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George Mason University 

Department of History 

 

History 615 001, Fall 2012:  

READINGS SEMINAR IN MILITARY HISTORY 

 

Professor Christopher H. Hamner Planetary Hall, Room 224 

chamner@gmu.edu Tuesdays, 7:20-10:00 

Office: Robinson B, Room 226B 

Office Hours: Mondays and Wednesdays, 12:00-2:00, and by appointment 

 

What is “military history”? What is the subject of the military historian’s inquiry? What 

kinds of questions does military history seek to answer? What methods and evidence do 

military historians utilize? Where does the field overlap with other historical subfields? 

What distinguishes it from other subfields? Who are its practitioners, and how are they 

trained? What groups form the audience for their work?  

 

This is contested territory: there are no consensus answers to these questions among 

scholars, researchers, and readers. A casual glance at the works shelved under “Military 

History” at any bookstore suggests one set of answers; the list of titles in military history 

from a major academic press suggests quite a different set. This seminar offers an 

introduction to the subfield of military history, analyzing its subjects and methods, the 

features that distinguish it from other kinds of history, and the ways in which the 

academic study and practice of military history have changed over time. To that end, the 

course will explore a broad cross-section of works considered by academic historians to 

fall under the aegis of military history. That cross-section includes some of the most 

influential works in the field and some of the best recent work. The reading list is not 

intended to be comprehensive (no one-semester survey could be), but it is designed to 

familiarize students with some of the key works that have helped define and shape the 

field. 

 

The seminar also affords an opportunity to practice some of the most important skills of 

the working historian. Over the course of the semester, each participant will become 

expert in a particular subfield of the historical literature, conduct research in that subfield, 

write book reviews, and participate in seminar-style discussion of a variety of works: in 

short, the building blocks of academic history. 

 

Reading List 

 

Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War 

John Keegan, The Face of Battle 

Charles Royster, Revolutionary People at War  

James McPherson, For Cause and Comrades  

Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory  

Richard Overy, Why the Allies Won  

John Dower, War without Mercy  

Edward Linenthal and Tom Engelhardt, History Wars  

Beth Bailey, America’s Army  
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We will read and discuss these each of the above monographs together as a class. In 

addition to these group discussions, we will dedicate two class sessions (the Spanish-

American War on October 2 and the Vietnam era on November 6) to a more 

collaborative kind of discussion: each student will select one monograph on the topic, and 

we will spend the class discussion outlining the arguments of the individual works and 

comparing them—with special attention to the ways in which historians of the same 

broad topic frame their questions and approach evidence, sources, analysis, and argument 

differently. For these two class sessions, select one work from each of the following lists 

to read; if you have questions about which books are most likely to interest you given 

their subject material, please contact the instructor. 

 

For the Spanish-American War:  

Kristin Hoganson, Fighting for American Manhood  

Brian Linn, The Philippine War  

David Silbey, A War of Frontier and Empire 

 

For the Vietnam conflict:  

George Herring, America’s Longest War 

Meredith Lair, Armed with Abundance 

H. R. McMaster, Dereliction of Duty 

Mark Moyar, Triumph Forsaken 

 

 

Assignments and Grading 

 

Performance in the course will be determined by a long historiographic essay, two short 

book reviews, and participation in individual discussion sessions. 

 

Historiographic Essay (due in class December 4): The course’s long assignment will 

be a 20-24 page (that is, 5,000-6,000 words, exclusive of notes and bibliography) 

historiographic essay that explores and analyzes some subfield within military history. 

 

“Historiography” is a term that appears frequently in this business, and it can be a 

confusing one. For the purposes of this course, think of historiography as the history of 

scholars’ inquiry into a given field or question. A thorough historiography seeks to 

describe and analyze the record of historical writing on a specific topic: the origins of the 

field, the debates that have shaped the literature, various scholars’ answers to those 

questions, and the reasons for the changing lines of inquiry. The long essay should 

identify, summarize, and discuss ten of the most important books and articles in a given 

subfield, and analyze how the method, argument, evidence, and conclusions of that 

subfield have changed over time.  

 

Each student will choose as an organizing subject some theme or facet of military history 

and explore how the literature on that facet has evolved over time. The choice of the 

subject is up to each individual student. An easy way to select a topic is to choose one of 

the books on the reading list and locate it within a broader literature. Most of these works 
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lie at the intersection of a number of different subfields; John Dower’s War Without 

Mercy, for example, belongs broadly to the literature of the Second World War in the 

Pacific, as well as to the literature on race and war, the cultural dimensions of war, the 

comparative history of warfare in the first half of the twentieth century, and, more 

tangentially, to the literature on the psychology of warfare. Selecting a work from the 

reading list with particular appeal to you and locating it in a broader discussion is one 

way to select an appropriate topic; students who are considering writing a thesis or 

dissertation in the field of military history may want to use the assignment to do some of 

the related secondary reading that will lay the foundation for that original research. 

 

After selecting a topic, students will undertake a survey of the most significant work in 

that field. That work will consist largely of scholarly monographs—works that would, in 

most other research contexts, appear as secondary sources but which are, in the context 

of historiography, the primary sources which support an analysis of the way a subfield 

has changed over time.  

 

The best historiographies address several different threads as they survey the evolution of 

ideas across a series of books. What questions does each individual work attempt to 

answer? How do those question build upon the work of prior historians? How have other 

works attempted to answer similar questions? What is the author’s thesis? How does that 

thesis differ from answers other authors have offered? What is each authors’ method? 

How does the method relate to the author’s argument? How persuasive do you find these 

arguments? Why? What is the weakest part of each book? Why? What assumptions does 

each author make? How do those assumptions affect the overall argument? What material 

is missing? How does the absence of certain evidence or arguments affect the book? And 

perhaps most importantly, how and why has the field evolved over time? 

 

Surveying a subfield and weaving the answers to these questions into a single, cohesive 

essay is one of the most challenging tasks that historians face. It is also one of the most 

important: every meaningful piece of original historical scholarship is built on a solid 

historiographic foundation. To keep you on track to complete a thorough and well-written 

essay by the end of the course, each student will submit two short, ungraded assignments 

during the semester: a one-paragraph statement of the literature you wish to explore in the 

long essay (due September 11) and an annotated bibliography listing the ten books you 

intend to include, along with a short justification of each (due October 2.) These brief 

assignments also offer you a chance to discuss your topic with the instructor (and modify 

it, if necessary) before you get too far along in your research. 

 

Book Reviews: In addition to the historiographic essay, each student will prepare two 

short, 750-word book reviews on two of the course’s reading assignments. Each review 

should follow the standard format for academic book reviews demonstrated in the 

Journal of Military History, the Journal of American History, or the American Historical 

Review. The review should briefly introduce the work (its topic, its author, the details of 

its publication) before analyzing the substance of the author’s discussion. What questions 

does the book seek to address? What is the author’s argument? What kind of evidence 

does the author employ to support that argument? How effective is the argument? Why? 

What are the book’s chief strengths and weaknesses? Fitting that information into a brief 

essay is enormously challenging; writing reviews offers class participants practice in 
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synthesis, criticism, and brevity—essential skills for the professional historian. The 

choice of which two books to review is up to the student; reviews are due in class the day 

the book is discussed. 

 

Participation: Participation in every class discussion is a vital part of an effective 

seminar. Moreover, the ability to think critically and quickly and to present one’s ideas 

verbally is a prized trait in the historical profession. Effective participation in a graduate 

seminar comprises several skills: preparing for discussion, contributing to the give-and-

take of an academic conversation, and listening effectively to the contributions of others 

to advance the analysis collaboratively. The weekly discussions offer class participants an 

opportunity to develop those skills in an encouraging environment. Participation is 

weighted significantly in the course grade precisely because being prepared to discuss 

each week’s material in a thoughtful manner is so important to professional development. 

 

To aid you in these preparations, each student will be expected to bring a short thought, 

question, or response to the week’s reading (specifics will be circulated the week before 

each discussion) to share at the beginning of the class. In aggregate, these responses will 

initiate the longer discussion that week and help ensure that every student contributes at 

least one idea to each discussion. 

 

Final grade breakdown:  

Historiography: 50% 

Book reviews: 10% each 

Participation: 30% 
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Class Schedule 

 

August 28: Introductions. What is military history?  

John Lynn, “The Embattled Future of Academic Military History,” Journal of Military History, 

Vol. 61, No. 4 (Oct., 1997), 777-789 

Edward M. Coffman, “The Course of Military History in the United States Since World War 

II,” Journal of Military History, Vol. 61, No. 4 (Oct., 1997), pp. 761-775 

 

September 4: The roots of the discipline 

Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War 

 

September 11: The “new” military history 

John Keegan, The Face of Battle 
 STATEMENT OF TOPIC DUE 
 

September 18: Origins of the American military establishment 

Charles Royster, A Revolutionary People at War 

 

September 25: Military history from the bottom up 

James McPherson, For Cause and Comrades 

 

October 2: The Spanish-American War 

One pre-selected monograph 
 ANNONTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY DUE 
 

October 16: War and Memory 

Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory  

 

October 23: Strategic history 

Richard Overy, Why the Allies Won 

 

October 30: Cultural historians and warfare 

John Dower, War Without Mercy 

 

November 6: The conflict in Vietnam 

One pre-selected monograph 

 

November 13: Public history and war 

Edward Linenthal and Tom Engelhardt, History Wars 

 

November 20: War in Hollywood 

 

November 27: Military policy and society 

Beth Bailey, America’s Army 

 

December 4: Conclusions. What is military history?  
HISTORIOGRAPHY ESSAY DUE 


