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HISTORY 610-002: THE STUDY AND WRITING OF 
HISTORY 

 
 
This course is different from most other history courses in that it does not focus on a 
particular geographic region, a particular historical era, or a particular social, political, or 
cultural topic. Instead, its subject is what is referred to as historiography, or “the history of 
history.” It explores underlying theoretical and methodological questions about the evolution 
of history as a discipline from the late nineteenth century to the present. The goal of this sort 
of study is to introduce new graduate students to major ideas, problems, and schools of 
thought in historical practice, and to promote greater awareness of the implications of our 
own and others’ choices in the way we frame historical questions. These rather lofty goals 
mean that the course operates at a higher level of abstraction and theoretical self-
consciousness than most other history courses. This can take some getting used to, but the 
payoff is a deeper and more sophisticated understanding of what it means to do history and 
why it is important. 
 
We will begin with a consideration of the institutional and intellectual history of the 
American historical profession over time, and we will explore some of the major interpretive 
and professional battles that have shaped the discipline in the second half of the twentieth 
century. Then we will read and analyze a series of influential works that exemplify particular 
approaches to analyzing evidence, constructing narratives, and conceptualizing historical 
processes that have influenced current ideas and practices. Finally, we will engage with a 
handful of more recent works that highlight important aspects of the current state of the 
field. Along the way we will seek to address a number of important, often interrelated 
questions, including the complex relationship between academic and popular approaches to 
history, the challenges of writing histories of the allegedly “inarticulate,” the limitations of a 
historiographical tradition that is deeply linked to the rise of the nation-state in America and 
Europe, and the ways in which modern globalization might affect our historical perspective. 
 
 
REQUIREMENTS 

 
1) Class Participation: 
Active and informed participation in discussion is the central element of the class. Our meetings will 
consist almost entirely of discussion of the assigned readings, so it is essential that you do 
the reading and come prepared to discuss it. 
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Another crucial aspect of discussion is listening and responding to the ideas of other 
members of the class. Discussion is not simply a series of statements, but a true exchange 
of ideas that creates a more complete and sophisticated understanding of historical works 
and questions that any single individual perspective can provide. Disagreement is a vital 
and natural part of this process, and it is encouraged as long as it is expressed respectfully 
and constructively.  
 
Participation is judged on quality more than quantity, but it is impossible to judge quality 
without a sufficient sample size. In fact, active, regular participation is itself a form of 
quality—the course is more enjoyable and intellectually rewarding when as many people as 
possible contribute consistently and cogently to our discussions. 
 
2) “Weekly” Reaction Papers: 
You must write seven (7) one- to two-page (double spaced) reaction papers on the books 
we read this semester (weeks made up of multiple articles are not a good fit for this 
format). There are ten total books, so you can select which seven you will write on—this is 
up to you and does not need to be decided in advance, just make sure you do seven.  
 
The reaction papers should have one or two paragraphs summarizing the book’s 
argument and historiographical significance as accurately and succinctly as possible, and 
another paragraph or two on your critical response to the book’s argument and 
historiographical orientation (in this case “critical” does not necessarily mean negative, but 
rather engaged and analytical). Your response should focus on substantive intellectual and 
interpretive issues rather than matters that are primarily aesthetic or formal (e.g., there 
were too many big words, it was boring, you felt maps would have been useful, or you 
would have preferred footnotes to endnotes). These papers are due in class on the day we 
discuss the reading. 

 
3) Review of Reviews: 
This is a five-page paper comparing and contrasting at least four scholarly book reviews of 
one of the following books: Ginzburg, Levine, Ulrich, Brown, or Savage. The paper is due 
the week that we read the particular book you’re reviewing the reviews of. You should 
compare the reviewers’ overall impressions of the book and consider more specific issues 
such as which elements of the book the reviewers think are most important or innovative, 
which they think are effective, and which they think are problematic. Is there a general 
consensus about these issues and the book overall, or are there sharply contrasting 
reactions? Why? Which reviews are most on target, in your opinion? Which are most 
useful in understanding the book?  
 
4) Historiography Project: 
This is a semester-long project that involves writing a fifteen- to twenty-page 
historiographical essay on a topic of your choosing. The point of this paper is to explore 
the evolution of the literature on a topic in light of the trends and ideas that we have 
studied this semester. This means that choosing a topic of appropriate scale and 
significance is important: if the topic is too broad (the Civil War, e.g.) it will be unwieldy 
and your treatment will necessarily be extremely superficial; if it is too narrow or technical 
(the uniforms of the Army of the Potomac, e.g.) there will not be enough significant 
literature connected to broader disciplinary trends. Similarly, choosing appropriate books is 
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also important. You need to select works that are well known and influential in the context 
of your topic—ones that have actively shaped the discussion and interpretation. To 
facilitate this, there are several smaller steps/assignments due throughout the semester, 
including an initial topic description, a preliminary bibliography, an annotated final 
bibliography, and a draft thesis/argument. The final paper is due during exam period, on 
Friday, December 12. 
 
Grading: 
Class Participation  25% 
Reaction Papers   20% 
Review of Reviews  20% 
Historiography Project 35% 
 
 

REQUIRED READINGS 
Books 
The following books are required and have been ordered at the GMU Barnes & Noble in 
the Johnson Center: 

 
• Banner, James M., Jr. Being a Historian: An Introduction to the Professional World of History. 

New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012. 
• Brown, Kathleen M. Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and 

Power in Colonial Virginia. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996. 
• Chakrabarty, Dipesh. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000. 
• Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. 1975. Translated by Alan 

Sheridan, 1977; Reprint, New York: Vintage Books, 1995. 
• Ginzburg, Carlo. The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller. 

Translated by John Tedeschi and Anne C. Tedeschi. 1980; Reprint, Baltimore, MD: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013. 

• Laslett, Peter. The World We Have Lost: Further Explored. 4th ed. London: Routledge, 2004. 
• Levine, Lawrence W. Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-American Folk Thought from 

Slavery to Freedom. New York: Oxford University Press, 1977. 30th Anniversary Edition, 
2007. 

• Savage, Kirk. Monument Wars: Washington, D.C., the National Mall, and the Transformation of 
the Memorial Landscape. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009. 

• Trouillot, Michel-Rolfe. Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History. Boston, MA: 
Beacon Press, 1995. 

• Ulrich, Laurel Thatcher. A Midwife’s Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her Diary, 
1785-1812. 1990; Reprint, New York: Vintage Books, 1991. 

 
Additional Required Readings 
Additional required readings listed on the syllabus are available via JSTOR, Project MUSE, 
or other online databases. 
  
The easiest way to access these databases is through the GMU Library’s homepage 
(library.gmu.edu). You can use the default “Quick Search” tab above the search (which 
often returns too many unrelated results unless you make your search very specific), or you 

http://library.gmu.edu/
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can use the “Articles and More” tab to find a specific journal and the library’s database 
subscriptions that cover the appropriate years. From there, you can do an author, title, or 
keyword search to find the article. 
 
It is recommended that you bring a paper copy of the reading to refer to in class. 
 
Recommended Resources 
If you do not already have these, the following books are vital companions to graduate 
study in History (and other fields): 
 
• Strunk, William, Jr. and E. B. White. The Elements of Style. 4th ed. New York, Longman 

Publishers, 1999. (Avoid free or super cheap older editions, which are often the 
original, non-updated version without White’s contributions—they are very dated.) 

• Turabian, Kate L. A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations. 8th ed. 
Edited by Wayne C. Booth, et al. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2013. 

 
 

HONOR CODE STATEMENT 
All work in the course is governed by the George Mason University honor code:  
 
To promote a stronger sense of mutual responsibility, respect, trust, and fairness among all members of the 
George Mason University community and with the desire for greater academic and personal achievement, 
we, the student members of the university community, have set forth this honor code: Student members 
of the George Mason University community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, 
or lie in matters related to academic work. 
 
For details on how the honor system at GMU works, consult the university catalog:  
http://catalog.gmu.edu/content.php?catoid=25&navoid=4906 
 
More information can also be found at the GMU Office of Academic Integrity. 
 
 

OTHER IMPORTANT DATES AND POLICIES 
Administrative Deadlines 
Last day to add classes: Sept. 2 
Last day to drop (no tuition penalty): Sept. 2 
Last day to drop (33% tuition penalty): Sept. 16 
Last day to drop (67% tuition penalty): Sept. 26 
 
Disabilities 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see 
me and contact the Office of Disability Services (ods.gmu.edu) at (703) 993-2474. All 
academic accommodations must be arranged through that office. 
 
GMU Email Accounts 
Students must use their Mason email account to receive important University information, 
including messages related to this class. See masonlive.gmu.edu for more information. 
 

http://catalog.gmu.edu/content.php?catoid=25&navoid=4906
http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu/
http://ods.gmu.edu/
http://masonlive.gmu.edu/
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Useful Resources 
Writing Center (writingcenter.gmu.edu): A114 Robinson Hall, (703) 993-1200. 
Counseling and Psychological Services (caps.gmu.edu): SUB I, Suite 364, (703) 993-2380. 
University Catalog: catalog.gmu.edu. 
Other university policies: universitypolicy.gmu.edu. 

  

http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/
http://caps.gmu.edu/
http://catalog.gmu.edu/
http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/
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SCHEDULE OF CLASSES 
 
August 26: Introduction 
  

 
September 2: The Historical Profession in the United States 
 James M. Banner, Jr. Being a Historian: An Introduction to the Professional World of 

History. 
 
 
September 9: The Making of Modern Historiography: Braudel & Thompson 
 Geoff Eley, A Crooked Line: From Cultural History to the History of Society (Ann 

Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), pp. 25-60. 
 Fernand Braudel, “History and the Social Sciences: The Longue Durée,” in On 

History, trans. Sarah Matthews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1980), pp. 25-54. 

 J.H. Hexter, “Fernand Braudel and the Monde Braudellien,” Journal of Modern 
History 44 (1972): 480-539. 

 E.P. Thompson, “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism,” Past & 
Present 38 (1967): 56-97. 

 E.P. Thompson, “The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the 
Eighteenth Century,” Past & Present 50 (1971): 76-136. 

  
 
 
September 16: Quantitative Social History 
 Peter Laslett, The World We Have Lost: Further Explored, 4th edition. 

  Historiography Topic Due: before class, email me a paragraph 
describing the topic and some of the key interpretive and historiographical 
issues it involves. 

 
 
September 23: Microhistory and Culture 
 Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century 

Miller.  
 
 
September 30: Histories of the “Inarticulate” in America 
 Lawrence W. Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-American Folk 

Thought from Slavery to Freedom. 

  Historiography Preliminary Bibliography Due: before class, email me 
a properly formatted, word-processed bibliography (i.e. not just an email 
list) of works you have identified for potential inclusion in the 
historiography paper. This list should be longer than what you eventually 
end up with—it should not just be a book or two, but rather the initial 
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result of a process of bibliographic exploration (we’ll talk about strategies 
for this). 

 
 
October 7: Women’s History as Social History 
 Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, A Midwife’s Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard Based on 

Her Diary, 1785-1812. 
  
 
October 14: No Class-Monday Classes Meet 
 
 
October 21: A New Philosophy of Power and Subjectivity 
 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. 
 
 
October 28: Gender History 
 Joan W. Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” American 

Historical Review 91:5 (December 1986): 1053-1075. 
 Joanne Meyerowitz, “A History of ‘Gender,’” American Historical Review 113:5 

(December 2008): 1346-1356. 
 Joan W. Scott, “Unanswered Questions,” American Historical Review 113:5 

(December 2008): 1422-1430. 
 Toby L. Ditz, “Shipwrecked; or, Masculinity Imperiled: Mercantile 

Representations of Failure and the Gendered Self in Eighteenth-Century 
Philadelphia,” Journal of American History 81:1 (June 1994): 51-80. 

 
 
November 4: Race, Class, and Gender: Trying to Put it All Together 
 Kathleen M. Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, 

Race, and Power in Colonial Virginia. 
 
 
November 11: The Making of a Non-Event in Western History 
 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History. 

  Historiography Final Annotated Bibliography Due: This should be a 
properly formatted, word-processed bibliography of the works you are 
actually planning on using in your historiography paper. You should 
include a couple of sentences describing each book, its topic and argument, 
and when possible its general place in the literature. Please send via email 
before class. 

 
 
November 18: Western History in the Postcolonial World 
 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical 

Difference. 
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November 25: History, Monuments, and Memories 
 Kirk Savage, Monument Wars: Washington, D.C., the National Mall, and the 

Transformation of the Memorial Landscape. 

  Historiography Draft Thesis/Argument Due: This should be a page 
or two (as always, double spaced) outlining the overall argument and key 
points that you will develop in the full paper. Due via email before class. 

 
 
December 2: Not Even Past: The Uses and Challenges of History in the Present 
 Beth McMurtrie, “Secrets From Belfast: How Boston College’s oral history 

of the Troubles fell victim to an international murder investigation,” 
Chronicle of Higher Education, January 26, 2014. 

 Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations,” The Atlantic, May 21, 2014. 
 Ta-Nehisi Coates, “How Racism Invented Race in America: The case for 

reparations: a narrative bibliography,” blog post, June 23, 2014. 
 Ta-Nehisi Coates, “Slavery Made America: The case for reparations: a 

narrative bibliography,” blog post, June 24, 2014. 
 Ta-Nehisi Coates, “Home is Where the Hatred Is: The case for reparations: a 

narrative bibliography,” blog post, June 26, 2014.  
  
 
FINAL PAPER DUE FRIDAY, DECEMBER 12 BY 5:00 PM (Email Preferred) 

http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations-a-narrative-bibliography/372000/?single_page=true
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations-a-narrative-bibliography/372000/?single_page=true
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/06/slavery-made-america/373288/?single_page=true
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/06/slavery-made-america/373288/?single_page=true
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/06/home-is-where-the-hatred-is/373510/?single_page=true
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/06/home-is-where-the-hatred-is/373510/?single_page=true

