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Recent U.S. History, 1945 to Present 

Revised September 3, 2021 
HIST 623. George Mason University. Fall 2021 
Thursdays, 7:20-10 pm. 
Innovation 330 
Professor Zachary M. Schrag 
silent c, rhymes with bag 
He/his/”Professor” 
 
E-mail: zschrag@gmu.edu  
Office: Horizon Hall 3177. Tel. 703-594-1844.  
Student Office Hours: Thursdays, 1:15-3:15, and by appointment.  
 
Please sign up for a slot or slots at zschrag.as.me, whether you are planning to come 
during those times or other times.  

Online resources 

• Course Blackboard (Bb) site: http://mymason.gmu.edu 
• General advice: http://historyprofessor.org 
• Administrative information: http://historyprofessor.org/miscellaneous/boilerplate/ 
• Chicago-Style Citation Quick Guide: https://bit.ly/3jLsI6R 
• US History Sources 1940s-Present. http://infoguides.gmu.edu/modern-US-

history/begin 

Course Description 

What is the legacy of the anticommunist movement of the 1950s? How did the liberal 
coalition of 1964 give way to a resurgent conservatism by 1980? Did the reformist 
impulses of the 1960s endure past the end of the decade? Have concerns about class 
displaced debates over race? How do local and regional stories complicate national 
narratives? And can a historical profession dominated by liberal Democrats fairly 
answer these questions? This version of HIST 623 will explore the postwar era by 
focusing on recent scholarship that seeks to explain the apparent collapse of the once-
mighty New Deal order and the challenges posed by a rising conservative movement. 
We will compare explanations stressing conflicts over race relations, business interests, 
Communism, crime, war, and other factors to build a complex, if not comprehensive, 
understanding of the postwar period. 
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Goals 

In this course, students will: 

• Enhance their knowledge of twentieth-century United States history. 
• Practice critical reading and analysis of recent scholarship. 
• Consider the challenges of studying the politics of recent decades. 

Readings 

Required Books 

Baker, Ellen R. On Strike and on Film: Mexican American Families and Blacklisted 
Filmmakers in Cold War America. Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2007. 

Cohen, Lizabeth. A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in 
Postwar America. New York: Vintage, 2003. 

Cowie, Jefferson R. Stayin’ Alive: The 1970s and the Last Days of the Working 
Class. New York: New Press, 2012. 

Geismer, Lily. Don’t Blame Us: Suburban Liberals and the Transformation of the 
Democratic Party. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014. 

Kohler-Hausmann, Julilly. Getting Tough: Welfare and Imprisonment in 1970s 
America. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017. 

Lombardo, Timothy J. Blue-Collar Conservatism: Frank Rizzo’s Philadelphia and 
Populist Politics. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018. 

McGirr, Lisa. Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002. 

Phillips-Fein, Kim. Invisible Hands: The Businessmen’s Crusade Against the New 
Deal. New York: W. W. Norton, 2010. 

Rigueur, Leah Wright. The Loneliness of the Black Republican: Pragmatic Politics 
and the Pursuit of Power. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014. 

Sparrow, James T. Warfare State: World War II Americans and the Age of Big 
Government. New York: Oxford University Press, 2011. 

Stein, Judith. Pivotal Decade: How the United States Traded Factories for Finance 
in the Seventies. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011. 
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Storrs, Landon R. Y. The Second Red Scare and the Unmaking of the New Deal 
Left. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012. 

Links to additional readings will be posted on Blackboard. 

Key questions 

For each book, consider the following questions:  

1. What is liberalism? 

2. What is conservatism? 

3. Who are the pivotal people? 

4. What did they want from government? 

5. Whom did they consider a worthy citizen? 

6. What was the path not taken? 

Administrative 

Please read the administrative information about the honor code, university resources 
&c. online at http://historyprofessor.org/miscellaneous/boilerplate/ 

Feedback on your essays, lesson plans, prospectus, and final paper will be provided on 
Blackboard. I do not expect to provide written feedback on most weekly reading 
responses. 

This class is scheduled to meet in person except for September 16, when we will meet 
by Zoom at 8:30pm. If the campus is closed due to inclement weather (rare but not 
unheard of in the fall semester) we will meet by Zoom. 
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Assignments 

Reading responses: 1 points each x 10 responses. 10 points total 

For each class meeting except the first and last (weeks 2-13), and the weeks for which 
you prepare lesson plans, please post responses to the assigned readings. These 
responses are mainly designed to set the agenda for class discussions. I do not expect 
to offer detailed feedback, though I may do so if you are having trouble with the format. 
Please post your responses to the discussion board section of Bb by 10am on the day 
of our meetings.  

Choose one fact and explain in two or three sentences how it supports the author’s 
larger claims, or how it might be read in a way that challenges those claims. Include a 
page reference.  

Example: 

Crespino documents numerous instances of self-conscious conservative 
rhetorical efforts to downplay racism while still maintaining continuity with white 
supremacist imperatives. Women for Constitutional Government, a group formed 
in the wake of the federal desegregation of the University of Mississippi in 1962, 
recognized the phrase "states' rights" as "anathema to our cause because it 
connotes segregation. From now on, the word should be 'conservative'", the 
astute group decided (78).1 

Paste your response as a plain text reply to the thread. Do not post attachments. 

Goals 

• Help you distinguish between the claims a historian makes and the evidence 
she uses to support those claims.  

• Help you practice evaluating a work by its ability to make sense of the 
evidence it offers. 

• Prepare you for class discussions by focusing your attention on the 
arguments and facts presented by the readings. 

• Prepare the instructor and your classmates by giving them an advance idea 
 

1 Whitney Strub, “Further into the Right: The Ever-Expanding Historiography of the U.S. 
New Right,” Journal of Social History 42, no. 1 (Fall 2008): 189. 
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of what you and other students think are the key questions raised by the 
readings. 

Comparison essays: 4 essays, 10 percent each, 40 percent total 

For each unit of the course, you are asked to write a review essay comparing and 
contrasting the assigned texts. Each paper should run roughly 1000-1500 words. It 
should present a thesis that explains what we learn from reading the works in 
combination. You are welcome to elaborate on points raised in your own reading 
responses or, with proper citation, those of your classmates. References to readings 
done for other courses may be helpful. Please footnote as needed. Please post your 
response on the Assignments section of Blackboard by 7:00 pm on the dates 
indicated on the schedule below. 

The essays should not summarize the reading, nor attempt to address every claim by 
every author. Rather, each essay should present one bold, original thesis about how the 
works address an important theme in postwar American history. In other words, aim to 
say something that would interest a reader already familiar with the works under review. 

Please pay attention to essay form. Present a question and a thesis in your introduction, 
and argue it consistently through the essay.  

For more instructions on reading and reacting, please see “How to Read a History 
Book,” “How to Write a Review,” “How to Write a Reading Response,” and “Reverse 
Engineering for Historians” at http://historyprofessor.org/reading/.  

The best published models for these essays are likely the reviews of multiple books in 
the journal Reviews in American History, available online through the university library. 
See, for example, 

• Elizabeth Tandy Shermer, “Whither the Right?: Old and New Directions in the 
History of American Conservatism,” Reviews in American History 44, no. 4 
(2016): 644–52, https://doi.org/10.1353/rah.2016.0087 

• Bell Julian Clement, “Measuring Great Society Impact: Bedford-Stuyvesant 
and Newark,” Reviews in American History 45, no. 3 (2017): 496–503, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/rah.2017.0072 

These essays explore the choices of scholars about scope, timeframe, sources, agency, 
and the like, and use them to develop findings about broader topics. 
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Goals 

• Keep you engaged as active readers. 

• Encourage you to consider the largest implications of the individual stories 
told by each work. 

• Give you practice in writing critically yet respectfully about other scholars’ 
work. 

Steps 

• Review your notes from each reading and discussion. 

• Look for elements of similarity and, more importantly, difference among them. 

• Consider what questions and comments the author of one book would have 
for the others. 

Pitfalls 

• Too much summary at the expense of analysis and evaluation. While 
published book reviews need to summarize narratives in order to make sense 
to readers who have not yet read the books, these essays are directed to 
someone who has. Focus on evaluating the arguments and the evidence 
used to support them. You might imagine that you are reviewing a manuscript 
for a press, whose editor knows what’s in the text but wants to know if it 
matters. 

• Treats books solely one at a time. Look for linkages, comparisons, debates. 

Lesson plan. 2 x 10 points each. 20 points total. 

Twice during the semester, each student will present a primary source for discussion. 
Depending on the size of the course, another student may also be presenting that 
session, but you should each work independently on your presentations, and submit 
plans independently. 

Imagine that you want to convey some of the major insights of our reading for the week 
to an audience (high school students, undergraduates, museum visitors, Smithsonian 
cruise ship passengers) who have not read and never will read the scholarly monograph 
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that we are discussing that week. But they are willing to read a short, primary source, or 
absorb its sound or video equivalent. How will you translate your scholarly 
understanding to a non-scholarly audience? 

Goals 

• Give you experience leading discussions and preparing materials for 
discussion. 

• Give you experience translating the questions and claims of scholarly history 
into more accessible formats.  

• Give you the chance to explore your own special interests by selecting 
primary and secondary materials that shed alternative perspectives on the 
common readings. 

• Enliven class discussions by bringing in those new perspectives.  

• Aid your instructor and classmates in teaching future courses in this period. 

Steps 

1. Review the sample lesson plan on Bb. 

2. As you read the assigned book, think about what major themes or questions you would 
like to communicate. 

3. Choose one or two primary sources that address those themes or questions.  

Your selection should be brief enough that your classmates can read, listen to, or watch 
it in no more than 5 minutes) Please see my undergraduate syllabus for examples of 
sources, and the library’s (US History Sources 1940s-Present. 
http://infoguides.gmu.edu/modern-US-history/begin) for online resources. You are 
welcome to choose a source that is cited in the assigned text, though preferably not one 
that the author addresses at great length.  

You may choose one longer source or two sources for your classmates to compare.  

Sources with an explicit agenda (such as opinion pieces, political speeches, or 
advertisements) generally work better than straight news reporting.  

Primary sources for lesson plans must be fully cited and traced back to the original 
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source if possible. If you find a source on the open web, try to find a version in a 
reputable academic or commercial site with full bibliographic information.  

Primary sources for lesson plans should have been created during the period covered 
by the weekly reading. Thus, if the assigned reading concerns the late 1940s, look for a 
source from the late 1940s.  

If you have any questions about what would make an appropriate source, please 
consult me in advance. 

4. Prepare handouts or slides as needed.  

This could take some work. For example, if a newspaper article appears in a database 
as a long, skinny column, that will not be legible if printed out on letter-size paper. You 
will need to enlarge the type, either by cutting and pasting (digitally or physically) or by 
converting it into text that you can print out in a larger font size. If you want me to make 
photocopies of a source you post to Bb, please let me know several hours in advance 
by email. 

For audio or video, please prepare a transcript or captions. I believe you have access to 
Office 365, which can provide rough transcripts of audio. 

5. Prepare a lesson plan (500-1000 words) for the discussion with the following sections: 

• Claims. Summarize one or more (not all) of the major claims of the seminar 
text, quoting as appropriate. 

• Primary source: Please provide full bibliographic information for the source 
you will use. Explain your choice of primary source and its relation to the 
assigned readings. Imagine you were teaching undergraduates, preparing a 
museum or website exhibit, or scripting a documentary film, and you wanted 
to convey some of the insights from the assigned scholarly book without 
requiring people to read that text. What concepts would the primary source 
introduce on its own? 

• Goals: what are the most important facts and concepts that students should 
take away from the readings. 

• Questions: List questions that are informed by the secondary reading, but 
could be answered by the primary source alone. Aim for open-ended, 
interpretive questions, rather than specific factual questions. 
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Please post your lesson plan in the assignments section of Bb by 10am on the day of 
our meetings. If possible, please post the source or a link to it at the primary sources 
section of Bb. 

6. Lead discussion.  

You will have 20-30 minutes to lead a discussion on your source, based on your lesson 
plan. This includes the time your classmates will need to read, listen to, or view the 
source. 

Pitfalls 

• Source is too thin. Example: a brief video clip of someone shouting a slogan, 
or a one-panel political cartoon. These may be important sources, but not 
enough to sustain a 30-minute discussion. Combine with other short sources, 
or find something longer. 

• Source is purely factual. Straight news reports tend not to work as well as 
editorials, speeches, advertisements, sermons, etc. One exception is if a 
student provides conflicting reports of the same event. 

• Source is tangential to the assigned reading. Find a source that helps answer 
the book’s main questions. 

• Source is improperly cited. Student finds a source in a secondary source 
(such as a TV documentary) or on social media (YouTube, blog, etc.) and fails 
to track down the original. Without information about the context in which the 
source was created, the class cannot analyze it fully. 

• Source does not answer discussion questions. The goal is to match questions 
and sources, to make your classmates researchers. 

Final project: 30 percent 

Write a proposal for an article-length research project on a topic in the history of post-
1945 US political history.  

An initial prospectus—just a paragraph or two—is due October 25. In our final session, 
you will present your work to the seminar, and during exam period you will submit a 
written version on Bb. 
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The Sample Application Narratives for the NEH Fellowships program 
<http://www.neh.gov/grants/research/fellowships> offer good models for writing about 
research you would want to do. See especially American History, African Americans who 
Returned to the United States from Canada after the Civil War and Latin American 
Studies, The Creole Circus and the Theater in Argentina and Uruguay, 1860-1910. 
However, since these are proposals for book-length projects, you need scale them 
down. See below for instructions. For the general format, see “How to Write a 
Prospectus” <http://historyprofessor.org/research/how-to-write-a-prospectus/>.  

Goals 

This assignment is designed to: 

• Give you practice in identifying primary and secondary sources. 

• Give you practice in identifying scholarly questions requiring original research. 

• Allow you to explore a research interest beyond the assigned readings. 

• Give you experience with public presentation. 

Steps 

1. Identify a general topic in postwar political history that interests you 

The assigned readings address debates over political economy, consumption, labor, 
culture, housing, education, policing, gender roles, and race relations, among other 
topics. You are free to explore any of these in greater depth, or to examine another area 
of political debate. 

2.Explore existing scholarship on that topic 

America: History & Life (https://bit.ly/3iGJEfv) is the best starting place to find 
scholarship on a topic in US history. Once you have identified some texts, you can find 
additional sources in their footnotes, and see how those texts have been cited on 
Google Scholar.  

You need not read every source you locate, or every word of every source. Instead, 
work to distinguish between questions that have been fairly well settled and those that 
invite more inquiry. What do we need to know what we don’t yet already? 

Your proposal should identify 10-20 secondary sources that help you frame your 
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question. 

3.Pose a question 

Present the question in its broadest terms. Consider, as a model, this passage from the 
introduction to Suburban Warriors : 

In the largest sense, then, this book probes the shifting nature of twentieth-
century American conservatism. When, where, and how have conservative 
political cultures been generated? To what extent has a self-conscious 
conservative movement advanced and defined itself in reaction to social change? 
And, most of all, how do we explain the staying power of the Right in American 
life? 

These questions are too big for one book, about one county, to answer, but McGirr can 
help answer them. 

4. Narrow your project to article length 

Historians often present their work in packages of 8,000 - 12,000 words, published as 
either book chapters or standalone journal articles. Individual chapters in Warfare State 
and Getting Tough may give you a sense of the right scale. So too will articles that our 
authors published as part of the projects that generated their books.  

See, e.g., Timothy J. Lombardo, “The Battle of Whitman Park: Race, Class, and Public 
Housing in Philadelphia, 1956–1982,” Journal of Social History 47, no. 2 (Winter 2013): 
401–28, and Landon R. Y. Storrs, “Red Scare Politics and the Suppression of Popular 
Front Feminism: The Loyalty Investigation of Mary Dublin Keyserling,” Journal of 
American History 90, no. 2 (September 2003): 491–524. 

Consider especially how focusing on one or two groups of people, or even individuals, 
can help set boundaries for a project. Limiting geography (like Lombardo’s single 
neighborhood) or time frame can also help. 

See How to Narrow a Research Topic, https://historyprofessor.org/research/how-to-
narrow-a-research-topic/ .  

5.Identify primary sources 

Identify the primary sources that would tell the story of your chosen people, place, and 
time. Consider both published and manuscript sources. You may include sources to 
which you do not currently have access, such as archival collections in distant cities. 

Some resources include the Mason library’s guide to US History Sources 1940s-
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Present. (http://infoguides.gmu.edu/modern-US-history/begin), ArchiveGrid 
(https://researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/), and the footnotes of the secondary 
sources you have identified earlier. 

For the most part, this assignment does not require you to read the primary sources you 
have identified. But sample findings can make a good case for continued exploration. 

6.Prepare a presentation  

For our final class meeting, prepare a presentation of up to eight minutes to share your 
work with your classmates. Feel free to use this time to pose questions that may help 
your final project. You may wish to share a primary source that you’ve found. 

7.Write up your proposal  

By the date posted on the syllabus, post your final proposal. The total length should be 
about 2500-3000 words and should include 

1. a thorough exploration of all scholarship about the particular subject 
2. an explanation of why further research is needed 
3. a description of the story you would tell, focusing on people, place, time, and 

action. 
4. a bibliography of secondary sources, about 10-20 items 
5. a description of available primary sources and how they would answer the 

research question. 

Pitfalls 

• Topic is too broad. The challenge here is to define a project that helps answer 
big questions, but that could be completed in months, not years. 

• Question has been answered. Some topics have been the subjects of 
decades of study, while others have barely been explored. Identify one of the 
latter ones. Keep in mind that it the actions of major figures (King, Nixon, 
Schlafly) have likely been studied far more than those of grassroots actors or 
less prominent leaders. 

• No primary sources can be found. It is not enough to wish for letters and 
diaries left by the people you hope to study. Part of the exercise is to identify 
existing sources and explain how they would answer the questions you pose. 
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Schedule 

Introduction 

1.  August 26 

• International Labor and Working-Class History 74 (Fall 2008), section on 
“Rethinking the Place of the New Deal In American History.” Essay by Cowie 
and Salvatore; responses by Boyle, Kazin, Klein, MacLean, Montgomery, and 
reply by Salvatore and Cowie, pp. 3-69. 
http://www.jstor.org.mutex.gmu.edu/stable/i27673114 

• Matthew D. Lassiter, “Ten Propositions for the New Political History,” in 
Shaped by the State: Toward a New Political History of the Twentieth Century, 
edited by Brent Cebul, Lily Geismer, and Mason B. Williams (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2019), 3-23, via library.gmu.edu  

• Geoffrey Kabaservice, “Liberals Don’t Know Much About Conservative 
History,” POLITICO Magazine, September 9, 2018, https://politi.co/2QbYbPM. 

Did Americans Even Like the New Deal? 

2. September 2. Sparrow, Warfare State. 

3. September 9. Cohen, Consumers’ Republic 

4. September 16 Meet on Zoom, 8:30 - 10pm Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands 

Anticommunism killed the New Deal 

5. September 23. Storrs, Second Red Scare. Essay 1 due 

6. September 30. Baker, On Strike and on Film 

7. October 7. McGirr, Suburban Warriors 

Whiteness killed the New Deal 

8. October 14. Lombardo, Blue Collar Conservatism Essay 2 due 

9. October 21. Kohler-Hausmann, Getting Tough 
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 October 25 (Monday), 5pm. Prospectus due. 

10. October 28. Rigueur, Loneliness of the Black Republican 

Deindustrialization killed the New Deal 

11. November 4 Cowie, Stayin' Alive Essay 3 due 

12. November 11. Stein, Pivotal Decade 

13. November 18. Geismer, Don’t Blame Us 

 November 25. No class (Thanksgiving) 

Who killed the New Deal? 

14. December 2. Presentations Essay 4 due 

 December 9 (Thursday). Final paper due on Blackboard, 10:15 pm. 


