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Who shall write the history of the American revolution? Who can write it? 

Who will ever be able to write it?  - John Adams to Thomas Jefferson 

 

Nobody. - Jefferson to Adams 

 

What was the American Revolution? Depending on where you stand, it was a family 

dispute, a “regime change,” a white settler rebellion, a “Black Declaration of 

Independence,” a genocidal war, a struggle for national liberation, the birth of individual 

liberty, the end of an empire, the beginning of an empire, the transformation of an 

empire. It sought to bring people together in “a more perfect union”; it severed long-

standing social and political relationships. It enshrined the idea of inalienable individual 

rights; it left many people in slavery, exile, and want. In the centuries since the 

Revolution took place, a staggering array of people have sought to claim its legacies: 

Unionists and Confederates, Simón Bolívar and Ho Chi Minh, avowed segregationists 

and civil rights activists, Sarah Palin and Barack Obama. How could one historical event 

mean so many things to so many people? What did the Revolution mean to those who 

experienced it? And why should we care? 

 

In this course, we’ll try to answer these questions. True to Jefferson’s word, we probably 

won’t succeed to everyone’s (or anyone’s) entire satisfaction. But I do hope that from this 

course you will come to your own provisional conclusions about the meanings, causes, 

and consequences of an event (or series of events) that, for all its complexity and 

ambiguity, was unquestionably one of the major transformations of the modern world. 

Broadly, the aim of this course is to develop your understanding of North American 

history in the period 1763 to 1815. More specifically, I hope that by the end of the 

semester you will be able to: 

 

Analyze the relationship between ideas and experience in the history of the 

American Revolution: we will read a number of foundational texts produced by well-

known Revolutionary leaders. But we will also consider how people on the margins of 

British colonial society (including slaves, Indians, workers, and women) shaped and were 

shaped by the transformations of the late eighteenth century. This diversity of 

perspectives will give us ample opportunity to contemplate how the history of social 

experience intersects with the history of big ideas.  

 

Develop historical arguments based on analysis of primary sources: we will examine 

numerous primary sources produced by eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 

Americans, including political tracts, autobiographies, newspaper advertisements, and a 
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novel; we will also analyze other historians’ interpretations of primary source material. 

All of your papers for this course will center around primary source analysis. 

Accordingly, by the end of the semester, you will have developed considerable facility 

with this crucial historical skill. 

 

Compare historical interpretations of the Revolution with mythic narratives of the 

same events: from the earliest accounts of the Boston Massacre in 1770 through the Tea 

Party Movement today, propagandists have turned the events of the American Revolution 

to their own political ends. Through this course, I hope you will gain tools and insights 

that will enable you to differentiate a historical approach to the American Revolution 

from a mythic or propagandistic one—and also to see how one approach can shade into 

the other.  

 

Expectations and assignments 

 

Honor principle 

Reed’s honor principle governs our conduct in this course in two ways: 

 

o Respect for others. If you don’t agree with what someone else has to say, you are 

welcome (and encouraged) to express your point of view, but you must do so 

respectfully, and you must support your claims with textual evidence. 

o Intellectual honesty. I expect all work you do for this course to be your own and to 

be produced specifically for this course. If you have questions about what constitutes 

plagiarism and how to avoid it, don’t hesitate to ask. In your written work, please 

follow the Chicago Manual of Style for footnotes, not in-text citations. There is an 

abbreviated guide to Chicago style here: 

http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html   

 

Attendance and participation 

Because much of what you learn in this course will come out of the discussions you have 

with each other in conference, I pay careful attention to attendance. Missing more than 

three conferences or repeatedly coming late will put you at risk of failing the course. I 

expect you to come to conference on time and prepared to participate in discussion of the 

assigned readings. Participation includes both expressing your own thoughts and 

questions and listening carefully to those of others. If you have concerns about speaking 

in conference, please come see me so that we can discuss ways to make participating in 

the discussion easier and more enjoyable for you. 

 

Written assignments 

You will receive detailed descriptions of all written assignments ahead of their due dates. 

Late work will be penalized and will receive minimal comments. Failure to complete all 

written assignments will put you at risk of failing the course. 

 

o Response memos. On three assigned dates over the course of the semester, you will 

post response memos to the course Moodle. Two of these memos will be 

“preliminary” responses that you prepare prior to conference; one will be a 

http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html
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“summative” response that you write after conference. The length of each memo 

should be approximately 300-400 words. 

 

o First paper. This paper (3-4 pages) will require you to analyze a single primary 

source in light of our readings and discussions in class; due at my office by 5 p.m. on 

Friday, February 18.  

 

o Second paper. This paper (5-6 pages) will require you to identify patterns within a set 

of primary sources and draw on our readings and discussions in class to analyze them; 

due at my office by 5 p.m. on Friday, March 18. 

 

o Preparatory assignments for final paper. You should email me a brief proposal for 

your final paper by 8 p.m. on Friday, April 8. In addition, a preliminary draft of your 

final paper (5-6 pages) is due by 5 p.m. on Saturday, April 23 (submit electronically). 

 

o Final paper. This paper (10-12 pages) will require you to make a historical argument 

about a primary source (or set of primary sources) of your own choosing; due by 5 

p.m. on Monday, May 16. 

 

Policy on late work  
Because I have sequenced reading and writing assignments carefully, failure to complete 

them on time will be detrimental to your progress in the course. However, I understand 

that there are points in the semester when you may have more work than you can 

reasonably complete in the time allotted. To that end, I will grant all students one 24-

hour extension, without penalty, for one of the three paper assignments (first paper, 

second paper, or final paper). To claim this extension, you should email me prior to the 

original deadline and tell me that you plan to take the 24-hour extension. You should then 

email me your paper by within 24 hours of the original due date and provide me with a 

hard copy of the paper as soon as possible. Note that you can only take this extension 

once in the semester, so be sure to look ahead at your schedule before you claim it for 

one of the early papers. I will grant no extensions on reading responses or drafts of the 

final paper, as these assignments will be circulated to others prior to discussion in class. 

 

Reading 

 

The required books are on order at the bookstore and on reserve at the library: 

  

a) Colin Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen: 1763 and the Transformation of North 

America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006).  

b) Joseph Ellis, What Did the Declaration Declare? (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 

1999).  

c) Hannah W. Foster, The Coquette, ed. Cathy N. Davidson (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1987).  

d) Benjamin Franklin, Autobiography and Other Writings, ed. Kenneth Silverman (New 

York: Penguin, 1986).  

e) Thomas Paine, Common Sense, ed. Isaac Kramnick (New York: Penguin, 1986). 
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f) Cassandra Pybus, Epic Journeys of Freedom: Runaway Slaves of the American 

Revolution and Their Global Quest for Liberty (Boston: Beacon Press, 2006).  

g) Adam Rothman, Slave Country: American Expansion and the Origins of the Deep 

South (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2005). 

h) Alfred F. Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party: Memory and the American 

Revolution (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999). 

 

We will read a significant amount of the following book, which you may wish to 

purchase. It is also available on library reserve: 

 

a) Charles Royster, A Revolutionary People at War: The Continental Army and 

American Character, 1775-1783 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1979). 

 

Most of the additional readings are available electronically, either through online 

journals, public websites, or the course e-reserves; the appropriate site or link is marked 

below. I strongly advise making photocopies or printouts of reserve and online readings 

so that you can bring hard copies of the readings to conference. A digital version of the 

syllabus, with links to the online readings, is available via Moodle (log on to 

moodle.reed.edu and go to History 362). The Moodle site also provides access to 

additional information about the course and the topics covered. 

 

 

WEEKLY SCHEDULE 

 

Week 1: Introduction 

 

M 1/31 The Revolution in our time 

a) Barack Obama, remarks for inaugural whistle stop tour, Philadelphia, January 17, 

2009: 

http://www.realclearpolitics.com/articles/2009/01/obama_kicks_off_whistle_stop_t.ht

ml  

b) Barack Obama, inaugural address, January 20, 2009: 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/inaugural-address/  

c) Dick Armey and Matt Kibbe, “The American Revolutionary Model,” in Give Us 

Liberty: A Tea Party Manifesto (New  York: William Morrow, 2010), 22-36. [e-

reserves] 

 

W 2/2 Setting the scene 

a) Edmund S. Morgan, “The American Revolution: Revisions in Need of Revising,” 

William and Mary Quarterly 14.1 (1957): 3-15. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1917368  

b) T. H. Breen, “Ideology and Nationalism on the Eve of the American Revolution: 

Revisions Once More in Need of Revising,” Journal of American History 84.1 

(1997): 13-39. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2952733  

c) Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen, 3-46. 

 

http://www.realclearpolitics.com/articles/2009/01/obama_kicks_off_whistle_stop_t.html
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/articles/2009/01/obama_kicks_off_whistle_stop_t.html
http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/inaugural-address/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1917368
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2952733
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Week 2: The transformation of empire 

 

M 2/7 Mapping a new world order 

a) Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen, 47-171. 

 

W 2/9 The stuff of revolution 

a) T. H. Breen, “‘Baubles of Britain’: The American and Consumer Revolutions of the 

Eighteenth Century,” Past and Present 119 (1988): 73-104. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/651021  

b) Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, “Willie-Nillie, Niddy-Noddy,” in The Age of Homespun: 

Objects and Stories in the Creation of an American Myth (New York: Knopf, 2001), 

175-207. [e-reserves] 

c) Resolutions of the Stamp Act Congress (1765): 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1068&Item

id=264  

d) Soame Jenyns, “The Objections to the Taxation of our American Colonies…Briefly 

Consider’d” (1765): http://homepages.udayton.edu/~alexanrs/SOAME.html 

 

Week 3: The Revolutionary man (and woman) 

 

M 2/14 Virtue and freedom 

a) Franklin, Autobiography, 3-93, and, in honor of Valentine’s Day, 184-186. 

b) Elopement advertisements and related newspaper items. [on Moodle] 

 

W 2/16 Ben Franklin: representations and representativeness  

a) Franklin, Autobiography, 93-171. 

 

F 2/18 FIRST PAPER DUE by 5 p.m. to Vollum 124. 

 

Week 4: Common people and common sense 

 

M 2/21 Cities in revolt 

a) Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party, vii-xvii, 3-57. 

b) Benjamin Irvin, “Tar, Feathers, and the Enemies of American Liberties, 1768-1776,” 

New England Quarterly 76.2 (2003): 197-238. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1559903  

 

W 2/23 What is (was) common sense? 

a) Paine, Common Sense, 61-128. 

b) Sophia Rosenfeld, “Tom Paine’s Common Sense and Ours,” William and Mary 

Quarterly 65.4 (2008): 633-668. 

http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/wm/65.4/rosenfeld.html  

 

Week 5: Declaring independence 

 

M 2/28 From myth to history 

a) Ellis, What Did the Declaration Declare?, 1-106. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/651021
http://oll.libertyfund.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1068&Itemid=264
http://oll.libertyfund.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1068&Itemid=264
http://homepages.udayton.edu/~alexanrs/SOAME.html
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1559903
http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/wm/65.4/rosenfeld.html
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W 3/2 Breaking away 

a) Pybus, Epic Journeys of Freedom, ix-xxii, 3-72. 

b) Felix’s petition (1773): http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part2/2h22t.html 

c) Petition of January 1777: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part2/2h32t.html  

d) Explore the following websites, and bring to class a page of notes recounting your 

discoveries (further instructions in class): 

http://www2.vcdh.virginia.edu/gos/index.html and 

http://www.blackloyalist.com/canadiandigitalcollection/documents/official/book_of_

negroes.htm  

 

Week 6: The Patriots’ war 

 

M 3/7 Honor and violence 

a) Royster, A Revolutionary People at War, 3-23, 58-80, 96-120, 190-197, 213-238. 

[library reserve] 

b) Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party, 58-84. 

 

W 3/9 War at home 

a) Letters of Joseph and Sarah Hodgkins, in This Glorious Cause...: The Adventures of 

Two Company Officers in Washington’s Army, ed. Herbert T. Wade and Robert A. 

Lively (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958), 200-245. [e-reserves] 

b) “‘Remember the Ladies’: Abigail Adams vs. John Adams,” in The Feminist Papers: 

From Adams to de Beauvoir, ed. Alice S. Rossi (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1973), 7-15. [e-reserves] 

c) Holly A. Mayer, “Wives, Concubines, and Community: Following the Army,” in War 

and Society in the American Revolution: Mobilization and Home Fronts, ed. John 

Resch and Walter Sargent (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2007), 235-

262. [e-reserves] 

 

Week 7: The war from the other side(s) 

 

M 3/14 Civil wars 
a) Excerpts from “Casualties of Revolution: The Native Americans and the Loyalists,” 

in Major Problems in the Era of the American Revolution, 1760-1791, ed. Richard D. 

Brown (Lexington, Mass.: D. C. Heath, 1992), 259-273. [e-reserves] 

b) Maya Jasanoff, “The Other Side of Revolution: Loyalists in the British Empire,” 

William and Mary Quarterly 65.2 (2008): 205-232. 

http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/wm/65.2/jasanoff.html  

c) Karim M. Tiro, “A ‘Civil’ War? Rethinking Iroquois Participation in the American 

Revolution,” Explorations in Early American Culture 4 (2000): 148-165. [e-reserves] 

d) Jim Piecuch, “Incompatible Allies: Loyalists, Slaves, and Indians in Revolutionary 

South Carolina,” in War and Society in the American Revolution: Mobilization and 

Home Fronts, ed. John Resch and Walter Sargent (DeKalb: Northern Illinois 

University Press, 2007), 191-214. [e-reserves] 

 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part2/2h22t.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part2/2h32t.html
http://www2.vcdh.virginia.edu/gos/index.html
http://www.blackloyalist.com/canadiandigitalcollection/documents/official/book_of_negroes.htm
http://www.blackloyalist.com/canadiandigitalcollection/documents/official/book_of_negroes.htm
http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/wm/65.2/jasanoff.html


 7 

W 3/16 Uncivil war 

a) Peter Silver, “Barbarism and the American Revolution” and “The Postwar that 

Wasn’t,” in Our Savage Neighbors: How Indian War Transformed Early America 

(New York: Norton, 2008), 227-292. [e-reserves] 

 

F 3/18 SECOND PAPER DUE by 5 p.m. to Vollum 124 

 

M 3/21-F 3/25 SPRING BREAK 

 

Week 8: Making states 

 

M 3/28 The politics of “the people” 

a) John Adams, “Thoughts on Government” (1776): 

http://www.teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=37  

b) [For reference] Constitution of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts (1780): 

http://www.mass.gov/legis/const.htm and “John Adams and the Massachusetts 

Constitution”: http://www.mass.gov/courts/sjc/adams-and-constitution.html  

c) Excerpts from The Popular Sources of Political Authority: Documents on the 

Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, ed. Oscar Handlin and Mary Handlin 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1966), 422-427, 485-489, 659-662, 

681-684, 765-769, 820-824. [e-reserves] 

d) Woody Holton, “An ‘Excess of Democracy’—Or a Shortage? The Federalists’ 

Earliest Adversaries,” Journal of the Early Republic 25 (2005): 339-382. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/30043335  

 

W 3/30 The long road to union  

a) David C. Hendrickson, “The First Union: Nationalism versus Internationalism in the 

American Revolution,” in Empire and Nation: The American Revolution in the 

Atlantic World, ed. Eliga H. Gould and Peter S. Onuf (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 2005), 35-53. [e-reserves] 

b) “Constitutional Revolution,” Part Twelve in Colonies to Nation, 1763-1789: A 

Documentary History of the American Revolution, ed. Jack P. Greene (New York: 

Norton, 1975), 513-583. [e-reserves] 

 

Week 9: Party politics 

 

M 4/4 The transformation of political culture 

a) “The Rise of the Party Press, 1797-1800” and “The Election of 1800, February 1800-

March 1801,” in The Revolutionary Era: Primary Documents on Events from 1776 to 

1800, ed. Carol Sue Humphrey (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2003), 253-261, 

337-347. [e-reserves] 

b) Alan Taylor, “From Fathers to Friends of the People: Political Personas in the Early 

Republic,” Journal of the Early Republic 11.4 (1991): 465-491. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3123352 

c) Jeffrey L. Pasley, “1800 as a Revolution in Political Culture: Newspapers, 

Celebrations, Voting, and Democratization in the Early Republic,” in The Revolution 

http://www.teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=37
http://www.mass.gov/legis/const.htm
http://www.mass.gov/courts/sjc/adams-and-constitution.html
http://www.jstor.org/stable/30043335
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3123352
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of 1800: Democracy, Race, and the New Republic, ed. James Horn, Jan Ellen Lewis, 

and Peter S. Onuf (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2002), 121-152. [e-

reserves] 

 

W 4/6 Dueling and dining 

a) Catherine Allgor, introduction and “President Thomas Jefferson in Washington City,” 

in Parlor Politics: In Which the Ladies of Washington Help Build a City and a 

Government (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000), 1-47. [e-reserves] 

b) Joanne Freeman, “Dueling as Politics: Reinterpreting the Burr-Hamilton Duel,” 

William and Mary Quarterly 53.2 (1996): 289-318. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2947402 

c) Use America’s Historical Newspapers to identify newspaper coverage of the Burr-

Hamilton duel. Bring notes to class. 

 

F 4/8 FINAL PAPER PROPOSAL due by 8 p.m. via email 

 

Week 10: Ironies of freedom 

 

M 4/11 Dangerous liberty 

a) Foster, The Coquette. 

 

W 4/13 Killing slavery and conceiving race 

a) Venture Smith, A Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Venture, A Native of Africa 

(New London, 1798): http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/venture/venture.html  

b) Petition of Primus Grant and others (1798). [on Moodle] 

c) John Wood Sweet, “Conceiving Race,” in Bodies Politic: Negotiating Race in the 

American North, 1730-1830 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003), 271-

311. [e-reserves] 

 

Week 11: The expanding stage of revolution 

 

M 4/18 Searching the globe for freedom  

a) Pybus, Epic Journeys of Freedom, 75-205. 

 

W 4/20 Enlightenment and empire 

a) Rothman, Slave Country, ix-xi, 1-35. 

b) Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (c. 1781), Query 6 (read from the 

section on “Animals” to the end, starting with p. 165), 11, 14, and 18. 

http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/JefVirg.html  

c) Jefferson’s confidential letter to Congress (18 Jan. 1803): 

http://www.monticello.org/jefferson/lewisandclark/congress_letter.html  

d) Jefferson’s instructions to Meriwether Lewis (20 June 1803): 

http://www.monticello.org/jefferson/lewisandclark/instructions.html  

 

S 4/23 SHORT DRAFT OF FINAL PAPER due by 5 p.m. via email 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2947402
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/venture/venture.html
http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/JefVirg.html
http://www.monticello.org/jefferson/lewisandclark/congress_letter.html
http://www.monticello.org/jefferson/lewisandclark/instructions.html
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Week 12: New (?) directions 

 

M 4/25 Writing workshop 

 

W 4/27 Another war for empire  

a) Rothman, Slave Country, 36-162, 217-224. 

b) Message of Tenskwatawa (1804), in A Documentary History of Religion in America 

to 1877, 3
rd

 ed., ed. Edwin S. Gaustad and Mark A. Noll (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

Eerdmans, 2003), 469-470. [e-reserves] 

c) Tecumseh, “Address to the Osages” (1811): 

http://www.historytools.org/sources/tecumseh.pdf  

 

Week 13: Legacies  

 

M 5/2 Remembering the Revolution 

a) Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party, 87-179. 

 

W 5/4 Do we still need the American Revolution? 

a) Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party, 180-207. 

b) Philip Mead, “Walking the Freedom Trail,” Common-place 8.1 (Oct. 2007): 

http://www.common-place.org/vol-08/no-01/talk/  

c) Jill Lepore, “The Past Upon Its Throne,” in The Whites of Their Eyes: The Tea 

Party’s Revolution and the Battle over American History (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2010), 98-125. [e-reserves] 

d) Gordon S. Wood, “No Thanks for the Memories,” New York Review of Books, 13 Jan. 

2011: http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2011/jan/13/no-thanks-memories/ 

 

F 5/13 FINAL PAPER DUE by 5 p.m. to Vollum 124 

http://www.historytools.org/sources/tecumseh.pdf
http://www.common-place.org/vol-08/no-01/talk/
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2011/jan/13/no-thanks-memories/

