
George Mason University 

Department of History and Art History 

 

Dr. Jennifer Ritterhouse      Spring 2018 

Email: jritterh@gmu.edu      Thursdays, 7:20-10pm 

Office: Robinson Hall B, 361B     Music & Theater 1008 

Office hours: By appointment 

History 634, Section 001: Interwar America, 1918-1939 

From the "war to end all wars" to the rise of the "greatest generation," the period between 1918 

and 1939 was tumultuous and saw the start of many political, social, and cultural trends that have 

continued to influence life in the United States up to the present day. This reading seminar asks 

students to examine U.S. history between the world wars in-depth from a variety of perspectives. 

Assignments focus on developing fundamental skills of the historian, such as reviewing books, 

creating bibliographies, and evaluating the historical scholarship in an area of interest. 

 

Required books: (all but bold available at campus store; see schedule for additional readings) 

Christopher Capozzola, Uncle Sam Wants You: World War I and the Making of the Modern 

 American Citizen (Oxford, 2010). 

Lisa McGirr, The War on Alcohol: Prohibition and the Rise of the American State (Norton, 

 2016). 

Mai Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Updated 

 edition, Princeton, 2014). 

Jeffrey B. Ferguson, ed. The Harlem Renaissance: A Brief History with Documents 

 (Bedford/St. Martin's, 2007). 

Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy 

 (Harvard, 2005). 

Ira Katznelson, Fear Itself: The New Deal and the Origins of Our Time (Liveright, 2013). 

Landon Storrs, Civilizing Capitalism: The National Consumers' League, Women's Activism, and 

 Labor Standards in the New Deal Era (University of North Carolina Press, 2000). 

Neil M. Maher, Nature's New Deal: The Civilian Conservation Corps and the Roots of the 

 American Environmental Movement (Oxford University Press, 2009).   

Kim Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands: The Businessmen's Crusade Against the New Deal (Norton, 

 2010). 

Justus D. Doenecke and Mark A. Stoler, Debating Franklin D. Roosevelt's Foreign Policies, 

 1933-1945 (Rowman & Littlefield, 2005). 

 

Course requirements and grading: 

 Active, informed, & thoughtful participation, including optional submission of discussion 

questions on Blackboard (10%) 

 Essay, 6-7 pages (1800-2100), due via Blackboard by 7:20 p.m. on Feb. 22 (20%) 

 Primary source project, due by 7:20 p.m. on March 29 (20%) 

 Book review, 2-3 pages (600-900 words) with oral presentation (20%) 

 Final essay, 10-12 pages (3000-3600 words) due by 7:20 p.m. on May 10 (30%) 
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Participation and discussion questions: I expect students to read each week's assignment 

thoroughly and come to class prepared to ask questions, raise issues, and engage in a thought-

provoking conversation. I will do my best to judge participation more on the intellectual quality 

than on the sheer quantity of a student's comments, but quantity is also important because 

students who are eager to talk demonstrate familiarity with the readings and provide intellectual 

stimulation for the whole group. 

 Students may also contribute to their participation grade by submitting a one-paragraph 

summary and 3-5 discussion questions on any assigned book for any number of weeks during the 

semester. These are due via Blackboard by noon on the day we are to discuss that reading. 

Because I intend to incorporate students' questions into my own discussion planning, I will not 

accept late submissions for participation credit. Nor should any student expect to make an A for 

the participation portion of the grade based on written submissions alone, even if s/he submits 

something every week. Meanwhile, it is possible to make an A in participation without 

submitting any summaries or discussion questions at all. My goal is to give quiet students a 

chance to improve their grades while acknowledging that graduate education in History favors 

those who engage orally and think on their feet. This class is designed to foster those skills. 

 I will give every student a preliminary participation grade along with my comments on 

the first essay. 

 

First essay: This essay will require you to synthesize our first three weeks of course readings. 

The format will be like that of essays in Reviews in American History, as we'll discuss in class. 

 

Primary source assignment: This assignment will require you to work with primary sources, 

either from our materials on the Harlem Renaissance or from some other source base that we 

discuss one-on-one (and that might have nothing to do with the Harlem Renaissance; you are 

welcome to pursue a relevant topic of your own choosing). The goal is a small-scale project 

centered on developing a historical interpretation from analysis of primary sources. The final 

product could be a paper, a website, or a presentation such as our teachers might use in their 

classrooms. I will ask for a proposal and bibliography in advance and we'll work out the details 

of the project one-on-one. 

 

Book review: This assignment can relate to the Primary Source Assignment or be separate from 

it. The idea is to read a relevant, scholarly book that isn't on our syllabus, write a concise (2-3 

pages/600-900 words) review of it, and provide a brief oral report on it for the class. The oral 

reports will take place in the weeks after spring break, and your book review will be due on the 

night you present. I'll ask for your book review ideas at the same time I ask for your proposal for 

the primary source project. To identify appropriate books, you may wish to consult Lisa 

McGirr's historiographical essay in American History Now (Philadelphia: Temple University 

Press, 2011), which is available through Mason Libraries. We'll also review some helpful 

databases in class, especially America: History and Life. 

 

Your oral presentation should last no more than 10 minutes and should focus on introducing the 

book you read and putting it into historiographical context for your classmates. Because it is easy 

for these presentations to devolve into dull chapter-by-chapter summaries, I want to spend some 

time in class discussing how to approach them. I will grade the oral presentations on the 

following criteria: 
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 Clarity and organization, especially in identifying a book's main thesis and contribution 

to scholarship as well as the nature of the author's sources and methods of analysis 

 Time management to allow completion within the allotted 10 minutes 

 Ability to engage and maintain audience attention 

 Ability to respond to questions 

 

Final essay: The final essay will ask you to synthesize our course readings from March and 

April, incorporating two additional scholarly books chosen for this assignment, with the goal of 

developing a theme and a historiographical argument. Rather than trying to write about every 

reading we've done, you'll be trying to offer a coherent "take" on the scholarly conversation 

about a key subject such as race and civil rights, the role of the federal government in American 

life, gender relations, class conflict, the importance of transnational perspectives, etc.  

 

Course schedule and readings: 

 

Jan. 25  Course introduction; discuss Rudolph J. Vecoli, "Industrial Workers as 'Moral  

  Capitalists,'" Reviews in American History 20 (December 1992), 529-535   

  (available online through Mason Libraries) 

 

Feb. 1  Capozzola, Uncle Sam Wants You; David M. Kennedy, "The Political Economy  

  of War," ch. 2 of Over Here (available on Blackboard) 

 

Feb. 7  McGirr, The War on Alcohol  

 

Feb. 15 Ngai, Impossible Subjects 

 

Feb. 22 No class; First essay due via Blackboard 

 

March 1 Ferguson, Harlem Renaissance; Proposal for Primary Source Project due via  

  Blackboard 

 

March 8 Singh, Black is a Country 

 

March 15 Spring break 

 

March 22 Katznelson, Fear Itself 

 

March 29 Primary Source Projects due 

 

April 5  Storrs, Civilizing Capitalism 

 

April 12 Maher, Nature's New Deal 

 

April 19 Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands 
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April 26 Doenecke and Stoler, Debating Franklin D. Roosevelt's Foreign Policies, pp. 5- 

  89, 113-83; Melvyn P. Leffler, "Embracing Complexity," in Safeguarding   

  Democratic Capitalism (available on Blackboard) 

 

May 3  Essay-length readings on WWII (TBA, available on Blackboard) 

 

Final essay due by 7:20 p.m. on May 10 via Blackboard 

 

Class policies and additional information: 

Academic Integrity:  

I expect students in this course to live up to George Mason University's Honor Code, which 

states: "Student members of the George Mason University community pledge not to cheat, 

plagiarize, steal, or lie in matters related to academic work." I will pursue any concerns about 

academic dishonesty and will report suspected students to the University's Honor Board for 

disciplinary action, including a failing grade in the course. 

 

Attendance and late paper policy:  

Students may miss a single class without penalty; however, even one absence is strongly 

discouraged and any additional absences will significantly affect the course grade. If you miss a 

class when you are supposed to give a presentation, there will be no way to make up that part of 

the assignment. Please contact me well in advance of any necessary absence. 

 

I will accept late papers with a penalty of half a letter grade for every 24-hour period past the 

deadline. 

 

Accommodations:  

Students who require academic accommodations should contact me promptly and must make 

arrangements through the Office of Disability Services (ods.gmu.edu; 703-993-2474). 

 

Other useful information: 

Writing Center (writingcenter.gmu.edu): A114 Robinson Hall, 703-993-1200 

Counseling and Psychological Services and Learning Services (caps.gmu.edu): 703-993-2380 

Last day to drop without tuition penalty: Monday, Jan. 29  

Last day to drop with 33% tuition penalty: Monday, Feb. 12 

Last day to drop with 67% tuition penalty: Friday, Feb. 23 

 


