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Successful completion of a graduate research seminar is one of the requirements for the M.A. 
degree. The objective of this seminar is for each student to write a major paper (20-25 pages, 
excluding endnotes and bibliography) related to the course’s topic, conducting original research in 
primary sources and situating their findings in an appropriate historiographical context.  
 
This particular research seminar is organized loosely around the subject of the "age of revolutions," 
which began roughly with the end of the French and Indian (Seven Years') War in 1763 and ended 
with the attainment of independence in most of Latin America by 1825. Students are free to 
research and write on any aspect of history during this period, and to focus on any geographical 
location, as long as they have access to the primary sources needed to complete their work over the 
course of the semester. 
 
Class format and structure:  Our class meets most weeks, remotely via Zoom, on Mondays at 7:20, 
with class duration varying according to our weekly workload. To access our virtual classroom, go 
to the class 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, which will take you to the list of scheduled 
Zoom meetings. Simply click the button for the appropriate date to access the class. 
 
Required texts: Readings are accessible online via the Fenwick library catalog unless otherwise 
noted. Those that are not accessible through the library catalog are either available via hyperlinks 
embedded in this syllabus or as files posted in the "Course Content" section of Blackboard. Because 
the main work for this course is researching and writing a major paper, there is comparatively little 
assigned common reading and no books to purchase. 
 
Although all common readings for this class are digitally accessible, please note that you will most 
likely need access to an actual brick-and-mortar library to complete their research projects. If you 
are not physically located near Fairfax or another Mason campus during the semester, you may be 
able to access books (to use on-site or to check out) from a college or university library nearer to 
your own location, or your public library may be able to obtain materials for you via inter-library 
loan. Please determine your best options for obtaining books and other research materials that are 
not available digitally from Mason at the beginning of the semester. Having access to necessary 
primary and secondary sources is a pre-requisite for an acceptable research proposal (and a 
successful semester project). In some cases, you may find it necessary to purchase a book that is 
absolutely essential for your project but otherwise inaccessible, but borrowing from a library 
(rather than buying from Amazon) should be your first choice for most print-only sources. 
 
Written work: In addition to a few the small writing assignments described below, each student 
will write a research proposal (due Sunday 3 October) and a final research paper (due at the end of 
the semester), which will be evaluated according to the following criteria:  
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• Clarity and originality of the paper’s thesis 
• Use of primary sources in support of thesis statement 
• The degree to which the work is situated in the existing historiography 
• Use of diverse sources and sophistication of historical analysis 
• Organization of the paper’s contents and quality of writing 
• Correct Chicago-style citations and bibliography used by historians 

 
Students must submit all work electronically as email attachments (Word files) to 
ckierner@gmu.edu. Late submissions will be penalized a minimum of one letter-grade. Please note 
that I will not award a final grade of Incomplete (I) except under extraordinary (and amply 
documented) circumstances. 
 
Oral work: Students will do one substantive oral presentation (length TBD), besides participating 
regularly in class discussions. Oral presentations will be evaluated according to the following 
criteria: 
 

• Clarity and organization 
• Substantive explanation of topic, thesis, evidence, and primary sources 
• Completion of presentation's essential elements (see above) in the allotted time 
• Ability to engage and maintain the attention of the audience 

 
Grading: Final grades for the course will be determined as follows: 

• Paper proposal       10%   
• Final paper        60% 
• Misc. other writing (see course schedule, below)   10% 
• Participation and discussion     20%  

 
Course Schedule: 
 
Monday 23 August: Introductory Session. Read Thomas Bender, "A Season of Revolutions," in 
Bender, et al., eds., Revolution!: The Atlantic World Reborn (pre-circulated and in Blackboard 
"Course Content").  
 
Monday 30 August: A Revolutionary World. Read Karen Wulf, "Vast Early America: Three Simple 
Words for a Complex Reality," Humanities, 40 (2019), https://www.neh.gov/article/vast-early-
america; Suzanne Desan, et al., "Introduction," in The French Revolution in Global Perspective, 1-12 
(ebook); Nathan Perl-Rosenthal, "Atlantic Cultures and the Age of Revolution," William and Mary 
Quarterly, 3rd ser., 74 (2017): 667-96; Robin Blackburn, "Haiti, Slavery, and the Age of Democratic 
Revolution," William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 63 (2006): 643-74; Alfred F. Young, “George 
Robert Twelves Hewes (1742-1840): A Boston Shoemaker and the Memory of the American 
Revolution.” William & Mary Quarterly 38, no. 4 (October 1981): 561–623. 
 
**Labor Day—No Class** 
 
Monday 13 September: Historiography. The Oxford Handbooks series "brings together the 
world's leading scholars to write review essays that evaluate the current thinking on a field or 
topic, and make an original argument about the future direction of the debate." This series is 
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accessible electronically via the Oxford Handbooks Online database at Mason libraries. Here are the 
titles in the series that could be useful for your research topics: 

• Jane Kamensky and Edward G. Gray, eds., The Oxford Handbook of the American Revolution 
• David Andress, ed., The Oxford Handbook of the French Revolution 
• John Breuilly, ed., The Oxford Handbook of the History of Nationalism 
• Nicholas Canny and Philip Morgan, eds., The Oxford Handbook of the Atlantic World, 1450-

1850 
• José C. Moya, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Latin American History  

Another potentially useful collection of essays, which is not part of the Oxford series but which is 
available online through the library catalog is Edward Vallance, ed., Remembering Early Modern 
Revolutions: England, North America, France, and Haiti. 

Browse the table of contents of the books that are potentially relevant for your topic. Then, choose 
an article from one of the books and write and submit a brief essay (2-3 pages, doubled-spaced) 
summarizing its major points and explaining how the article relates to your topic.  
 
Monday 20 September: Research Resources with Dr. George Oberle. 
 
Monday 27 September: Individual meetings (in-person or via Zoom).  
 
Monday 4 October: Research proposals due by Sunday 3 October 5:00 p.m. for in-class 
discussion of pre-circulated proposals. Come to class prepared to discuss your project, the 
progress you have made thus far, and the sources you will be using for your primary research. 
 
Proposals should be 3-4 pages (excluding bibliography), written in complete sentences—no bullet 
points or lists—and must include the following: 
 

• An overview of your topic, including the historical question you seek to answer in your 
paper. Please state your research question explicitly, as a question. 

• Your tentative thesis (which is the provisional answer to your research question). 
• An overview of where you have already looked for sources (Fenwick catalog, other 

library catalogs, America: History and Life or Historical Abstracts, specific primary 
source databases, Library of Congress or other research library) and what, generally 
speaking, you have found, especially in terms of primary sources. 

• A research plan, including a discussion of the order in which will you examine your 
main sources and a target date to complete your research and begin writing. 

• A preliminary bibliography of sources that you know are available and that you have 
already examined. The bibliography should consist of two sections: primary sources 
and secondary sources. Each source must have a full and correct bibliographical 
citation formatted according to the Chicago Manual of Style (which is what historians 
use). For examples, go to 
http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html 

 
**Fall Break—No Class** 
 
Monday 18 October: The "So What" Question. Read Michael A. McDonnell, “Class War? Class 
Struggles during the American Revolution in Virginia.” William & Mary Quarterly 63 (2006): 305–
44; Maya Jasanoff, "Revolutionary Exiles: The American Loyalist and French Émigré Diasporas," in 
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David Armitage and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, eds., The Age of Revolutions in Global Context, c. 1760-
1840, 37-58 (in Blackboard "Course Content"); Caitlin A. Fitz, “The Hemispheric Dimensions of 
Early U.S. Nationalism: The War of 1812, Its Aftermath, and Spanish American Independence.” 
Journal of American History 102 (2015): 356–79. 
 
Monday 25 October: Research week—no class. 
 
Monday 1 November: Writing a Research Paper: Structure and Writing Strategies.  
Print out an actual paper copy of one of the articles we have read as a group: choose from those 
assigned for 10/18, plus Blackburn, Perl-Rosenthal, and Young.  Thinking about the article/essay as 
a specific genre of writing, analyze its structure and annotate the text, particularly identifying its 
distinct parts (i.e., introduction, thesis, historiography, theoretical framework, discussion of 
sources, body of the essay, addressing the so-what question, etc.) in the margins. Also note the 
different kinds of evidence the author uses (and to what ends), how the author qualifies or 
modulates their claims, and how they make transitions from one part of the article to the next. Also 
consider the article's strengths and weaknesses. Be prepared to share your insights and show your 
annotations (on camera).  
 
Monday 8 November: Writing week—no class. 
 
Monday 15 November: Peer review (drafts due on Thursday 11 November by 5:00 p.m.). Use 
the email function on Blackboard to send your paper to me and to your assigned reviewer. In 
addition, send a one-paragraph abstract of your paper to all class members (including me). You will 
find directions on how to write an abstract in the "Course Content" section of Blackboard. 
 
To prepare for class, write a brief critique (1-2 pages) of the paper you have read, which you will 
convey to the author and submit to me via email. Be prepared to discuss in class the paper's thesis, 
evidence, and conclusions, and to point out one major strength and one major area that needs 
improvement.  
 
Monday 22 November: Revising week—no class—optional individual meetings. 
 
Monday 29 November: Presentations. 
 
Friday 3 December: Final papers due. 
 
 

~ ~ ~  
 
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 use 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.  

 

~ ~ ~  

 

If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me and 

contact Disability Services at 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. 
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