
George Mason University 

Department of History 

 

History 370 001, Fall 2012 

War and American Society 

 
 

Professor Christopher H. Hamner Blueridge Hall, Room 129 

chamner@gmu.edu Mondays and Wednesdays, 10:30 to 11:45 

Office: Robinson B 226B  

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

 

 

More than most nations, America has been defined by war: the U.S. won its independence 

through one war, redefined its national principles in another, and rose to global prominence 

through its participation in the World Wars of the twentieth century before emerging as a 

superpower engaged in a decades-long war of a much different nature. Though many 

Americans are reluctant to think of their nation as warlike, military concerns have exerted 

an enormous influence upon the country in every phase of its development. 

 

This course will examine the American military experience from the colonial period to the 

twenty-first century, exploring how Americans have thought about military service, 

conducted war, and made peace throughout their history. At the same time, it will explore 

the ways that military institutions, war, and the preparation for war have affected American 

society, and how and why those considerations have changed over time. 

  

Throughout the semester, our focus will not be solely on narrative—that is, re-telling the 

story of America’s battles and wars—but on learning to think like historians: exploring 

issues of cause and effect, analyzing evidence, and studying change over time to solve the 

puzzles of the past. By the time you complete the course, you should have a working 

understanding both of the broad themes of America’s military past and the basic skills of 

the historian: how to read sources closely, how to corroborate multiple sources into an 

interpretation, and how to place sources in historical context. 

 

Reading List 

 

The following books serve as the course texts.  All are available in the GMU bookstore. 

 

Allan Millett and Peter Maslowski, For the Common Defense 

Henry Dethloff and Gerald Shenk, Citizen and Soldier: A Sourcebook 

E. B. Sledge, With the Old Breed 

 

Assignments and Grading 

 

Course performance will be determined by two written assignments, your participation in 

class, and a final exam. There are six separate opportunities to complete the written 

assignments, and, as the handout indicates, each assignment is different in both topic and 

form. You must do one of the first three assignments and one of the last three assignments. 

Within those guidelines, you are free to choose two assignments that fit your interests and 

schedule.  



 

Each assignments is due in class on the date indicated on the syllabus.  

No late assignments will be accepted. No exceptions.  
 

You are also free to do more than two of the assignments; in that case, only your two 

highest scores will count towards your final grade, and the lowest score or scores will be 

dropped. The system is intended to give you maximum flexibility. Do not let the slack in 

the schedule tighten into a noose around your neck. If you have not completed two 

assignments by the end of the course, you will receive a failing grade of 50 for each missing 

assignment. 

 

The final grade will break down as follows: 

First assignment: 30% 

Second assignment: 30% 

Final Exam: 20% 

Participation: 20% 

 

The grading scale is as follows: 

A- 90-93; A 94-100 

B- 80-83; B 84-86; B+ 87-89 

C- 70-73; C 74-76; C+ 77-79 

D 64-66; D+ 67-69 

F 50 

 

Class Schedule 

 

Assigned readings for each lecture appear beneath the day’s title.  Days when assignments 

are due appear in boldface. 

 

27 August.   Introductions 

  

29 August:  Thinking historically: Is military history really what I think it is? 

 Millett & Maslowski, For the Common Defense, 1-21. 

  

5 September.   The European Military Heritage: American attitudes towards the military 

 Common Defense, 22-50; Dethloff & Shenk, Citizen Soldier, documents 1.1-1.6 

 

10 September.   The War for Independence 

 Common Defense, 51-87; Citizen Soldier, document 1.7 

 

12 September.  Lexington: What happens in a battle?  

  

17 September.  The Fight Over the National Military Establishment 

 Common Defense, 88-122; Citizen Soldier, documents 2.1-2.4 

 

19 September.   The Wars Against the Whites 

 Common Defense, 123-161; Citizen Soldier, document 3.1 

  

24 September.  Technology and War, Part I: The Mid-19
th
 Century   

 Common Defense, 162-168.   



 

26 September.  Presidential Leadership During the Civil War 

 Common Defense, 169-202.   
 FIRST PAPER DUE  
 

1 October.   The Individual Experience of Battle in the Civil War: The will to fight 

 Common Defense, 203-247; Citizen Soldier, documents 3.2-3.5 

 

3 October. The Army and Reconstruction: The limits of military power 

 Common Defense, 248-283.  

 

9 October. Life in the Peacetime Army and the Problems of Reform 

 Common Defense, 284-315; Citizen Soldier, documents 4.1-4.2  
 SECOND PAPER DUE 
 

10 October. Technology and War, Part 2: Tactics in the First World War 

 Common Defense, 316-345.  

 

15 October.   War and Memory: Writing about War and the Lost Generation 

   

17 October.  Protest and Dissent: The World War I Home Front 

 Common Defense, 346-379; Citizen Soldier, document 5.1.  
 THIRD PAPER DUE 
 

22 October.  Demobilization, Reorganization, and the Interwar Years 

 Common Defense, 380-412; Citizen Soldier, document 5.2 

 

24 October. American Strategy in World War II 

 Common Defense, 413-449.  

  

29 October.  Propaganda and the World War II Home Front 

 Common Defense, 450-493; Citizen Soldier, document 6.1   
 FOURTH PAPER DUE 
 

31 October. Debunking the Myths of World War II   

 Sledge, With the Old Breed. 

 

5 November. Terror as a Tactic: The Strategic Air War in World War II 

 Common Defense, 494-530.   

 

7 November. War and Memory: The Smithsonian and the Enola Gay exhibit  

   

12 November. The Cold War and thinking about nuclear war  

 Common Defense, 531-569; Citizen Soldier, document 7.1 

 

14 November. The American Experience in Vietnam 

 Common Defense, 570-606; Citizen Soldier, documents 7.2-7.4 

 

19 November. The New American Militarism 

 Common Defense, 607-646; Citizen Soldier, documents 7.5-7.8   
 FIFTH PAPER DUE 



 

26 November. A Revolution in Military Affairs? 

 Common Defense, 647-652; Citizen Soldier, document 8.1 

 

28 November. The post-9/11 World: Iraq and Afghanistan 

 Citizen Soldier, documents 8.2-8.6 

  

3 December.  War and Memory: Commemorating America’s military past 

  

5 December.  Conclusions 
 SIXTH PAPER DUE 

 

 

 

 

 

COURSE POLICIES: 

 

A note on plagiarism. Each assignment completed as part of this course is bound by the 

University’s Honor Code and its strict rules regarding plagiarism. Plagiarism entails 

presenting someone else’s words, work, or ideas without proper acknowledgement, or 

borrowing the sequence of ideas, the arrangement of material, or the pattern of thought of 

someone else without proper acknowledgment. Whether the source is another historical 

work, an internet source, a classmate, or your roommate does not matter; failure to cite the 

source properly constitutes plagiarism, the most serious academic violation one can 

commit. Students found plagiarizing in this class will fail the course. These assignments are 

designed so that it is easier to simply write the essay than to cheat.  

 

Classroom Behavior. Active participation in class discussions is a vital part of mastering 

this set of skills and information. (Individual participation is weighted as one-fifth of the 

overall grade to reflect its critical importance.) In order to maximize opportunities for every 

student to participate constructively and to minimize distractions, a few simple guidelines 

will be observed: 

 • civil, respectful interactions among all class participants 

 • NO ELECTRONIC DEVICES IN USE DURING CLASS—this includes smart 

phones, laptops, and so on. If it runs on electricity and it is not an iron lung, switch it off for 

the duration of class. 


