
History 380: Uncovering the US Past Through Film 
Section 001 

Thursdays, 4:30-7:10pm, Planetary Hall 212 

Fall 2015 

  

Alison Landsberg, Associate Professor 

Department of History and Art History, Robinson B355A 

Office Hours: Tuesdays, 2:30-4pm, and by appointment 

E-mail: alandsb1@gmu.edu 

 

Description: 

We tend to think of Hollywood film as an escape from reality, as an arena altogether separate 

from the social world we inhabit.  But as this class will reveal, Hollywood films are rich 

historical sources, offering a window onto the social, political, cultural and economic landscapes 

of their historical moment.  By analyzing films—which might include The Jazz Singer 

(Crosland, 1927), Imitation of Life (John Stahl, 1934), Notorious (Alfred Hitchcock, 1946). The 

Manchurian Candidate (John Frankenheimer, 1962), and Independence Day  (Roland 

Emmerich, 1996)—alongside history monographs and other historical documents, this class will 

explore the ways in which film participated in pressing national debates over immigration, 

gender, race and ethnicity, and national security.  The screening of films will be accompanied by 

more traditional written primary and secondary sources.  

  

Texts: 

Amy Villarejo, Film Studies: The Basics (New York: Routledge, 2006) 

  

Grace Elizabeth Hale, The Making of Whiteness (New York: Vintage, 1999) 

  

Maureen Honey, Creating Rosie the Riveter: Class, Gender, and Propaganda during World War 

II  (University of Massachusetts Press, 1984) 

  

Elaine Tyler May,  Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War (NY: Basic Books, 

1990) 

  

Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open (New York: Penguin Book, 2006) 

  

*Other required readings (articles and book chapters) will be available from this link.  

*You will also be required to view films on your own outside of class.  They are on reserve in 

the JC library and most are also available on Netflix. 

  

Course Requirements: 
10% Participation 

20% Midterm Exam 

20% In-class, analytical writing exercises. 

20% Weekly reading quizzes (missed quizzes are graded as 0; I will drop the lowest quiz score) 

30% Final paper, 9-10 pages. Papers should be emailed to me before class on the day they 

are due.  

mailto:alandsb1@gmu.edu
https://hist380001f2015.pbworks.com/w/page/61888344/Readings
https://hist380001f2015.pbworks.com/Final-paper


 2 

  

Requirements Explanations and Class Policies: 
1. As key ideas will be discussed in class, you MUST ATTEND CLASS regularly to do well; 

attendance will be crucial to your understanding of the material.  Active class participation 

means contributing to class discussion. Please arrive promptly because screenings will begin at 

the start of class 

  

2. You will also be required to view films on your own outside of class.  They are all on reserve 

at the JC Library; some are available on You Tube (I've provided links) and most are also 

available on Netflix. 

  

3. You must join the class wiki.  You will receive an email invitation from me.  On the wiki you 

will find the syllabus, required readings, and the paper assignment. 

  

3. You must complete the assigned readings before class, bring the readings with you, and to be 

prepared to discuss them in class. 

  

4. Absolutely no unexcused late papers.  Extensions must be requested at least a week in advance 

of the due date. 

  

5. Technology: 

E-Mail:  Everyone must have an activated masonlive.gmu.edu e-mail account.  I will only use 

these addresses, so if you want to use another email provider, activate your GMU account and 

have mail forwarded. 

  

Cell Phones: No cell phones out (or ringing) during class. Absolutely no texting during class. 

  

Laptops: No laptops allowed.  If you have a specific reason for needing a laptop, please contact 

me for an accommodation. 

  

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

and contact the Office of Disability Resources at 703.993.2474. All academic accommodations 

must be arranged through that office 

7. You are all bound by the GMU Honor code.  For a statement of the Honor Code, see 

http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu/honorcode/. Plagiarism or cheating in any form will not be 

tolerated. 

  

Plagiarism: Make sure to read the George Mason Plagiarism Statement, excerpted here: 

“Plagiarism means using the exact words, opinions, or factual information from another person 

without giving that person credit. Writers give credit through accepted documentation styles, 

such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes; a simple listing of books and articles is not 

sufficient. Plagiarism is the equivalent of intellectual robbery and cannot be tolerated in an 

academic setting. Student writers are often confused as to what should be cited. Some think that 

only direct quotations need to be credited. While direct quotations do need citations, so do 

paraphrases and summaries of opinions or factual information formerly unknown to the writers 

or which the writers did not discover themselves. Exceptions for this include factual information 

http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu/honorcode/
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which can be obtained from a variety of sources, the writers' own insights or findings from their 

own field research, and what has been termed common knowledge. What constitutes common 

knowledge can sometimes be precarious; what is common knowledge for one audience may not 

be so for another. In such situations, it is helpful, to keep the reader in mind and to think of 

citations as being "reader friendly." In other words, writers provide a citation for any piece of 

information that they think their readers might want to investigate further. Not only is this 

attitude considerate of readers, it will almost certainly ensure that writers will never be guilty of 

plagiarism. (statement of English Department at George Mason University) 

Plagiarism and the Internet: Copyright rules also apply to users of the Internet who cite from 

Internet sources. Information and graphics accessed electronically must also be cited, giving 

credit to the sources. This material includes but is not limited to e-mail (don't cite or forward 

someone else's e-mail without permission), newsgroup material, information from Web sites, 

including graphics. Even if you give credit, you must get permission from the original source to 

put any graphic that you did not create on your web page. Shareware graphics are not free. 

Freeware clipart is available for you to freely use. If the material does not say "free," assume it is 

not. Putting someone else's Internet material on your web page is stealing intellectual property. 

Making links to a site is, at this time, okay, but getting permission is strongly advised, since 

many Web sites have their own requirements for linking to their material.” 

  

Course Goals: 
1. For students to come to an understanding of the way in which popular mass cultural texts, 

such as Hollywood films, engage with and attempt to manage the pressing social, political, 

cultural  and economic issues and problems of their contemporary historical moment. 

2. To gain an understanding of the way in which important national debates about race, gender 

and class are played out in the arena of popular entertainment, rendering it a useful window onto 

the past for historians. 

3. To sharpen students’ critical reading skills, to provides students with a vocabulary and set of 

tools with which they can analyze visual filmic texts, and to enhance students’ ability to write a 

paper with a clear argument. 

  

Important Dates: 

Sep. 8: Last day to add classes and last day to drop with no tuition penalty 

Sep. 15: Last day to drop with a 33% tuition penalty 

Oct. 2: Final drop deadline with 67% tuition penalty 

Oct. 5-Oct. 30: Selective withdrawal period for undergraduates (see conditions at 

http://registrar.gmu.edu/forms/SWR.pdf) 

 

Syllabus: 

Sep. 3:  Course Introduction: How to Read a Film 

  

Sep. 10: Jim Crow Era and the Construction of Racial Difference 

          Read: Villarejo, Film Studies chapters 1-3 

          Elizabeth Grace Hale, Making Whiteness Introduction, Chapter 1 and Chapter 5 (pp. 3-42, 

 199-239)   

Ida B. Wells-Barnett, "Lynch Law in America," The Arena 23.1  (January 1900): 15-

24  http://courses.washington.edu/spcmu/speeches/idabwells.htm 

http://registrar.gmu.edu/forms/SWR.pdf
https://hist380001f2015.pbworks.com/w/file/62364780/FILM-HANDOUT.doc
http://courses.washington.edu/spcmu/speeches/idabwells.htm
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          In-class:  Lecture on ideology 

          Lecture on Jim Crow – and 1890s—Plessy vs. Ferguson      

          Discussion of Hale and Wells 

          Viewing of lynching images: http://chnm.gmu.edu/courses/omalley/race/ 

  

Sep. 17: Birth of a Nation, Birth of an Industry 

            Read: Villarejo, Film Studies chapters 4 and 5 

            Hale, Chapters 2 and 3 (pps. 43-119) 

  

            In-class:  

            Screening of Birth of a Nation (D.W. Griffith, 1915) 

  

Sep. 24: Racism and the Classical Hollywood film  

 

            In-Class: In-class writing exercise #1 

            Lecture on Classical Hollywood Cinema  

            Discussion of Birth of a Nation 

  

Oct. 1: Becoming American, Becoming White 

             ***See The Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927) before class—be sure to watch the 1927 

 version). Make sure to take notes. 

             Link to film on You Tube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LkUKloVCzcM 

  

    Read: Robert De C Ward, “The Restriction of Immigration” The North American Review 

 (1904) pdf 

    Matthew Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color, Introduction, Chapters 1-3 and 

 Chapter 5 (pps. 1-109 and 171-187) pdf (***all pdfs are available on this wiki --click 

 on link above to required reading) 

  

             In-Class:  

            Lecture on Immigration--discussion of whiteness and immigration (Jacobson) 

            Discussion of Jazz Singer  

            Lecture on minstrelsy and blackface 

  

Oct. 8: Race, Whiteness, and the Imitation of Life 

 ***See Imitation of Life (John Stahl, 1934) before class—Make sure to see the 1934 

 version starring Claudette Colbert, not the 1959)  Make sure to take notes. 
 Link to film on You Tube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGA2nlhUrvg 

 

          Read:  

 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound, Chapter 2: “Depression: Hard Times at Home” 

          Hale, Making Whiteness, Chapter 4 (pps. 121-97) 

          Jacobson, from Whiteness of a Different Color  “Naturalization and the Courts” (pps. 

 223-245) pdf 

  

http://chnm.gmu.edu/courses/omalley/race/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LkUKloVCzcM
https://hist380001f2015.pbworks.com/w/page/97335651/Readings
https://hist380001f2015.pbworks.com/w/page/97335651/Readings
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eGA2nlhUrvg
https://hist380001f2015.pbworks.com/w/page/97335651/Readings
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          In-Class: Discussion of Imitation of Life (John Stahl, 1934) and Jacobson and May. 

 Racial pre-requisite cases 

  

Oct. 15: Midterm 

           Group Activity on newspaper articles on Women and Work from the early 1940s 

  

Oct. 22: Women and World War II 

           Read: Honey, Creating Rosie the Riveter 

  

 In-Class: Look at these 

 images  http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/list/126_rosi.html#color (check) 

           Discussion of Honey, Creating Rosie the Riveter  

  

Oct. 29: Notorious and “Women’s Work” 

  ***See Notorious (Alfred Hitchcock, 1946) on your own before class.  Make sure to 

 take notes 

   Link to film on You Tube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FrXM7dC9PoQ  

 

   Read: May, Homeward Bound,  Chapter 3: War and Peace 

   Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open, Preface and Chronology (pps xi-xlii) and Chapter 1 

 (pps 3-36) 

  

            In-class: In-class writing exercise # 2 

            Discussion of Notorious 

            Discussion of May and Rosen 

  

Nov. 5: Civil Rights, and the Topography of Race  

 ***See The Searchers (John Ford, 1956) on your own before class.  Make sure to take 

 notes. 

 

  Read: Rosen Chapters 2-3 (pp. 37-93) 

            From Eyes on the Prize Reader (pps. 61-106) pdf 

  

            In-Class: Discussion of race and gender in The Searchers 

            (Watch: Eyes on the Prize in class—integration of schools in Little Rock) 

  

            Paper Writing session 

  

Nov. 12: Cold War: Security, Women and the Home 

              Read: articles on Home Bomb Shelters (pdf)  

              May, Homeward Bound, Introduction and Chapter 1 

              Rosen, Chapters 4 and 6-7 (pps. 94-140 and 196-260) 

  

              In-Class: Discussion of articles and images, May and Rosen 

              Lecture on McCarthyism 

  

http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/list/126_rosi.html#color
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FrXM7dC9PoQ
https://hist380001f2015.pbworks.com/w/page/97335651/Readings
https://hist380001f2015.pbworks.com/w/page/97335651/Readings
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Nov 19: The Manchurian Candidate-Gender and Foreign Policy 

              ***See The Manchurian Candidate (John Frankenheimer, 1962) — not the more recent   

    remake—on your own before class.  Make sure to take notes. 

 

               Read: May, Homeward Bound, Introduction and Chapters 4-9 

  

               In-Class: Discussion of The Manchurian Candidate and May 

  

Nov 26: No Class --Thanksgiving  *****Notice that you have very little reading for the next 

 two weeks--use this time to work on final papers. 

  

Dec. 3: The Women’s Movement and Body Politics 

            **See Rosemary’s Baby (Roman Polanski, 1968) on your own before class.  Make sure 

 to take notes.  

 

            Read: Rosen, Chapter 5 (pps. 143-95) 

  

            In-Class: 

            Discussion Rosemary’s Baby and the Women's Movement  

  

Dec. 10: Independence Day and the Re-Birth of a Nation 

            **See Independence Day (Roland Emmerich, 1996) on your own before class.  Make 

 sure to take notes.  

  

            In-Class: 

            Discussion Independence Day 

  

            Final Papers Due 

  
  


