supports the academic development and 
educational goals of all AU students while also providing support to students with disabilities. We offer 
workshops on topics of interest to all students such as time management, note taking, critical thinking, 
memory skills, and test taking. Additional support includes free private and group tutoring in many subjects, 
supplemental instruction, The Math Lab and The Writing Lab. 

Counseling Center MGC 214, 202-885-3500 is here to help students make the most of their university 
experience, both personally and academically. We offer individual and group counseling, urgent care, self-
help resources, referrals to private care, as well as programming to help you gain the skills and insight needed 
to overcome adversity and thrive while you are in college. Contact the Counseling Center to make and 
appointment in person or by telephone, or visit the Counseling Center page on the AU website for additional 
information.  

Center for Diversity & Inclusion MGC 201, 202-885-3651 is dedicated to enhancing LGBTQ, Multicultural, 
First Generation, and Women's experiences on campus and to advance AU's commitment to respecting & 
valuing diversity by serving as a resource and liaison to students, staff, and faculty on issues of equity through 
education, outreach, and advocacy.  

OASIS: The Office of Advocacy Services for Interpersonal and Sexual Violence 202-885-7070 provides free 
and confidential advocacy services for anyone in the campus community who experiences sexual assault, 
dating or domestic violence or stalking. 

American University expressly prohibits any form of discriminatory harassment including sexual harassment, 
dating and domestic violence, sexual assault, and stalking. The university is and equal opportunity, affirmative 
action institution that operated in compliance with applicable laws and regulations, and does not discriminate 
on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex (including pregnancy), age, sexual orientation, 
disability, marital status, personal appearance, gender identity and expression, family responsibilities, 
political affiliation, source of income, veteran status, an individual's genetic information or any other bases 
under federal or local laws in its programs and activities. 

If you experience any of the above, you have the option of filing a report with the AU Department of Public 
Safety 202-885-2527 or the Office of the Dean of Students 202-885-3300 dos@american.edu. Please keep in 
mind that all faculty and staff - with exception of counselors in the Counseling Center, victim advocates in the 
Wellness Center, medical providers in the Student Health Center, and ordained clergy in the Kay Spiritual Life 
Center - who are aware of or witness this conduct are required to report this information to the university, 
regardless of the location of the incident.  

The Writing Center First floor of Bender Library offers free, individual coaching sessions to all AU students. 
In your 45-minute session, a student writing consultant can help you address your assignments, understand 
the conventions of academic writing, and learn how to revise and edit your own work. Hours: 11 a.m. to 9 
p.m. Monday through Thursday; 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. Friday. Call 202-885-2991 to arrange a session. Meanwhile 
find handouts, information, and a weekly writer's blog at the Writing Center website and on Facebook. 

International Student & Scholar Services, Batelle 4th Butler Pavilion, Room 410 has resources to support 
academic success and participation in campus life including academic counseling, support for second 
language learners, response to questions about visas, immigration status and employment and intercultural 
programs, clubs and other campus resources. 

 

http://www.american.edu/ocl/asac/index.cfm
http://www.american.edu/ocl/asac/Writing-Lab-About-Us.cfm
http://www.american.edu/ocl/counseling/index.cfm
http://www.american.edu/ocl/cdi/
http://www.american.edu/ocl/wellness/sexual-assault-resources.cfm
http://www.american.edu/finance/publicsafety/index.cfm
http://www.american.edu/finance/publicsafety/index.cfm
http://www.american.edu/ocl/dos/index.cfm
mailto:dos@american.edu
http://www.american.edu/cas/writing/
http://www.american.edu/ocl/isss/Student-Resources.cfm
http://www.american.edu/ocl/isss/supportteam.cfm
http://www.american.edu/ocl/isss/supportteam.cfm

