
History 300: Introduction to Historical Method 

 

Spring Semester 2018        Dr. Brian Platt 

M 1:30-4:15         Office Hours: W 1:00-2:00 

Classroom: KH 242        Office: Robinson B351 

 

This course is designed to train students to think and write as historians.  Students will learn to develop 

research questions, find and analyze both primary and secondary sources, organize their thoughts into 

arguments that are supported by evidence, and present those arguments effectively in both written and oral 

forms. Students will also learn to acknowledge their intellectual debts through proper citations ("Chicago-

style” is the standard citation format in the discipline).  

 

We will pursue these learning goals through a topical focus on the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at 

the end of World War Two.  We will focus principally on the decision by U.S. authorities to use nuclear 

weapons against Japan, but will also deal with the Japanese experience of the bombings and their impact on 

postwar politics and culture. 

 

HIST 300 is a required course for the History major and the only course in which students must earn a grade 

of C or better in order to graduate with a History B.A.  

 

HIST 300 also satisfies the Mason Core requirement in Synthesis and is designated as a Scholarly Inquiry 

(SI) course. The learning outcomes for SI courses are as follows: "Students will articulate a scholarly 

question; engage in the key elements of the scholarly process; and situate the concepts, practices, or results of 

scholarship within a broader context." This section of HIST 300 is designed to achieve all of these learning 

outcomes. 

 

HIST 300 is also a Writing Intensive (WI) course, meaning that students "should be asked to write a 

minimum of 3500 words, divided among two or more assignments" and "the course must give students 

opportunities to draft and revise based on instructor feedback so that they can practice the writing processes, 

forms, and conventions expected in the field." This section of HIST 300 meets these requirements through 

multiple short assignments and a 3000-word final paper. 

 

  

I. Required Texts 

J. Samuel Walker, Prompt and Utter Destruction: Truman and the Use of Atomic Bombs Against Japan, 3rd 

ed. (University of North Carolina Press, 2016) 

 

Recommended text: Kate Turabian, A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations 

 

II. Grading 

Class Participation: 16% 

Weekly Assignments: 6% each 

Oral Presentation: 10% 

Final Paper:  20%  
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The class participation grade will be based on attendance and the students’ preparation for and 

contribution to class discussion.  Attendance is required.  For each absence, your overall participation grade 

will be dropped by one letter grade. 

Guidelines for the weekly assignments will be available via Blackboard.  You must submit them via 

Blackboard as well--in most cases, on Thursdays at midnight.  Late assignments will be docked one letter 

grade, and will not be accepted more than one day late (usually this means Friday at midnight). 

Guidelines for the Final Paper will be made available via Blackboard later in the semester.  The due 

date is Monday, May 7, at 5:00.  Late assignments will be docked a half letter grade per day, and will not be 

accepted after Friday, May 11, at 5:00. 

 

III. Course Policies 

 

ADA: Any student who requires special arrangements in order to meet course requirements should contact 

me at the beginning of the semester to make necessary accommodations.  Students should present appropriate 

verification from the Disabilities Resource Center 

 

Mason e-mail: Mason uses only e-mail accounts to communicate with enrolled students.  Students must 

activate their e-mail account, use it when communicating with faculty, and check it regularly for important 

university information, including messages related to this class. 

 

Excuses:  If you miss a class or a deadline due to an illness or a death in the family, you must provide proper 

documentation, without which your excuse will not be accepted. 

 

Plagiarism and Cheating:  By enrolling at George Mason University, you have agreed to abide by the 

university’s Honor Code.  If you violate that Honor Code by plagiarizing or cheating in any other way, I will 

automatically report the case to the Dean of Students and the university’s Honor Board.  I have taken over a 

dozen cases to the Dean in the past five years, and the punishments have ranged from a zero on the 

assignment to suspension from the university.  Please don’t do it. 

 Concerning plagiarism:  According to the Student Handbook, plagiarism encompasses the following: 

“1) Presenting as one’s own the words, work or opinions of someone else without proper acknowledgment; 

2) Borrowing the sequence of ideas, the arrangement of material, or the pattern of thought of someone else 

without proper acknowledgment.”  While it is possible that I might not catch every case of plagiarism, you 

should be aware that I use software packages that scan the Internet for papers purchased online and for 

phrases and sentences copied from websites.  In almost all cases, it is easy to identify plagiarized passages, 

and it is also easy to identify their source.  Please don’t risk it. 

 

Final Drop deadline: February 23 

 

 

IV. Class Schedule 

 

Jan. 22  Class introduction, brainstorming topics 

 

Jan. 29: Library visit: Meet in Fenwick Library room 1014 

Read:  Walker, Prompt and Utter Destruction 

“Learning to Do Historical Research: A Primer on How to Frame a Researchable 
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Question” (http://www.williamcronon.net/researching/questions.htm  

  

    

 

Feb. 5  Read:  Sadao Asada, “The Shock of the Atomic Bomb and Japan’s Decision to Surrender: A 

Reconsideration,” Pacific Historical Review, Vol. 67, No. 4 (Nov., 1998), pp. 477-512 

    

PLUS one secondary source article of your choosing.  You must be prepared to present to the 

class about the article’s argument, sources, and relevance 

   

  In Class: Group Primary Source Exercise 

 

Assignment: Secondary Source Exercise #1, due by Thursday, Feb. 8, at midnight (based 

on Asada’s article) 

 

   

Feb. 12: Read: Tsuyoshi Hasegawa, “The Atomic Bombs and the Soviet Invasion: Which was More 

Important to Japan’s Decision to Surrender?” In Hasegawa, ed., The End of the Pacific War: 

Reappraisals (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007), pp. 113-145 (Blackboard) 

 

PLUS one secondary source article of your choosing.  You must be prepared to present to the 

class about the article’s argument, sources, and relevance 

 

  In-Class: Group Primary Source exercise 

 

  Assignment: Secondary Source Exercise #2, due by Thursday, Feb. 15 at midnight 

(based on Hasegawa’s article) 

 

 

Feb. 19 Read:  Tada Makiko, “My husband does not return,” in Kyoko and Mark Selden,   

  eds., Voices from Hiroshima and Nagasaki” (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1989), pp. 173-81. 

Hayashi Kyoko, “Two Grave Markers,” in Kyoko and Mark Selden, eds., Voices from 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki” (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1989), pp. 24-54. 

James Orr, “Hiroshima and Yuiitsu no hibakukoku: atomic victimhood in the 

antinuclear peace movement,” in Orr, The Victim as Hero (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 

Press, 2001), pp. 36-70. 

 

  Assignment: Primary Source Analysis #1, due by Thursday, Feb. 22, at midnight 

   

PLUS one secondary source article of your choosing.  You must be prepared to present to the 

class about the article’s argument, sources, and relevance 

 

 

Feb. 26: Read: “The Horror and the Shame,” Commonweal, August 24, 1945 

   Norman Thomas, “When Cruelty Becomes Pleasurable,” Human Events, September 

26, 1945 

http://www.williamcronon.net/researching/questions.htm
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   Felix Morley, “The Return to Nothingness,” Human Events, August 29, 1945 

   James Martin Gillis, “Nothing But Nihilism,” Catholic World, September 1945 

   Michael Yavenditti, “John Hersey and thee American Conscience,” Pacific Historical 

Review, vol. 43, no. 1 (Feb. 1974), pp. 24-49. 

   

  Assignment: Annotated Bibliography, due by Thursday, March 1, at midnight 

 

Week Five 

March 5:  Read: Stimson, Henry L.  "The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb."  Harper's 

Magazine 194.1161 (February 1947): 97-107. 

   Compton, Karl T.  "If the Atomic Bomb had not been Used."  Atlantic Monthly 178 

(December 1946): 54-56. 

   Paul Fussel, “Thank God for the Atomic Bomb,” The New Republic, August 26, 1981. 

    

  Assignment: Historiography Essay, due by Thursday, March 8, at midnight 

 

March 12: Spring Break -- NO CLASS 

 

March 19: Read:  Stanley Goldberg, “Racing to the Finish,” Kai Bird and Lawrence Lifschulz, eds, 

Hiroshima’s Shadow (Pamphleteer’s Press, 1998), pp. 119-129. 

 

Assignment: Preliminary Research Proposal, due by Thursday, March 22, at midnight 

 

March 26: Read:  John Dower, “Three Narratives of Our Humanity” 

   Find and read three opinion/editorial pieces on the Enola Gay exhibit 

    

Assignment: Primary Source Exercise #2, due by Thursday, March 29, at midnight 

  

April 2: No class meeting, individual conferences 

   

Assignment: Research report for March 26-April 2, due on April 2 at noon 

 

April 9:  Assignment: Outline and Body Sections, due by Thursday, April 12, at midnight 

 

April 16: Assignment:  Introduction, Revised Outline, Draft final paper for peer Rrview, Due by 

Thursday, April 19, at midnight   

   

April 23: Oral Presentations 

 

April 30: Oral Presentations 

 

May 7:  Final Paper Due, 5:00 p.m. 


