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HISTORY 618: THE AGE OF JACKSON 
 

The years from 1815 to 1850 were a period of intense change in American social, political, 
religious, and economic life. These years constituted an era in which the young nation, its 
residents, and its neighbors were transformed by revolutions in communications, 
transportation, markets, and industry; “burnt over” by religious revivals and experiments; 
mobilized by the rise of partisan politics and moral reform; challenged by changing 
configurations of work, gender, family, and community; dislocated by free and forced 
migrations across the continent; divided by rising sectionalism; shaken by economic panics; 
and brutalized by enslavement and war. This course provides a graduate-level overview of 
how historians have defined, explained, analyzed, and debated these changes and their 
significance in the histories of North America, the United States, and the wider world. 
 
 
REQUIREMENTS 

Discussion 
Active and informed participation in discussion is the central element of the course. Our 
meetings will consist entirely of discussion of the assigned readings, so it is essential that 
you do the reading (both the main text and any required supplemental reading) and come 
prepared to discuss it. You can use the questions on the “Questions to think about in 
analyzing the readings” and “THOMAS” documents (in the “Resources and Reference” 
section of the Blackboard site) as a way to get started on thinking through the reading. 
 
Discussion serves as a way of exploring and thinking about historical works and questions 
that gives us a more complete and complex understanding than any single point of view 
can provide. Classes are more enjoyable and intellectually rewarding for everyone when as 
many people as possible contribute. Participating in scholarly discussions of this type is a 
skill in and of itself, and working on this skill is part of the purpose of the course. Thus, 
regular, positive contributions to discussion are a baseline expectation for the class. 
 
“Weekly” Reaction Papers 
You must write eight (8) one- to two-page reaction papers on the weekly reading. The 
particular weeks are up to you and don’t need to be decided in advance, just make sure you 
do eight. Also note that an additional week will be taken up by your book review essay (see 
below)—you may not submit a reaction paper for that week.  
 
The reaction papers should have one paragraph summarizing the book’s argument 



Spring 2020 History 618: Age of Jackson  2 

and project as succinctly as possible without sacrificing accuracy and important nuances, 
and another paragraph on your critical response to this argument/project and its 
execution in the book (in this case “critical” does not necessarily mean negative, but rather 
engaged and analytical). Your response should focus on substantive intellectual and 
interpretive issues rather than matters that are primarily aesthetic or formal (e.g., there 
were too many big words, it was boring, you felt maps would have been useful, or you 
would have preferred footnotes to endnotes). These papers are due in class on the day we 
discuss the reading. 
 
Book Review Essay 
On a week of your own choosing (not the first week), you must write a six- to seven-page 
(6-7) analysis of the reading for that week. This should not be a chapter-by-chapter 
summary of the main book’s contents, but rather a higher-level analysis of the book’s 
argument and method, exploring the key evidence and themes that support and develop 
that argument. You should also consider the contrast or complement offered to the main 
book’s argument and themes by both of the supplementary readings for that week (where 
applicable). This paper is due in class on the day we discuss the reading. 
  
Final Paper 
There are four options for the longer final paper topic—the first option is the default 
option that is most widely useful for most students. The other options are more 
specialized and geared towards students in particular situations in which those assignments 
may be more useful to their academic and intellectual progress. 
 
Option One: Set questions on course readings. I will write three or four questions about major 
themes in the course, and you can write an extended (12-15 page) essay in response to one 
of them, drawing on a wide sampling of the course readings. This is the default option, and 
the one that is usually the most useful for M.A. students seeking to synthesize what they 
have learned this semester and probably for Ph.D. students preparing for exams. 
 
Option Two: Your own thematic analysis of course readings. You may select a particular theme 
from the course that interests you, and write a 12-15 page essay on that theme, drawing on 
at least four of the books we read and at least four of the supplementary readings. Consult 
with me if you wish to pursue this option. 
 
Option Three: Historiography paper. If you have a specific interest in a particular topic in 
nineteenth-century American history before the Civil War, you may elect to write a paper 
exploring the existing literature on that topic, laying out the major works and 
interpretations, existing debates, underexplored or neglected areas, and possible future 
directions for research. This option requires substantial extra reading, so it is most 
appropriate for those who would particularly benefit from building this kind of deep 
background—those intending to do research on the topic, or those for whom specific 
historiographical and bibliographic knowledge is important. The ideal length of these 
papers will vary depending on the nature of the topic explored, but 15 pages should be 
considered a realistic minimum. Consult with me if you wish to pursue this option. 
 
Option Four: Primary source research paper. Students with a research agenda in early American 
history may do a medium-length, focused primary source research paper as the final paper 



Spring 2020 History 618: Age of Jackson  3 

for this course. Consult with me if you want to pursue this option. 
 
The final paper is due during exam week, on a date to be determined during the semester. 
 
Grading: 
Reaction Papers: 20% 
Book Review: 20% 
Final Paper: 30% 
Class Participation: 30% 

 
 
READINGS 

Structure of Weekly Readings 
Each week there will be a core reading or readings (usually a single book, but occasionally 
a collection of articles or a combination of book and article[s]) that everyone will read. 
Most weeks there will also be a selection of supplementary readings of chapter or article 
length that relate to some aspect of the core reading. You will be required to read one (1) 
of these supplementary readings each week in addition to the core reading, and, along with 
others who have read the same supplementary material, to explain it to the rest of the class 
and bring it into the discussion when relevant. 
 
Required Books 
The following books are all part of the core reading for the course: 

• Baptist, Edward E. The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American 
Capitalism. New York: Basic Books, 2014. 

• Bruegel, Martin. Farm, Shop, Landing: The Rise of a Market Society in the Hudson Valley, 
1780-1860. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002. 

• Cohen, Patricia Cline. The Murder of Helen Jewett: The Life and Death of a Prostitute in 
Nineteenth-Century New York. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998.  

• Earle, Jonathan H. Jacksonian Antislavery and the Politics of Free Soil, 1824-1854. Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004.  

• Faulkner, Carol. Lucretia Mott’s Heresy: Abolition and Women’s Rights in Nineteenth-Century 
America. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011. 

• Forbes, Robert Pierce. The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath: Slavery and the Meaning of 
America. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007. 

• Howe, Daniel Walker. What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2007. 

• Hyde, Anne F. Empires, Nations, and Families: A History of the North American West, 1800-
1860. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2011. 

• Lepler, Jessica M. The Many Panics of 1837: People, Politics, and the Creation of a Transatlantic 
Financial Crisis. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013. 

• Prude, Jonathan. The Coming of Industrial Order: Town and Factory Life in Rural Massachusetts, 
1810-1860. 1983. Reprint edition, Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1999. 

• Rockman, Seth. Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore. Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009. 
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• Snyder, Christina. Great Crossings: Indians, Settlers, and Slaves in the Age of Jackson. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2017. 

 
Supplementary Readings 
The supplementary readings are usually journal articles or book chapters. I will provide 

links to these readings in the “Supplementary Readings” section of the class Blackboard 
site. You can also find most of these readings by visiting the GMU Library’s homepage 
(library.gmu.edu) and using either the main search box (author’s last name and a few key 
words from the title are usually sufficient) or more targeted searches (Journals or 
Databases, for instance). 

 
Recommended Resources 
If you do not already have these, the following books are vital companions to graduate 

study in History (and other fields): 
 
• Strunk, William, Jr. and E. B. White. The Elements of Style. 4th ed. New York, Longman 

Publishers, 1999. Avoid other editions, alleged “updates,” and repackagings that do 
not list E.B. White as a coauthor. Electronic editions in particular are often reprints 
of the original 1918 Strunk version without any of White’s contributions—that 
version is extremely dated and lacks the stylistic elegance of White’s version, but it 
frequently gets repackaged because it is in the public domain. (And retailers are not 
always good about making it clear exactly which edition you are getting in electronic 
format.) Just get the physical book; it remains indispensable. 

• The Chicago Manual of Style, 17th ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017. This 
provides a guide to and detailed discussion of the style, usage, and citation practices 
that are most commonly used in academic historical writing. A hard copy can serve 
as a convenient reference, but it is also available online via the GMU Library. 

 
 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

All work in this course is governed by the George Mason University honor code:  
To promote a stronger sense of mutual responsibility, respect, trust, and fairness among all members of the 
George Mason University community and with the desire for greater academic and personal achievement, 
we, the student members of the university community, have set forth this honor code: Student members 
of the George Mason University community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, 
or lie in matters related to academic work. 
 
For details on how the honor system at GMU works, consult the university catalog 
(https://catalog.gmu.edu/policies/honor-code-system/). More information can also be 
found at the GMU Office of Academic Integrity. 

 
 
OTHER POLICIES AND IMPORTANT INFORMATION 

Administrative Dates 
Last day to add classes: Tuesday, January 28 
Last day to drop with full tuition refund: Wednesday, February 5 
Final drop deadline (50% tuition refund): Tuesday, February 11 
Unrestricted withdrawal period: Wednesday, February 12 to Monday, February 24 
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Disabilities 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see 
me and contact the Office of Disability Services (ods.gmu.edu) at (703) 993-2474. All 
academic accommodations must be arranged through that office. 
 
GMU Email Accounts 
Students must use their MasonLive email accounts to receive important University 
information, including messages related to this class. See masonlive.gmu.edu for more 
information. 
 
Useful Resources 
Writing Center (writingcenter.gmu.edu): Robinson B 213, (703) 993-1200, wcenter@gmu.edu. 
Counseling and Psychological Services (caps.gmu.edu): SUB I, Suite 3129, (703) 993-2380. 
University Catalog: catalog.gmu.edu. 
Other university policies: universitypolicy.gmu.edu. 
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SCHEDULE OF CLASSES 
 
January 22: Introduction:  
 Daniel Feller, “Politics and Society: Toward a Jacksonian Synthesis,” Journal 

of the Early Republic 10:2 (Summer 1990): 135-161. 
 Daniel Walker Howe, What God Hath Wrought: The Transformation of America, 

1815-1848, Editor’s Introduction and Introduction, pp. xiii-7. 
 Seth Rockman, “Jacksonian America,” in American History Now, ed. Eric 

Foner and Lisa McGirr (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 
2011), pp. 52-74. 

 
 
January 29: Synthesis—Jacksonian America and/or Whig America 
 Daniel Walker Howe, What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 

1815-1848. 
  
 (No supplementary readings due to the length of the main book.) 
 
 
February 5: Economic and Social Change in the Rural North 
 Martin Bruegel, Farm, Shop, Landing: The Rise of a Market Society in the Hudson 

Valley, 1780-1860. 
 
 Supplementary Readings 
 Richard Lyman Bushman, “Markets and Composite Farms in Early 

America,” William and Mary Quarterly 55:3 (July 1998): 351-374. 
 Catherine E. Kelly, “‘The Consummation of Rural Prosperity and 

Happiness’: New England Agricultural Fairs and the Construction of 
Class and Gender, 1810-1860,” American Quarterly 49:3 (September 1997): 
574-602. 

 
 
February 12: Work, Gender, Sex, and Violence in the Urban North 
 Patricia Cline Cohen, The Murder of Helen Jewett: The Life and Death of a Prostitute 

in Nineteenth-Century New York. 
 
 Supplementary Readings 
 Brian P. Luskey, “Jumping Counters in White Collars: Manliness, 

Respectability, and Work in the Antebellum City,” Journal of the Early 
Republic 26:2 (Summer 2006): 173-219. 

 Nicolette Severson, “‘Devils Would Blush to Look’: Brothel Visits of the 
New York Female Moral Reform Society, 1835 and 1836,” Journal of the 
History of Sexuality 23:2 (May 2014): 226-246. 

  
 
February 19: Industrialization and Labor in New England 
 Jonathan Prude, The Coming of Industrial Order: Town and Factory Life in Rural 
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Massachusetts, 1810-1860. 
 
 Supplementary Readings 
 Joshua R. Greenberg, “‘Powerful—Very Powerful Is the Parental Feeling’: 

Fatherhood, Domestic Politics, and the New York City Working Men’s 
Party,” Early American Studies 2:1 (2004): 192-227. 

 Jama Lazerow, “Spokesmen for the Working Class: Protestant Clergy and the 
Labor Movement in Antebellum New England,” Journal of the Early 
Republic 13:3 (Autumn 1993): 323-354. 

 
 
February 26: Urban Labor in Slavery’s Mid-Atlantic Borderland 
 Seth Rockman, Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore. 
 
 Supplementary Readings 
 T. Stephen Whitman, “Industrial Slavery at the Margin: The Maryland 

Chemical Works,” Journal of Southern History 59:1 (February 1993): 31-62. 
 Katie M. Hemphill, “Selling Sex and Intimacy in the City: The Changing 

Business of Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century Baltimore,” in Capitalism 
by Gaslight: Illuminating the Economy of Nineteenth-Century America, ed. Brian 
P. Lusky and Wendy A. Woloson (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2015), pp. 168-189. 

 
 
March 4: Banking, Finance, and Panic 
 Jessica M. Lepler, The Many Panics of 1837: People, Politics, and the Creation of a 

Transatlantic Financial Crisis. 
 
 Supplementary Readings 
 Stephen Mihm, “Follow the Money: The Return of Finance in the Early 

Republic,” Journal of the Early Republic 36:4 (Winter 2016): 783-804. 
 Sean Patrick Adams, “How Choice Fueled Panic: Philadelphians, 

Consumption, and the Panic of 1837,” Enterprise & Society 12:4 
(December 2011): 761-789. 

 
 
March 11: No Class-Spring Break 
 
 
March 18: The Politics of Slavery and the Shaping of the Jacksonian World 
 Robert Pierce Forbes, The Missouri Compromise and Its Aftermath: Slavery and the 

Meaning of America. 
 
 Supplementary Readings 
 Matthew Mason, “The Maine and Missouri Crisis: Competing Priorities and 

Northern Slavery Politics in the Early Republic,” Journal of the Early 
Republic 33:4 (Winter 2013): 675-700. 

 Nicholas Wood, “John Randolph of Roanoke and the Politics of Slavery in 
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the Early Republic,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 120:2 
(2012): 106-143. 

 
 
March 25: The Politics of Antislavery and the End of the Second Party System 
 Jonathan H. Earle, Jacksonian Antislavery and the Politics of Free Soil, 1824-1854. 
 
 Supplementary Readings 
 Corey Brooks, “Stoking the ‘Abolition Fire in the Capitol’: Liberty Party 

Lobbying and Antislavery in Congress,” Journal of the Early Republic 33:3 
(Summer 2013): 523-547. 

 Daniel Feller, “A Brother in Arms: Benjamin Tappan and the Antislavery 
Democracy,” Journal of American History 88:1 (June 2001): 48-74. 

 
 
April 1: Abolitionism and the Radical Edge of Nineteenth-Century Reform 
 Carol Faulkner, Lucretia Mott’s Heresy: Abolition and Women’s Rights in 

Nineteenth-Century America. 
 
 Supplementary Readings 
 Julie Roy Jeffrey, “The Liberty Women of Boston: Evangelicalism and 

Antislavery Politics,” New England Quarterly 85:1 (March 2012): 38-77. 
 Sean Griffin, “Antislavery Utopias: Communitarian Labor Reform and the 

Abolitionist Movement,” Journal of the Civil War Era 8:2 (June 2018): 243-
268. 

 
 
April 8: Slavery and Capitalism 
 Edward E. Baptist, The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of 

American Capitalism. 
 
 (No supplementary readings due to the length of the main book.) 
  
 
 
April 15: Looking East from the North American West 
 Anne F. Hyde, Empires, Nations, and Families: A New History of the North 

American West, 1800-1860. 
 
 (No supplementary readings due to the length of the main book.) 
 
 
April 22: Race and Removal at the Crossroads of North America 
 Christina Snyder, Great Crossings: Indians, Settlers, and Slaves in the Age of Jackson. 
 
 Supplementary Reading 
 Sean P. Harvey, “‘Must Not Their Languages Be Savage and Barbarous Like 

Them?’ Philology, Indian Removal, and Race Science,” Journal of the Early 
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Republic 30:4 (Winter 2010): 505-532. 
 John P. Bowes, “American Indian Removal beyond the Removal Act,” Native 

American and Indigenous Studies 1:1 (Spring 2014): 65-87. 
  
 
April 29: To be determined, based on class interests 
 Reading(s) will be selected from a set of options by class discussion/vote. 


