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George Mason University 

 

History 370 DL1 

War & American Society 

Fall 2020 

 
Professor Christopher H. Hamner, chamner@gmu.edu 

 

 

More than most nations, America has been defined by war: the U.S. won its independence 

through one war, redefined its national principles in another, and rose to global prominence 

through its participation in the World Wars of the twentieth century before emerging as a 

superpower engaged in a decades-long war of a much different nature. Though many Americans 

are reluctant to think of their nation as warlike, military concerns have exerted an enormous 

influence upon the country in every phase of its development. 

 

This course will examine the American military experience from the colonial period to the 

twenty-first century, exploring how Americans have thought about military service, conducted 

war, and made peace throughout their history. At the same time, it will explore the ways that 

military institutions, war, and the preparation for war have affected American society, and how 

and why those considerations have changed over time. 

  

Throughout the semester, our focus will not be solely on narrative—that is, re-telling the story of 

America’s battles and wars—but on learning to think like historians: exploring issues of cause 

and effect, analyzing evidence, and studying change over time to solve the puzzles of the past. 

You will also have many opportunities to broaden your ideas about what scholars of war study, 

and how America’s history thinking about war, preparing for war, waging war, and thinking 

about peace have affected the nation’s place in the world entering the third decade of the twenty-

first century. 

 

This is an online, asynchronous course. You will need access to a computer and a reliable 

internet connection. The course will run through George Mason’s BlackBoard site, and all of the 

material you need will be there.  

 

We will not have any scheduled meetings, in person or virtually. You’ll be exploring this 

fascinating period in history by drawing on a course text, on primary sources, and on a series of 

slideshows that will make connections between key concepts and ideas and the material in the 

text and in the sources. There is a structure built in to the course: Module 0 serves as an 

introduction and a chance for you to familiarize yourself with the syllabus, assignments, and 

deadlines. After that, we’ll dig into a series of seven modules that each explore some facet of the 

Second World War era. Modules will always begin on a Monday morning and end on a Friday 

evening. Most are two weeks.  

 

This syllabus provides you with information about the course. Take the first week to familiarize 

yourself with the syllabus, the assignments, readings, and course policies. If you have questions, 

reach out to me at chamner@gmu.edu. I am more than happy to answer questions via email, 

phone, Zoom, or Skype. The orientation week is an excellent time to make sure that you 

understand all of the course requirements and expectations so that we can dive into this 

fascinating history in Module 1. 

mailto:chamner@gmu.edu
mailto:chamner@gmu.edu
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COURSE STRUCTURE: The course is divided into a set of modules. Module 0 is the orientation 

module to give you a moment to familiarize yourself with the class structure, assignments, policies, and 

expectations. After Module 0 we’ll dig into the substance of the course in Module 1. The syllabus shows 

exactly what we’ll cover in each module, the resources for you to use, and the assignment you are 

responsible for. 

HOW TO USE THE SYLLABUS: Each module block on the syllabus contains all of the information 

you’ll need to complete the module. 

The Title provides a short description of the material and themes we’ll cover in the module. The Dates 

show when the Module is scheduled to begin and end. New modules start on Monday mornings and end 

on Friday evening. Most run two weeks; a few are one week long. 

The Overview section show what new information and skills you will master over the course of the 

module. 

Read indicates the pages from the course text (Allan Millett and Peter Maslowski’s For the Common 

Defense: A Military History of the United States) that you should read over the course of the module. 

Occasionally there is a supplementary article for a module; those articles will appear in the module folder. 

Documents refers to the primary sources documents that we’ll explore in the module. Copies of each 

module’s documents appear in the module’s folder. Additionally, you’ll find all the documents for the 

course in one long Word document in the “Course materials” folder. 

View refers to the PowerPoints you should view in conjunction with the readings and documents. These 

are narrated slideshows that will explore important core themes and concepts using primary sources. The 

slideshows and the text act as complements. It is important to block out time to read and reflect on both. 

Most of the slideshows are 8-10 minutes in length. Depending on the module there may be six to eight 

slideshows. 

Watch refers to video clips that accompany many of the modules. As we move into the twentieth century 

and the advent of motion picture technology, and there are thousands of hours of video footage of events 

pertaining to America’s involvement in war and peace. Some modules include movie footage as primary 

sources. Modules  5, 6, and 7 include some clips from Hollywood films and from popular culture. Links 

to the clips are active in the syllabus, and duplicate links appear in individual module folders. 

Assignment shows the written assignment that is due for each module. With the exception of the Module 

0 and Module 1, THERE IS A REFLECTION ESSAY DUE AT THE END OF EACH MODULE. 

For Modules 2 through 7 you will submit a short, 500-word reflection essay on the material and ideas 

we’ve covered in the module 

DUE tells you when the written assignment for that module is due. Written assignments should be 

submitted via BlackBoard by 5:00pm on the last day of the module. All due dates fall on a Friday. 

THERE IS A REFLECTION ESSAY DUE ON THE LAST DAY OF EACH MODULE. 
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WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS: Your written work in the course will take the form of six short (500-

word) reflection essays. There is a reflection essay due at the end of each module. A set of prompts for the 

reflections will appear in each module folder. These are lower-stakes writing assignments; they are not as 

developed as a fully-developed five-page essay. They provide a chance for you to apply some of the ideas 

and concepts the module has covered to primary sources and documents created by historical actors 

themselves and to draw connections across two and a half centuries of America’s military past. They also 

provide a chance for you to practice writing short think pieces on a variety of topics, a valuable skill that 

is well worth practicing. Reflections essays will be scored according to a rubric. 

REFLECTION ESSAYS ARE DUE ON THE LAST DAY OF EACH MODULE at 5:00pm.  

 

GRADING: Over the course of the semester you will submit six 500-word reflection essays. Your five 

best scores will count toward your final grade; we will drop your lowest score. Each reflection essay is 

worth 20 points and will count as 20% of your final grade.  

 

There are six due dates throughout the semester, corresponding to Modules 2 through 7. Mark them on 

your calendar now in red ink. Your reflection essays are due at 5:00pm on Fridays. 

 

Module 2:  Friday, September 25 

Module 3:  Friday, October 9 

Module 4: Friday, October 23 

Module 5: Friday, November 6 

Module 6:  Friday, November 20 

Module 7: Friday, December 4 

 

Remember:  

THERE IS A REFLECTION ESSAY DUE ON THE LAST DAY OF EACH MODULE.  

NO LATE ASSIGNMENTS WILL BE ACCEPTED. NO EXCEPTIONS.  

 

The grading scale is as follows: 

A  94-100 

A-  90-93 

 

B+  87-89 

B 84-86 

B- 80-83 

 

C+ 77-79 

C 74-76 

C- 70-73 

 

D+  67-69 

D 65-66  
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Module 0 

Course Introduction 
Week 1 

August 24—August 28  

  

Overview This module serves as the introduction to the course structure, policies, 

and assignments. It will familiarize you with the structure of the course, 

give an overview of the material we’ll be covering this semester, and 

explain all of the material and written assignments you’ll be responsible 

for from now until December. 

 

By the end you will: 

• understand the structure of the course 

• understand the written assignments for the semester 

• be familiar with the due dates for each assignment   

• understand how course grades are calculated 

Read Course syllabus 

Reflection essay instructions 

  

Assignment Email professor at with any questions you have about course policies 

and structure 
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Module 1 

What is “Military History?” 
Weeks 2-3 

August 31—September 11  

  

Overview This module will lay out the core themes and concepts we will cover 

over the semester. You do not need to have any special background in 

studying war or prior knowledge of the military. All you need to come 

in to the first module is a simple definition: How would you answer the 

question “What is military history?” 

 

By the end you will: 

• be able to define six key concepts in the study of war, peace and 

security: 

  --civilian control of the military 

  --civil-military relations 

  --policy v. strategy 

  --limited war v. total war 

  --the limits of military power 

  --history v. memory 

• be able to draft a short list of the kinds of questions that scholars of 

war and society might explore  

Read For the Common Defense, xiii-xvi 

Documents  

View  Module 1 slideshows 

  

Assignment Submit the question about American military history you would most 

like to learn more about this semester. This is a low-stakes, zero-point 

assignment to ensure that you can submit your work through 

BlackBoard. No pressure.  

DUE:  Friday, September 11 at 5:00pm 
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Module 2 

The European Heritage,  

The War of Independence,  

and the Establishment of the American Military System 
Weeks 4-5 

September 14—September 25  

  

Overview This module explores the roots of the American military from its roots 

in the European tradition to its development through the War of 

Independence. It looks at the way the founding generation attempted to 

address the problems of national security in the Constitution and how 

the debates over the military establishment shaped policymaking in the 

nineteenth century. 

 

By the end you will: 

• understand the roots of America’s early military establishment 

• understand the colonies’ strategy for defeating a larger and wealthier 

opponent in the War of Independence 

• be able to point to specific passages in the Constitution that reflect the 

founders’ understanding of the risks and tradeoffs in providing for the 

defense of the nation 

Read Common Defense, 1-141 

Documents 2A Newburgh letter (1784) 

2B Constitution of the United States of America (1787) 

2C Alexander Hamilton, Federalist No. 8 (1787) 

View  Module 2 slideshows 

Watch  

  

Assignment Module 2 reflection essay 

DUE:  Friday, September 25 at 5:00pm 
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Module 3 

The Civil War and Reconstruction 
Weeks 6-7 

September 28—October 9 

  

Overview This module explores the deadliest military conflict in the nation’s 

history: the brutal Civil War that nearly tore the country apart between 

1861 and 1865. It examines the way the two sides sought to wage that 

conflict, the influence of presidential leadership on the course of the 

war, and the ways that new technologies affected the fighting.  

 

It also examines the tumultuous fifteen-year period after the cessation 

of hostilities—the period known as Reconstruction—and looks at the 

ways that the United States attempted to use its military power to 

enforce peace and racial justice in the war’s aftermath. 

 

By the end you will: 

• be able to identify the Union’s successful strategy for victory in the 

war 

• be able to discuss the influence of presidential leadership on the war’s 

outcome, and the importance of events away from the battlefield in 

shaping the war 

• be able to identify limitations in the use of military power that 

prevented the federal government from achieving many of its policy 

aims following the surrender 

Read Common Defense, 142-281 

Documents 3A: Abraham Lincoln’s letter to George Meade (1863) 

3B: Ulysses S Grant’s field order to William T. Sherman (1864) 

3C: Philip Sheridan’s Memoirs (1888), excerpt  

View  Module 3 slideshows 

Watch  

  

Assignment Module 3 reflection essay 

DUE:  Friday, October 9 at 5:00pm 
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Module 4 

The World Wars 
Weeks 8-9 

October 12—October 23  

  

Overview This module explores the United States’ rise to global prominence 

during the World Wars in the opening decades of the twentieth century. 

It will explore America’s turn from isolationism to interventionism, the 

effects of technology on the way war is waged, and the rise of modern 

propaganda as states came to appreciate the ways that wars are 

determined by entire societies, not just armies. 

 

By the end you will: 

• be able to identify American national interests used to justify its 

intervention in World War I and World War II 

• discuss the way that technological developments in the 1920s and 

1930s altered the character of warfare 

• describe the ways that states used propaganda to mobilize their 

citizens to fight more total wars 

• describe the moral and strategic significance of the decision to use air 

power against civilians during World War II  

Read Common Defense, 282-439 

Documents 4A: Poster, “Destroy This Mad Brute” (1917) 

4B: Poster, “Americans Will Always Fight for Liberty” (1943) 

4C: Ernie Pyle, “The Death of Captain Waskow” (1943) 

4D: Dwight Eisenhower, “Order of the Day” (1944) 

View  Module 4 slideshows 

Watch Frank Capra, Why We Fight: Prelude to War (1942) 

  https://youtu.be/wcAsIWfk_z4 

War Department Training film 21-1018, “Crack That Tank” 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EngDMNRoqvE 

  

Assignment Module 4 reflection essay 

DUE:  Friday, October 23 at 5:00pm 

 

https://youtu.be/wcAsIWfk_z4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EngDMNRoqvE
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Module 5 

The Cold War 
Weeks 10-11 

October 26—November 6  

  

Overview This module explores the bipolar world that arose in the half-century 

following the Second World War, as former allies engaged in a global 

ideological struggle without directly engaging each other militarily. It 

explores both the theory behind the monstrously powerful nuclear 

weapons that both sides employed in order to deter attacks from the 

other, and the low-level “proxy wars” in Vietnam and Afghanistan that 

both sides engaged in the hopes of keeping the Cold War from erupting 

into a full-blown nuclear exchange. 

 

By the end you will: 

• be able to define “cold war” in contrast with other kinds of conflicts 

• be able to summarize the theories underpinning the strategy of nuclear 

deterrence 

• be able to describe the theory of containment and the way it led the 

United States to engage in conflicts in Korea and Vietnam 

Read Common Defense, 440-605 

Documents 6A: George Kennan, “Long Telegram” ( 

6B: John F. Kennedy to Bobbie Sue Pendergrass (1963) 

View  Module 5 slideshows 

Watch “Duck & Cover” (1951) 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKqXu-5jw60 

Fail-Safe (1964), first strike argument 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NXZF6DwKvCI  

Dr. Strangelove (1964), presidential phone call 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6T2uBeiNXAo 

Pete Seeger, “Waist Deep in the Big Muddy” (1967) 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uXnJVkEX8O4 

Barry Sadler, “Ballad of the Green Berets” (1966) 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKqXu-5jw60 

Country Joe & the Fish, “Feel Like I’m Fixin’ to Die Rag” (1967) 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F_p1JC3z2kU 

  

Assignment Module 5 reflection essay 

DUE:  Friday, November 6 at 5:00pm 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKqXu-5jw60
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NXZF6DwKvCI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6T2uBeiNXAo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uXnJVkEX8O4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKqXu-5jw60
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F_p1JC3z2kU
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Module 6 

War and Memory 
Weeks 12-13 

November 9—November 20  

  

Overview This module explores the difference between “history” (the events that 

happened in the past) and “memory (the deliberate choices that 

individuals and nation-states make about what to remember and 

emphasize about the past, and what to ignore or eliminate). “History 

and memory” is one of the most fascinating subfields in history, and it 

is of particular interest to scholars of war, the military, and society as 

the difference between history and memory can tell us a lot about how a 

nation views itself, its interests, and its character. The choices over 

what will be commemorated and what will be forgotten—and who gets 

to make those choices—can be deeply contentious and deeply 

revealing.  

 

By the end you will: 

• be able to define “history” and “memory” and discuss the connection 

between the two concepts 

• understand how “memory” reflects specific choices made by people, 

institutions, and nations to create a narrative that captures important 

parts of their past and identity 

• be able to analyze collective memory for insights into a group’s self-

conception 

Read John Bodnar, “Saving Private Ryan and Postwar Memory in America,” 

American Historical Review (2001) 

Documents 6A: George Root, “Battle Cry of Freedom” (1862) 

6B: Randall Jarrell, “Death of the Ball Turret Gunner” (1945) 

View  Module 6 slideshows 

Watch The Longest Day (1962), Omaha Beach sequence 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cpWYxVM80Mw 

Saving Private Ryan (1997), Omaha Beach sequence 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X-bogN0V8RM 

Eric Bogle, “And the Band Played Waltzing Matilda” (1971) 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cZqN1glz4JY 

  

Assignment Module 6 reflection essay 

DUE:  Friday, November 20 at 5:00pm 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cpWYxVM80Mw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X-bogN0V8RM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cZqN1glz4JY
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Module 7 

The American Military in the Twenty-First Century 
Weeks 14-15 

November 23—December 4 

  

Overview This module explores the last 30 years of American warmaking, from 

the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s to the attacks of 

9/11 to the “forever wars” in the Middle East that have stretched for 

nearly two decades. It also explores the phenomenon of  

 

By the end you will: 

• be able to identify ways in which the end of the Cold War presented 

opportunities and challenges for American security 

• define the “new militarism” that has characterized many Americans’ 

attitudes toward the military and military service in the last quarter-

century 

• place recent military history in the context of America’s military past, 

and see both the continuities and changes that have emerged. 

Read Common Defense, 606-680 

Documents 7A: Brett Crozier, “Request for Assistance” (2020) 

7B: Andrew Bacevich, “Trump Is Deploying Troops Against 

Americans” (2020) 

View  Module 7 slideshows 

Watch U.S. Army, “Be All You Can Be” recruiting ads (1986) 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ms9pxvEbILs 

Top Gun theatrical trailer (1986) 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VN8ze3S0Uj8 

Toby Keith, “Courtesy the Red, White, and Blue (The Angry 

American)” music video (2002) 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ruNrdmjcNTc 

Budweiser Super Bowl ad (2005) 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rUrf6Qg4T4E 

Mark Milley, Address to National Defense University (2020), excerpt 

  https://youtu.be/yRFC7chqRIw 

  

Assignment Module 7 reflection essay 

DUE:  Friday, December 4 at 5:00pm 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ms9pxvEbILs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VN8ze3S0Uj8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ruNrdmjcNTc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rUrf6Qg4T4E
https://youtu.be/yRFC7chqRIw
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FINALLY: A note on plagiarism and academic integrity. 

 

All of the work you submit as part of this course should be your own. There is no need to conduct 

outside research for any of the reflection essays. All can be answered using materials in the course 

text, the primary sources, and the course slideshows. Do not be tempted to use Google to find an 

answer to these prompts. They are specific to the course, and the answers you may turn up will not 

account for the specific material we are covering and the way we are covering it.  

 

You can find information about Mason’s honor code here. It is useful to be familiar with Mason’s 

academic integrity policies throughout your career. For the purposes of this course, we can keep 

things simple: 

 

Do your own work. Do not make use of outside help. Do not collaborate with friends or 

classmates. 

 

Follow those simple guidelines and you will have nothing to worry about. A quick tip: Stay on top 

of your assignments. Looming deadlines often lead students to make poor choices. Don’t let 

procrastination put you in a place where you make a bad decision that has a permanent effect on 

your academic record.  

 

The above rules are fairly straightforward, and the penalties for breaking them are simple, too: 

SUBMITTING WORK THAT IS NOT YOUR OWN WILL RESULT IN A FAILING 

GRADE FOR THE COURSE. 

 

https://oai.gmu.edu/

