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This graduate seminar examines the American Revolution as a social, cultural, and political 

phenomenon that accompanied the War of Independence but one whose ultimate significance 

remained unsettled for at least decade after the Treaty of Paris. The course begins roughly in 1763 

and follows American colonists through the imperial crisis that led to the declaration of 

independence and years of war with Britain, followed by the creation of a national republic and 

attempts to forge a distinctive American identity.   Although we will, of course, discuss aspects of 

the war itself, please note that this is not a course in military history. 

Our class meets once a week, remotely via Zoom, on Mondays at 7:20. There are three easy ways for 

you to access our remote classroom: 

• Access this syllabus and click on this link: 

https://gmu.zoom.us/j/93715245607?pwd=aDRhRnd5RUN3aGUrL3BWd2wyYmpWdz09  

• Access your welcome email and click on the same link, which is also included there 

• Go to the course Blackboard site and click on "Zoom Link for Class Meetings," which you will 

find on the green margin on the left side of the course homepage 

The instructor will be available to meet with you outside of class, as needed, either by phone or 

videoconference.  Please schedule meetings either after class or via email. 

Rules/Suggestions for Online Learning: 

This course meets synchronously—in other words, on a specific day and time—and the objective is 

to come as close to an in-person seminar as possible. That goal should be attainable in part because 

our group is relatively small. These simple protocols should further enhance the quality of our 

weekly discussions: 

• All participants should try to remember to mute their audio unless they are speaking. 

Background noise from multiple sources can be extremely distracting.  

• Please consider using live video during our seminar. Ideally, we should all get to know each 

other, which would be very difficult if we cannot see each other. If you are in a weird place, 

if your house is a mess, or if you just want some privacy, Zoom allows you to insert a generic 

or custom virtual background. Go to https://its.gmu.edu/knowledge-base/virtual-

backgrounds/ for some university-provided options. 

• To avoid confusion and to make sure that everyone has a chance to participate in class, we 

will use the hand-raising function during class discussions.  

Weekly Format: 

Students should do assigned reading before coming to class and be prepared to participate in class 

discussions. You should have access to the assigned readings, either electronically or on paper, 

during our discussions. 
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To encourage all students to participate, this course will deviate somewhat from the usual format 

for graduate seminars. Each week, the class will be organized more or less as follows: 

1. Sharing high-quality websites/online archives/virtual exhibits pertinent to the week's topic. 

(1-2 students per week, preassigned) 

 

2. Going around the (virtual) circle: every student should be prepared to share something they 

find interesting or important about the assigned reading 

 

3. BREAK  

 

4. Student-led discussion of the assigned reading (1-2 students per week, pre-assigned) 

 
Assigned Readings include  

• Books: Available from Amazon and other vendors. Some are also accessible as ebooks from 
Fenwick Library. 

• Journal articles: Accessible electronically via the university library catalog.  
• Book chapters: Available on Blackboard as pdfs in "eReserves" or "Course Content" or as 

ebooks via the library catalog, as noted on the course syllabus below.  

 
Written requirements for this course are two short essays chosen from the weekly assignments 
listed below, one paper/project proposal, and a final paper or project. Short essays (3-4 pages) are 
not summaries of the assigned reading but rather essays that draw on the reading to answer 
specific analytical questions. Detailed instructions for the proposals and for the final paper or 
project can be found at the end of this syllabus. 
 
Please note that historians use “Chicago” or “Turabian” style footnotes or endnotes, and that this 
form of annotation (done correctly!) is required for both the final paper (if you are writing one) and 
the proposal's annotated bibliography (regardless of the format you choose for your final project). 
Citations are likely unnecessary for the two short papers, but they should be properly formatted, 
Chicago-style, if you opt to include them. For proper citation formats, consult Kate Turabian, A 
Manual for Writers (many editions). Brief overviews and examples are also widely available 
online—e.g., http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html. 
 
Due dates for all written work are noted in the course schedule below. Students must submit their 
work on or before scheduled due dates. Written work should be submitted by email (as Word files 
or as links to digital work) to ckierner@gmu.edu. For all assignments, late work will be penalized a 
minimum of one letter-grade.  
 
Oral requirements consist of attendance and participation in weekly discussions, an informal 
presentation of the final project or paper, leadership (or co-leadership) of class discussion for one 
predetermined week, and a website review that assesses both contents and functionality. (Two 
published examples of website reviews have been posted in the "Course Content" section of 
Blackboard.) Each week, class leaders should be prepared to raise questions about the assigned 
reading to spur debate and discussion. (Of course, I will be there to help, if needed, but leaders 
should be able to generate and guide the class discussion.) 
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Course grades will be determined as follows: 

• Short papers (2 x 20%)       40%  
• Paper/project proposal       10% 
• Final paper/project        30% 
• Participation (including leading discussion and website review)  20% 

If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me and 
contact Disability Services at 703-993-2474, http://ds.gmu.edu. All academic accommodations 
must be arranged through Disability Services. 
 
Finally, please note that all students are subject to the George Mason University Honor Code (see 
http://jiju.gmu.edu/catalog/apolicies/honor.htm). The penalty for cheating or plagiarism on any 
assignment will be—at a minimum—a grade of F for this course. 
 
 
Course Schedule: 
 
Monday 24 August: Introductory Session. Read Alfred F. Young and Gregory H. Nobles, Whose 

American Revolution Was It?: Historians Interpret the Founding, introduction (pdf in Course 

Content). 

Monday 31 August: America in 1763. Read Colin G. Calloway, The Scratch of a of a Pen: 1763 and 

the Transformation of North America; Brendan McConville, "A World of Kings," Historically Speaking, 

8 (May/June 2007): 5-8; Benjamin Carp, Defiance of the Patriots, chap. 3 (ebook). 

Essay: Drawing on all three assigned readings, explain how and why—to use Colin Calloway's 

words—"not the victory itself but the scale of [British] victory" in 1763 resulted in the 

transformation of North America. 

~~LABOR DAY~~ 

Monday 14 September: Imperial Crisis. Read Serena Zabin, The Boston Massacre: A Family 

History; Eric Slauter, "Reading and Radicalization: Print, Politics, and the American Revolution," 

Early American Studies, 8 (2010): 5-40; Rhys Isaac, "Evangelical Revolt: The Nature of the Baptists' 

Challenge to the Traditional Order in Virginia, 1765 to 1775," William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 

31 (1974): 346-68. 

Essay: How does Serena Zabin's interpretation of the Boston Massacre differ from traditional 

accounts? What were the origins of the traditional narrative and what methodologies and sources 

does Zabin use to challenge it?  

Monday 21 September: Individual Meetings to discuss final papers/projects. 

Monday 28 September: Negotiating Authority. Read Benjamin H. Irvin, Clothed in the Robes of 

Sovereignty: The Continental Army and the People Out of Doors; Barbara Clark Smith, "Food Riots 

and the American Revolution," William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 51 (1994): 3-38. Paper/project 

proposals due. 

Essay: Describe the efforts of the Continental Congress to foster unity and national identity in the 

1770s and 1780s. To what extent were those efforts successful?   
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Monday 5 October: Beyond the Thirteen Colonies. Read Kathleen DuVal, Independence Lost: 

Lives on the Edge of the American Revolution; Janet Polasky, "Revolutionaries Between Nations, 

1776-1789," Past & Present, 232 (2016): 165-201.  

Essay: Many histories of the Revolution focus almost exclusively on the thirteen rebellious colonies 

and their British enemies. What, if anything, do we gain by expanding the geographic focus of our 

studies of the American Revolution?  

~~FALL BREAK~~ 

Monday 19 October: War and the Making of Americans. Robert G. Parkinson, The Common 

Cause: Creating Race and Nation in the American Revolution.  

Essay: The Common Cause is an unusually long book—far longer than most presses are willing to 

publish. How do you think Robert Parkinson defended the enormity of his 743-page tome? Do you 

agree that the book's extreme length is justified?  

Monday 26 October: Allegiance and its Consequences. Maya Jasanoff, Liberty's Exiles: American 

Loyalists in the Revolutionary World; Lauren Duval, "Mastering Charleston: Property and Patriarchy 

in British-Occupied Charleston, 1780-82," William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 75 (2018): 589-622. 

Essay: Who were the loyalists and what did they want in 1776? In 1783? 

Monday 2 November: Whose Republic? Read David Waldstreicher, Slavery's Constitution: From 

Revolution to Ratification; Jan Lewis, "'Of Every Sex and Condition': The Representation of Women 

in the Constitution," Journal of the Early Republic, 15 (1995): 359-87; Loren Schweninger, "Freedom 

Suits, African American Women, and the Genealogy of Slavery," William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 

71 (2014): 35-62. 

Essay: Write a (very) brief analysis of the Revolution's significance in African American history. (In 

addition to this week's readings, you may also want to consult Jasanoff, Liberty's Exiles.)   

Monday 9 November: Establishing a National Government. Read Max Edling, A Revolution in 

Favor of Government: Origins of the U.S. Constitution and the Making of the American State; Jack N. 

Rakove, Original Meanings: Politics and Ideas in the Making of the Constitution, chap. 1 (pdf in 

eReserves).  

Essay: Both Max Edling and Jack Rakove emphasize the importance of the debate over the 

ratification of the Constitution (as distinct from that debate's eventual outcome). Why? 

Monday 16 November: Creating a Nation.  Read Benjamin E. Park, American Nationalisms: 

Imagining Union in the Age of Revolutions, 1783-1833; Kariann Yokota, Unbecoming British: How 

Revolutionary America Became a Postcolonial Nation, conclusion (ebook). 

Essay: Discuss some obstacles to the creation of a coherent and cohesive national identity in post-

revolutionary America.  

Monday 23 November: Remembering the Revolution. Read Michael A. McDonnell, et al., eds., 

Remembering the Revolution: Memory, History, and Nation Making from Independence to the Civil 

War. 



Essay: Write a historiographical essay based on the contents of one "part" of Remembering the 

Revolution. Your paper's title will be the title of the section of the book you choose. 

Monday 30 November: Presentations 

Monday 7 December: Final projects/papers due by 10:00 p.m. 

 

~ ~ ~ 

 

Proposals and Final Research Projects 

The main assignment for this course has two components: a proposal (due Monday 28 September) 

and a paper or project (due Monday 7 December). Students may choose any topic relevant to the 

course. The requirements are as follows: 

Proposal: 3 paragraphs, plus an annotated bibliography 

• Paragraph 1: Topic overview  

• Paragraph 2: The research question you seek to answer in your project—stated explicitly as 

a question—and a brief explanation of how you will try to answer it. What kinds of primary 

sources will you use?  

• Paragraph 3: What will be the format of your final research project? It can be a paper (10-12 

pages), a video, a podcast, an online museum exhibit, lesson plans, or something else 

entirely. But you must explain here what you want to do and why you believe your chosen 

format is appropriate for your topic.  

• Annotated bibliography: Correctly formatted entries for a total of ten (or more) primary 

and secondary sources, each of which must be accompanied by an annotation explaining the 

contents of the source and its utility for your project. I strongly recommend that you begin 

your research by consulting the library's info-guide at https://infoguides.gmu.edu/early-

american.  

 

Final Projects/Papers 

Whatever format you choose, the core of your project should be an analysis of primary sources. The 

quantity of sources you analyze should represent a semester's worth of work. Secondary sources 

should provide the historiographical context for understanding and explaining your primary 

sources. Given our time constraints, the quality of your analysis is more important than the overall 

quantity of your research.  

This final assignment will probably work best if you focus your primary sources on a narrow and 

specific topic, though secondary sources can (and likely should) be more general. Examples of 

plausible projects might include: 

• Newspaper coverage of a particular event or issue. 
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• Clergy's response to the Stamp Act, the Boston Massacre, or some other specific event  
• Analysis of divorce or emancipation petitions from a particular state 
• Contemporary debate over a specific clause or aspect of the proposed federal constitution 
• A particular monument or museum exhibit pertaining to the revolutionary era 

 

 

A Note on Research during the Pandemic 

For our period, many credible sources are available digitally, including the following: 

• Open-source collections of primary sources, the most important of which is Founders Online.  

• Databases to which the Mason library subscribes, which are available via the library 

catalog/website, the most important of which include America's Historical Imprints, Early 

American Newspapers, and American Periodicals. For more information, go to 

https://infoguides.gmu.edu/early-american. 

• Digital editions of scholarly journals, also available from Fenwick Library. The best way to 

search for journal articles is by using the database America: History and Life. 

That being said, you will also need to read or consult books to complete your final project. Fenwick 

Library has some (mostly recent) scholarly monographs available as ebooks; many other books are 

available electronically during the pandemic via Hathi Trust. For more information on Hathi Trust 

Emergency Access, see https://timesync.gmu.edu/libnews/?p=10303.  

In addition, you will have access to actual books from the stacks via preorder and contactless pick-

up. Inter-Library Loan is also available, albeit not as extensively as usual. For more information on 

library services during the fall semester, go to https://library.gmu.edu/faq-page#t127n34362.  
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