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OVERVIEW 
This course revisits a familiar topic—the American Revolution—via what may be unfamiliar means.  
Those means will be both topical and methodological.  While we will study the course of debates about 
rights, campaigns for territory, and the doings of famous men, we will also habitually introduce less 
standard questions and viewpoints.  We will consider the period from the perspective of those who “lost” 
in this struggle, to include redcoats and loyalists, but also slaves and Indians, and eventually Anti-
Federalists.  We will examine the path taken by those British colonies that did not opt to fight for 
independence, such as those in the Caribbean and Canada.  We will look behind and around the 
“founders” to piece together the vantage points of less exalted members of colonial society, such as 
sailors and farmers, artisans and laborers, rioters and poor people.  We will find women of high and low 
station and explore their experiences.  We will step back from the North American continent to compare 
American developments with those in France and Haiti.  We will move away in time to see how the 
Revolution changed as it became a memory, and eventually history.  In short, while the Revolution is our 
lodestar, our real quarry is the character of the changes it brought. 

 

REQUIREMENTS & EVALUATIONS 

Class Participation: 15% 
Students are expected to attend every lecture, to listen to each week’s online “mini-lectures,” and to come 
to precept prepared to discuss all of the assigned materials.  Please see “Precepts and Seminars” on the 
Department’s rubric for grading practices at the end of this syllabus.  Missing class will significantly 
impact your grade.  Mini-lectures, lecture outlines and lecture slides will be posted each week on 
Blackboard under “Course Materials.” 

Mini-Research Assignments: 20% 
Students must complete three of the research tasks listed in the weekly schedule below.  The written 
portion of these assignments (c. 750-1000 words) are due on the Friday of the week they were assigned.  
(NB Those who complete more than three assignments may drop their lowest grade.)  At least one of 
these assignments must be completed before the midterm break.  See below for further information. 

Midterm: 20% 
An examination covering the first half of the course will be given during the lecture period on Wednesday 
October 28.  The exam will consist of a number of identification terms and images. 

Final Essay: 20% 
Due Deans’ Date: Jan. 12, 2016.  See below for further information. 

Final Exam: 25% 
Examination date TBA.  The exam will consist of a number of identification terms and images (treating 
the second half of the course) and several essays (treating the entire course). 

Please Note:  To receive a passing grade in the course, all components of the requirements must be 
completed. 
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WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS 

I. Mini-Research Assignments 

Short, focused research tasks are offered in eight of our course’s weeks.  Students are required to 
complete three of them over the term.  One of these must be completed before fall break. 

These assignments build on the topic at hand, and are designed to give students practice with the various 
tools, sources, and methods that historians use.  This research may be conducted online (perhaps with the 
exception of project #1) using the databases and resources made available through Firestone and collected 
on the course’s Blackboard site under “Course Materials.” 

Using most of these databases requires a steep but short learning curve.  Figuring out how to make them 
produce satisfactory and meaningful research results can take more time.  Tutorials and tips will be 
provided during office hours. 

The point of the assignment is to take those research results (i.e., the relevant, useful “documents” you 
have found) and to deploy them as evidence for the claim(s) you are making in support of your thesis.  
(See below for tips on this.) 

The written portion of the assignment consists of a short (c.750-1000 word) essay.  The essay will be 
evaluated for the degree to which it successfully articulates and supports your thesis.  (See also the 
Department grading rubric at the end of this syllabus.)  The thesis should be clear and compelling and 
should be argued using evidence drawn from your research.  Being definitively “right” less important than 
arguing a well-reasoned point.  Your essay should employ properly formatted citations.  (For citation 
examples and guidance, see below.)   

The essay should be emailed to your preceptor on the Friday after class in the week assigned.  NB 
Standard departmental lateness penalties apply. 

Using and referencing our other course materials is acceptable, but is not always necessary or required. 

 

Helpful Questions in Approaching Primary Source Materials 

In deciding on the nature and scope of your thesis, you should consider the following queries as you 
examine the various documents you find: 

A. What were the likely conditions behind the creation of the document? 

• Who created it?  Where did this person “stand” in society?  Was s/he representative? Atypical?  
What was his/her relationship to the rest of society? 

• When was the document made/written, composed?  What else took place around this period?  
Does the date of the document suggest that it reflects a moment of change or shift? 

• What is the “argument” being made in the document?  Why was it being made at this particular 
time?  What was the author’s intent or goal?  Was it an attempt to persuade? To convince?  Was 
the creator attempting to be neutral?  What biases did s/he have? 

• Given what you know from the above, what tactics does the writer employ to go about relaying 
the content of the document? 

B. How might the document have been received? 

• Who was the document’s intended audience?  Was it public or private?  Was it created knowing 
who would read or see it, or would it have been read/seen in ways that the creator didn’t intend? 

• Was the document a reaction or response to other documents/arguments/ideas?  Explicitly?  
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Implicitly? 

• What do you know about how the document was received?  Was it influential?  Does it represent 
a widely-held perspective? 

C. Finally, How might the document be used? (These queries build on the others, and suggest ways in 
which to make careful and supportable thesis statements for your essay.) 

• How does taking the document’s author (intent, tactics, and argument) and reception (audience, 
response, influence) impact the extent to which we can take it as direct evidence? 

• Is it evidence for something?  Does it prove that something happened? 

• What does it show or prove beyond the author’s intents or awareness?  What benefits, in other 
words, do we gain from our removed perspective? 

• Along the same lines, what presumptions and assumptions do we bring to the document?  What 
ideas and understandings do we need to cast aside to understand it?  How are the ideas and 
concepts of the document’s creator (or its audience) different than ours? 

• How can we relate this document to the events and issues of the period? To other similar 
documents? 

 

II. Final Essay: Due Deans’ Date (Jan. 
12, 2016) 

This course is designed to acquaint you 
with a variety of historical perspectives onto 
this period in history.  Some of these have 
very different, if not conflicting, 
implications for the ways we understand it. 

To prepare for this essay, take note of the 
various arguments being made by the 
historians (including myself) that you 
encounter along the way. 

In a lucid, well-organized, and convincing 
essay, identify a prominent theme or 
question that historians of the American 
Revolutionary era have treated across our 
course.  Flesh out and discuss the different 
positions various historians have taken.  
Explain the implications behind their 
arguments.  Bring in as many of our 
readings as possible.  Most importantly, 
take a firm and clear stance in which you 
demonstrate your own position. 

A successful essay will demonstrate a 
strong understanding of the course readings 
as well as a close familiarity with the 

historical issues, events, and individuals that are germane to it. 

This essay should be between 8 and 10 pages long.  Properly formatted citations are required (see below). 
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ROUGH GUIDE TO HISTORICAL CITATIONS 

Text Sample 

Dun erred in his judgment that the ice on the sidewalk would not be a problem “to someone of [his] 
agility.”1  Running at top speed and screeching “whee!” he approached the frozen matter in high spirits.2  
These sentiments were unwarrantable and ill advised, however, given his long history of falls and winter 
mishaps.3 

_____________ 

1 Alec Dun diary, Feb. 23, 2004, as quoted in Gordon Wood, Historians of the American Revolution: foibles and 
fools (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007) 314. 
 
2 See “Historian brought to McCosh,” The Daily Princetonian, Feb. 24, 2010.  See also [Anonymous], An Account of 
Laughing Undergraduates (Princeton, 2010), Lapidus Collection, Rare Books Library, Princeton University, 5. 
 
3 This history can be seen in the accounts given by Dun’s parents from his childhood and teenage years.  See James 
and Doreen Dun to neighborhood watch committee, Dec. 20, 1976, in Wood, Historians.  That this behavior 
continued on is suggested by Dun’s wife’s comment that, “winter brings out the idiot in this guy,” made shortly after 
their first snowfall as a married couple.  Kelly Dun to parents, Jan. 21, 1999, quoted in Gary Nash, “Slapping My 
Forehead”: The Misgivings and Travails of Families of Historians (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009) 436.  
Nash notes that Mali and Liam Dun’s early pictures of their father, while rudimentary, often portray him as upside 
down or injured in some way. 

Some Rules 

1. quotations should be pithy; avoid large blocks of quoted material (if block is unavoidable—and all 
are—indent ½” and single space) 

2. cite summarized material, not only directly quoted material 

3. punctuation goes within quotation marks; when your words end a sentence that contains quoted 
material, substitute a comma for periods in quoted material (though not question marks or 
exclamation points) 

4. where necessary for stylistic purposes, use brackets to change capitalization and/or to clarify and 
rationalize quoted material 

5. citation mark goes at the end of the sentence (i.e., directly after the final quotation mark or final 
punctuation) 

6. if multiple quotations in a paragraph come from a single source, cite source once at the end of the 
paragraph; explain this explicitly if not otherwise clear. 

7. For our purposes, clarity and consistency is more important than the particularities of the format 

8. Samples: 

a. [a book] 
Andrew Jackson O'Shaughnessy, An Empire Divided: The American Revolution and the British 
Caribbean (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000). 

b. [a printed primary source] 
James Otis, The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved (Boston, 1764). 

c. [a journal article] 
T.H. Breen, “’Baubles of Britain’: The American and Consumer Revolutions of the Eighteenth 
Century,” Past and Present 119 (1988): 73-104. 
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COURSE MATERIALS 

NB Those of the assigned readings marked “*” below are accessible on the course Blackboard site, either 
through e-reserves or through links to websites and PDFs there. 

 

The following books are available for purchase: 

Carol Berkin, A Brilliant Solution: Inventing the American Constitution (Orlando: Harcourt, 2002). 

Joseph J. Ellis, Founding Brothers: The Revolutionary Generation (New York: Vintage Books, 2002). 

John Ferling, Whirlwind: the American Revolution and the War That Won It (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 
2015). 

Gary B. Nash, The Forgotten Fifth: African Americans in the Age of Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2006). 

Thomas P. Slaughter, Independence: the Tangled Roots of the American Revolution (New York, Hill and Wang, 
2014. 

Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (New York: Vintage Books, 1991). 

Alfred F. Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party: Memory and the American Revolution (Boston, Beacon 
Press, 1999). 
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WEEKLY SCHEDULE AND ASSIGNMENTS 

 

WEEK ONE – THE REVOLUTION AS A PROBLEM  

NB. Precepts do meet this week. 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “‘Revolutionary America’ introduction” (posted on Blackboard under “Syllabus”) 

mini-lecture – “America, c. 1750” 

Sept. 16: Class Lecture 1 – “Revolution in America: the 18th and 21st centuries” 

precept readings 

o Slaughter, 3-46. 

 

 

WEEK TWO – EMPIRE ASCENDANT 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “The Great Awakening: a primer” 

Sept. 21: Class Lecture 2 – “Worlds of Goods, World of God” 

Sept. 23: Class Lecture 3 – “1763: The Seven Years’ War and the limits of authority” 

precept readings 

o Slaughter, 47-182. 

o Wood, 11-92. 

research project #1 

Find a physical object (either unique or 
representative) that dates from the 18th century.  
What might it have been used for?  Who by?  
Describe and explain the object in its context.  
Make a case for the ways in which it reveals or 
illuminates some element of the culture that 
produced it. 

 

WEEK THREE – EMPIRE & CRISIS, PART ONE 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “Metropolitan Authority, 1763-65” 

Sept. 28: Class Lecture 4 – “Resisting Authority in British America” 

min-lecture: “Resisting the Grenville Agenda in Boston, 1765” 

Sept. 30: Class Lecture 5 – “The Stamp Act Crisis: borders of resistance” 

precept readings 

o Slaughter 183-249. 

o * Woody Holton, “Tobacco Growers 
Versus Merchants and Parliament,” in 
Forced Founders: Indians, Debtors, Slaves 
& the Making of the American Revolution 
in Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of 

research project #2 

Select an event or development that took place 
between 1760 and 1766 in the British Atlantic 
world.  With as much precision as possible, chart 
awareness of that event in a different locale from 
that where it took place.  How did the news travel?  
How long did it take to get there?  What reaction(s) 
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North Carolina Press, 1999) 39-73. 

o * Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, “A 
Motley Crew in the American Revolution,” 
in The Many Headed Hydra: Sailors, 
Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden 
History of the Revolutionary Atlantic 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 2000) 211-247, 
with notes at 389-397. NB. e-reserve has 
scanned the following chapter too; not 
necessary to read! 

o * Gary B. Nash, “Social Change and the 
Growth of Prerevolutionary Urban 
Radicalism,” in Alfred F. Young, ed. The 
American Revolution: Explorations in the 
History of American Radicalism (DeKalb: 
Northern Illinois University Press, 1976) 3-
36. 

to the news can you discern? 

 

WEEK FOUR – EMPIRE & CRISIS, PART TWO 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “Revolutionary Historiography: thinking about thinking about the Revolution” 

Oct 5: Class Lecture 6 – “Liberty, Property, and Natural Rights: ideology and political language in 
Revolutionary America” 

mini-lecture – “Schematizing the Crises: what Parliament could do, and what it could not (and when) 

Oct. 7: Class Lecture 7 – “Tea, Taxes, and Tar: crises of authority, 1769-1774” 

precept readings 

o Slaughter 250-369. 

o Young, 3-66, 92-107. 

o * T.H. Breen, “An Appeal to Heaven: 
Religion and Rights,” in American 
Insurgents, American Patriots: The 
Revolution of the People (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 2010) 241-274, with notes at 
318-322. 

research project #3 

Identify a key term or phrase in use among 
politically-minded Anglo-Americans between 1765 
and 1774.  Being sure to use a sufficient number of 
examples, explain the term/phrase’s meaning(s), 
taking account different potential emphases among 
different populations, locations, and social strata if 
possible. 

 

WEEK FIVE – REVOLUTIONARY INDEPENDENCE 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “Redcoats in America: British Regulars as ideas and as actors, 1763-1770” 

Oct 12: Class Lecture 8 – “Popular Rage” 

mini-lecture – “Lord Dunmore’s Revolution: the path to armed conflict in the Chesapeake, 1774-1775” 
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Oct. 14: Class Lecture 9 – “Independence” 

precept readings 

o Ferling, 117-165.  

o Slaughter 370-436.  

o Wood, 95-124. 

o * Benjamin L. Carp, “Philadelphia Politics, 
In and Out of Doors, 1742-76,” in Rebels 
Rising: Cities and the American Revolution 
(New York: Oxford, 2007) 172-212, with 
notes at 266-273. 

o * Thomas Paine, Common Sense…. (1776) 
4-50 (i.e., all but appendix addressed to 
Quakers).  

research project #4 

Identify an event in British North America that took 
place between 1774 and 1777.  Starting with the 
area in which the event took place, describe how 
and when did awareness of this event moved across 
space.  Draw and support conclusions about its 
political resonance(s). 

 

WEEK SIX – VIOLENCE 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “Power and ‘the People’: state constitutions in Virginia and Massachusetts, 1776-1780” 

Oct 19: Class Lecture 10 – “Revolutionary Currents: Tom Paine and the possibilities of transatlantic 
radicalism”  

Oct. 21: Class Lecture 11 – “Revolutionary Violence” 

precept readings 

o Ferling, 166-275.  

o Nash, 1-67. 

o * Peter Silver, “Barbarism and the 
American Revolution,” in Our Savage 
Neighbors: How Indian War Transformed 
Early America (New York: W.W. Norton, 
2008) 228-260, with notes at 374-378. 

no research project this week (midterm prep) 

 

WEEK SEVEN – WAR & SOCIETY (MIDTERM WEEK) 

NB. Precepts do not meet this week. 

lectures 

Oct 26: Class Lecture 12 – “‘The Times that try Men’s Souls’: social tensions in wartime” 

NB Lecture 12 is the last material covered by the midterm. 

Oct. 28: Midterm Examination 

Online Class Lecture 13 – “Loyalists and Loyalism: ordeals and ideals in an age of Revolution” (in lieu of 
precept discussion) 
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precept readings 

(none) 

no research project this week (midterm) 

 
FALL BREAK 

 
WEEK EIGHT – WAR & SOCIAL CHANGE 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “Revolution in Indian Country (introduction)” 

Nov. 9: Class Lecture 14 – “Revolution in Indian Country: lines of authority in the west, 1775-1795” 

Nov. 11: Class Lecture 15 – “Revolutionary Women: Abigail Adams and the constraints of gender” 

precept readings 

o Wood, 124-225. 

o * Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, “Introduction,” 
“Great Sea A Going,” and “Exceeding 
Dangerously Ill,” in A Midwife’s Tale: The 
Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her 
Diary, 1785-1812 (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1990), 3-100.  

o * Rosemarie Zagarri, “The Rights of 
Women,” in Revolutionary Backlash: 
Women and Politics in the Early American 
Republic (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 11-45) 

research project #5 

Find evidence of the impact of wartime violence 
among some portion of the female population 
around the Anglo-American Atlantic.  Characterize 
that impact. 

 

WEEK NINE – WINNERS 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “The 1780s: challenges in the nascent republic” 

Nov. 16: Class Lecture 16 – “1783: authority (and conflict) in the nascent republic” 

Nov. 18: Class Lecture 17 – “Contesting the Constitution: Federalists and Antifederalists imagining the 
nation” 

precept readings 

o Berkin, 11-148. 

o Wood, 229-270. 

o * Rhys Isaac, “Preachers and Patriots: 
Popular Culture and the Revolution in 
Virginia,” in Young, ed. The American 
Revolution, 125-156. 

o * Peter Silver, “The Postwar that Wasn’t,” 
in Our Savage Neighbors, 261-292, with 
notes at 378-382. 

research project #6 

Make a case for a particular non-elite group’s 
stance towards the Constitution (or an element of 
it), c. 1788.  You may define your group in any way 
that you like (geographically, socio-economically, 
by profession, gender, etc.). 
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WEEK TEN – WINNERS? 

NB. Thanksgiving Week: precepts do not meet. 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “Imagining a Virtuous Nation: the problem of nationalism in the young republic” 

Nov. 23: Class Lecture 18 – “Constituting the Public: ‘democracy’ and popular political culture in the 
new republic” 

 

precept readings 

(No precept meeting, but you may want to read 
Ellis 3-47 to prepare for next week.) 

no research project this week 

 

 

WEEK ELEVEN – THE REVOLUTIONARY POLITY 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “Mathew Lyon’s Revolution: spitting in the face of aristocracy” 

Nov. 30: Class Lecture 19 – “Revolutionary Implications: social and cultural change in the early republic” 

Dec. 2: Class Lecture 20 – “Politics in the 1790s: finding ‘the people’ in a divided polity” 

 

precept readings 

o Berkin, 149-210. 

o Ellis, 3-47. 

o Wood 271-286. 

o Young, 67-91, 108-131, 155-165. 

research project #7 

Find evidence of a celebration in which a group of 
people took part between 1793 and 1799.  What 
took place? Who were they? What brought them 
together? What does it mean? 

 

WEEK TWELVE – LOSERS 

lectures 

mini-lecture – “Slavery and Freedom: revolutionary lives and the question of the Revolution’s impact” 

Dec. 7: Class Lecture 21 – “Dreams of Slavery: slavery and antislavery in the Revolutionary era” 

Dec. 9: Class Lecture 22 – “Dreams of Freedom: African Americans and the Revolutionary era” 

precept readings 

o Ellis, 81-119. 

o Nash, 69-168. 

o * Alan Taylor, “The Late Loyalists: 
Northern Reflections of the Early 
American Republic,” Journal of the Early 

research project #8 

Identify and define a condition, motive, or goal that 
prompted slaves or servants to run away from their 
masters in our period. 
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Republic 27 (spring 2007): 1-34. 

o * Rosemary Zagarri, “Female Politicians,” 
in Revolutionary Backlash, 46-81, with 
notes at 196-202.  

 

WEEK THIRTEEN – MEANINGS & LEGACIES  

lectures 

mini-lecture – “The ‘Revolution of 1800’: the Jeffersonian polity and the Revolutionary era” 

Dec. 14: Class Lecture 23 – “1803: authority in an ‘Empire for Liberty’” 

Dec. 16: Class Lecture 24 – “Contexts & Legacies (historians are superheroes)” 

precept readings 

o Ellis, 120-248. 

o Wood 287-369. 

research project #8 

Identify, define, and contextualize an epithet used 
in popular political discourse between 1795 and 
1808. 
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Department of History Grading Practices: Thesis, Papers, and Exams 

An A or A- thesis, paper, or exam is one that is good enough to be read aloud in a class. It is clearly written and well-
organized. It demonstrates that the writer has conducted a close and critical reading of texts, grappled with the issues 
raised in the course, synthesized the readings, discussions, and lectures, and formulated a perceptive, compelling, 
independent argument. The argument shows intellectual originality and creativity, is sensitive to historical context, is 
supported by a well-chosen variety of specific examples, and, in the case of a research paper, is built on a critical reading 
of primary material.  

A B+ or B thesis, paper, or exam demonstrates many aspects of A-level work but falls short of it in either the organization 
and clarity of its writing, the formulation and presentation of its argument, or the quality of research. Some papers or 
exams in this category are solid works containing flashes of insight into many of the issues raised in the course. Others 
give evidence of independent thought, but the argument is not presented clearly or convincingly.  

A B- thesis, paper, or exam demonstrates a command of course or research material and understanding of historical 
context but provides a less than thorough defense of the writer's independent argument because of weaknesses in writing, 
argument, organization, or use of evidence.  

A C+, C, or C- thesis, paper, or exam offers little more than a mere a summary of ideas and information covered in the 
course, is insensitive to historical context, does not respond to the assignment adequately, suffers from frequent factual 
errors, unclear writing, poor organization, or inadequate primary research, or presents some combination of these 
problems.  

Whereas the grading standards for written work between A and C- are concerned with the presentation of argument and 
evidence, a paper or exam that belongs to the D or F categories demonstrates inadequate command of course material.  

A D thesis, paper, or exam demonstrates serious deficiencies or severe flaws in the student's command of course or 
research material.  

An F thesis, paper, or exam demonstrates no competence in the course or research materials. It indicates a student's 
neglect or lack of effort in the course.  

Precepts and Seminar 

A student who receives an A for participation in discussion in precepts or seminars typically comes to every class with 
questions about the readings in mind. An 'A' discussant engages others about ideas, respects the opinions of others, and 
consistently elevates the level of discussion.  

A student who receives a B for participation in discussion in precepts or seminars typically does not always come to class 
with questions about the readings in mind. A 'B' discussant waits passively for others to raise interesting issues. Some 
discussants in this category, while courteous and articulate, do not adequately listen to other participants or relate their 
comments to the direction of the conversation.  

A student who receives a C for discussion in precepts or seminars attends regularly but typically is an infrequent or 
unwilling participant in discussion.  

A student who fails to attend precepts or seminars regularly and adequately prepared for discussion risks the grade of D or 
F. 


