
U.S. Political History Since 1945

Professor Beverly Gage

Spring 2025

Course Description

This course will cover United States politics, political thought, and social movements since
1945. The pivotal elections and political figures (Truman, Nixon, Reagan) as well as politics
from below (civil rights, labor, women’s activism). Emphasis will be placed on political ideas
such as liberalism, conservatism, and radicalism, and on the intersection between domestic
politics and the Cold War.

Course Readings

● No books for purchase. All readings will be linked in the learning management
system.

Course Requirements

● Contribute to nine discussion boards
● Complete five short papers (1–2 pages)
● Participate in at least three Q&As
● Complete a 15-page paper or project of appropriate rigor

Learning Objectives

1. Students will gain familiarity with the basic events and trends of US politics since
1945.

2. Students will learn major themes in recent historical literature on liberalism,
conservatism, social movements, and political institutions.

3. Students will identify teachable primary sources.
4. Students will interrogate myths and truths about contemporary political narratives.

Class Schedule

Week One: February 6: The American Century

Readings

● Ira Katznelson, Fear Itself : The New Deal and the Origins of Our Time, 1st ed. (New
York: Liveright Publishing, 2013), Introduction and selected chapters.



● Henry R. Luce, “The American Century,” Diplomatic History 23, no. 2 (1999):
159–171. (This reading can be accessed through Musselman Library with your
Gettysburg College credentials.)

Assignments

● Discussion Board One

o First post due: Sunday, February 9
o Second post due: Wednesday, February 12

Week Two: February 13: McCarthyism as a Political Problem

Readings

● Beverly Gage, G-Man: J. Edgar Hoover and the Making of the American Century
(New York: Viking, 2022), Introduction, Chapters 28–33.

● J. Edgar Hoover, Masters of Deceit: The Story of Communism in America and How to
Fight It, 1st ed. (San Francisco: Hauraki Publishing, 2015), Excerpt. (This reading
can be accessed through Musselman Library with your Gettysburg College
credentials.)

Assignments

● Discussion Board Two

○ First post due: Sunday, February 16
○ Second post due: Wednesday, February 19

● Short Paper One due: Wednesday, February 19

○ Write a response paper: You can respond to the prompt created by your
section professor or to one of your own design.

Week Three: February 20: Cold War Civil Rights

Readings

● Peniel E. Joseph, The Sword and the Shield: The Revolutionary Lives of Malcolm X
and Martin Luther King Jr. (New York: Basic Books, 2020), Introduction, Chapters
1–3. (This reading can be accessed through Musselman Library with your Gettysburg
College credentials.)

● Martin Luther King, Why We Can’t Wait (New York: New American Library, 1964),
Excerpts. (A link to this reading can be found in the Week Three module.)

https://gettysburg.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01GETTYSBURG_INST/1kluq6j/cdi_proquest_miscellaneous_38752688
https://gettysburg.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01GETTYSBURG_INST/1kluq6j/cdi_proquest_miscellaneous_38752688
https://gettysburg.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01GETTYSBURG_INST/1kluq6j/cdi_proquest_ebookcentral_EBC4808546
https://gettysburg.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01GETTYSBURG_INST/1kluq6j/cdi_proquest_ebookcentral_EBC4808546
https://gettysburg.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01GETTYSBURG_INST/1kluq6j/cdi_proquest_ebookcentral_EBC4808546
https://gettysburg.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01GETTYSBURG_INST/rol5uk/alma991004612727805231
https://gettysburg.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01GETTYSBURG_INST/rol5uk/alma991004612727805231
https://archive.org/details/whywecantwait00king/page/n9/mode/2up?q=Letter+from+Birmingham+Jail


Assignments

● Discussion Board Three

○ First post due: Sunday, February 23
○ Second post due: Wednesday, February 26

● Final Project/Paper Question due: Wednesday, February 26

○ In roughly 1–2 pages, outline the question your final paper or project will
attempt to answer. This should include a description of the paper or project
you are proposing, some background information and historical context on
your topic, a brief description of your research plan, and a justification for
why your particular paper or project is worth pursuing.

Q&A Session One: Wednesday, February 26, at 8:00 p.m. ET

Week Four: February 27: “Massive Resistance” and the Idea of Backlash

Readings

● Jefferson Cowie, Freedom’s Dominion: A Saga of White Resistance to Federal Power
(New York: Basic Books, 2022), Introduction, Chapters 16–18.

● The Southern Manifesto (A link to this reading can be found in the Week Four
module.)

Assignments

● Discussion Board Four

○ First post due: Sunday, March 2
○ Second post due: Wednesday, March 5

● Short Paper Two due: Wednesday, March 5

○ Write a response paper: You can respond to the prompt created by your
section professor or to one of your own design.

Week Five: March 6: Affluent Society, Great Society

Readings

● Kevin Boyle, The Shattering: America in the 1960s (New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
2021), selected chapters.

https://content.csbs.utah.edu/~dlevin/federalism/southern_manifesto.html
https://content.csbs.utah.edu/~dlevin/federalism/southern_manifesto.html


● John Kenneth Galbraith, The Affluent Society (New York: New American Library,
1958).

Assignments

● Discussion Board Five

○ First post due: Sunday, March 9
○ Second post due: Wednesday, March 12

● Revised Question and Proposed Bibliography due: Wednesday, March 12

1. Revise your initial proposal to incorporate your section professor’s feedback
AND

2. Create an annotated bibliography containing at least five sources. Each of
these sources should be followed by a short paragraph describing the source
and what it will contribute to your final project/paper.

Q&A Session Two: Monday, March 10, at 8:00 p.m. ET

Week Six: March 13: Buckley, Goldwater, and the Birth of a Movement

Readings

● Kim Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands: The Making of the Conservative Movement from
the New Deal to Reagan (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2009),
Introduction, Chapter 6.

● Barry M. Goldwater, The Conscience of a Conservative (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2021). (This reading can be accessed through Musselman Library
with your Gettysburg College credentials.)

Assignments

● Discussion Board Six

○ First post due: Sunday, March 16
○ Second post due: Wednesday, March 19

● Short Paper Three due: Wednesday, March 19

○ Write a response paper: You can respond to the prompt created by your
section professor or to one of your own design.

Week Seven: March 20: The Vietnam War and the Politics of Revolution

https://gettysburg.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01GETTYSBURG_INST/1kluq6j/cdi_jstor_books_10_2307_j_ctv1jk0jvb
https://gettysburg.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01GETTYSBURG_INST/1kluq6j/cdi_jstor_books_10_2307_j_ctv1jk0jvb


Readings

● Johanna Fernández, The Young Lords: A Radical History (Durham: University of
North Carolina Press, 2020), Introduction. (A link to this reading can be found in the
Week Seven module.)

● The Port Huron Statement (A link to this reading can be found in the Week Seven
module.)

Assignments

● Discussion Board Seven

○ First post due: Sunday, March 23
○ Second post due: Wednesday, March 26

● Short Paper Four due: Wednesday, March 26

○ Write a response paper: You can respond to the prompt created by your
section professor or to one of your own design.

Q&A Session Three: Monday, March 24, at 8:00 p.m. ET

Week Eight: March 27: Richard Nixon: From Law and Order to Watergate

Readings

● Bruce J. Schulman, The Seventies: The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and
Politics (New York: Free Press, 2001), Introduction, Chapter 1.

● Peter Schrag, “The Forgotten American” Harper’s Magazine, August 1969, 27–34. (A
link to this reading can be found in the Week Eight module.)

Assignments

● Project/Paper Preview due: Wednesday, April 2

○ Project: Submissions of the project preview will differ from project to project
according to type. Determine an appropriate portion of your final project to
turn in with your section professor.

○ Paper: Turn in a rough draft of the first five pages of your final paper.

Week Nine: April 3: “New Politics” and New Social Movements

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5149/9781469653464_fernandez
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5149/9781469653464_fernandez
https://images2.americanprogress.org/campus/email/PortHuronStatement.pdf
https://images2.americanprogress.org/campus/email/PortHuronStatement.pdf
https://web.mit.edu/21h.102/www/Primary%20source%20collections/Vietnam/Schrag,%20Forgotten_American.htm
https://web.mit.edu/21h.102/www/Primary%20source%20collections/Vietnam/Schrag,%20Forgotten_American.htm


Readings

● Schulman, The Seventies, Chapter 7.
● Heather Booth, Evelyn Goldfield, and Sue Munaker, Towards a Radical Movement

(Boston: New England Free Press, 1968). (A link to this reading can be found in the
Week Nine module.)

Assignments

● Discussion Board Eight

○ First post due: Sunday, April 6
○ Second post due: Wednesday, April 9

● Short Paper Five due: Wednesday, April 9

○ Write a response paper: You can respond to the prompt created by your
section professor or to one of your own design.

Q&A Session Four: Monday, April 7, at 8:00 p.m. ET

Week Ten: April 10: Ronald Reagan, Movement Conservative

Readings

● Meg Jacobs and Julian E. Zelizer, Conservatives in Power: The Reagan Years,
1981–1989: A Brief History with Documents (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2011),
Introduction, selected documents.

Assignments

● Rough Draft due: Wednesday, April 16
○ Project: Submissions of the project rough draft will differ from project to

project according to type. Determine an appropriate portion of your final
project to turn in with your section professor.

○ Paper: Turn in a rough draft of the first ten pages (at minimum) of your final
paper.

Week Eleven: April 17: Cold War and Culture War

Readings

https://www.cwluherstory.org/classic-feminist-writings-articles/toward-a-radical-movement
https://www.cwluherstory.org/classic-feminist-writings-articles/toward-a-radical-movement


● Andrew Hartman, A War for the Soul of America: A History of the Culture Wars
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2015), Introduction and selected
chapters.

● Jacobs and Zelizer, Conservatives in Power, selected documents.

Assignments

● Discussion Board Nine

○ First post due: Sunday, April 20
○ Second post due: Wednesday, April 23

Q&A Session Five: Wednesday, April 23, at 8:00 p.m. ET

Week Twelve: April 24: The 1990s and Beyond

Readings

● John Ganz, When the Clock Broke: Con Men, Conspiracists, and How America
Cracked up in the Early 1990s (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2024),
Introduction and selected chapters.

● Newt Gingrich, Richard K. Armey, Ed Gillespie, and Bob Schellhas, Contract with
America: The Bold Plan by Rep. Newt Gingrich, Rep. Dick Armey and the House
Republicans to Change the Nation (New York: Times Books, 1994).

Assignments

● Final Project/Paper due: Wednesday, April 30

Course and Program Policies

It is the responsibility of students to know, understand, and abide by course and program
policies.

For a full overview of program policies, review the Gettysburg College–Gilder Lehrman
Institute Student Handbook.

Course correspondence

Correspondence with faculty and administrators should be formal. Include a subject line,
addressee, and closing. Put the name and number of your course in the subject line.



Plagiarism and AI

This program uses Turnitin to check for instances of plagiarism and AI. Plagiarism and
papers composed fully or in part by AI will not be tolerated. This includes self-plagiarism. A
student caught plagiarizing or composing papers with AI for the first time may receive a
zero on the assignment. A student caught plagiarizing or composing with AI for a second
time may be permanently removed from the program.

Your section professor will set the policies for use of AI for research or purposes other than
composing your papers.

Late work

Assignments should be submitted no later than 11:59 p.m. Pacific Time on the due date
unless otherwise specified by your section professor. If you think you will be unable to
submit an assignment on time, it is your responsibility to contact your section professor to
ask for an extension before the assignment’s due date. Late assignments will be docked 5%
if less than a week late, 10% if one week late, and an additional 10% for each subsequent
week.

Grading scale

Letter Grade Number Grade Grade Points

A 95%–100% 4

A- 90%–94% 3.67

B+ 87%–89% 3.33

B 84%–86% 3

B- 80%–83% 2.67

C+ 77%–79% 2.33

C 74%–76% 2

C- 70%–73% 1.67

D+ 67%–69% 1.33

D 64%–66% 1

D- 60%–63% .67

F 0%–59% 0



Assignment Descriptions

Short Papers (25% of grade – 5% per short paper)

Students will complete five short papers. Each should be approximately 500 words long. The
purpose of these papers is not to merely summarize weekly readings but to demonstrate
that you have read them analytically and contextually. Students have the option of
responding to a prompt created by their section professor or to one of their own design.
Student-created prompts should reflect the themes discussed in course readings and be
included at the beginning of the paper. If you need help getting started, you can complete
one of the options listed below.

Complete a thesis identification - Select one of your assigned readings and focus on
identifying the thesis as well as the evidence the authors use to support that thesis.

Complete a primary source evaluation - Evaluate a primary source from the Gilder
Lehrman Collection or elsewhere. Primary sources must be relevant to that week’s
readings. Keep the following questions in mind:

● Who is the author of this document?
● Who was their intended audience?
● How might both author and audience impact the content of the document?
● For what reason was this document created?

Complete a book review - Focus on one of the secondary sources assigned in this course
and critique it. Keep the following questions in mind:

● What is the author’s argument?
● Does the author adequately support their argument?
● Are you convinced of their argument? If not, why not?
● How does this source fit into the larger discussion of its topic?

Discussion Board Posts (18% of grade – 2% per discussion board)

Students will interact in nine discussion boards in this course. Discussion boards are led by
section professors, who will provide specific instructions for participation in their section.
You are required to make at least one post to each discussion board and respond to at least
two other students.

Question-and-Answer Sessions (15% of grade – 5% per reaction)

Throughout the semester the lead professor of each course will conduct five Q&As. Students
MUST attend at least three of these sessions for each course they are taking. In order to
receive credit for attending each Q&A, you must attend the session live and
complete a 1–2-paragraph Q&A Reaction within 24 hours of participation. Note: If
you cannot attend three of the five Q&As, you may receive credit by viewing archived Q&As



and completing a 500-word review of topics covered for each missed Q&A. Makeup
assignments must be completed within two weeks of the missed Q&A.

Final Project/Paper (42% of grade)

For the final assignment of each course, you will choose to complete either a research
project or 15-page research paper. Research projects are a public-education tool designed
for the general population, teachers, and/or students of varying ages. Sample projects
include (but are not limited to) vodcasts and podcasts, documentary editing and
transcription, websites, annotated readers, walking tours, or museum exhibits. Lesson plans
will not be accepted. A 5-page paper narrative must accompany the project. Your section
professor must approve research projects. The research paper can be a traditional position
paper that uses original research to prove a thesis statement or a historiography paper that
critically examines how American historians have interpreted the same event differently and
why shifts in historical debates may have occurred.

Both final assignment options require you to ask an open-ended historical question
(something that does not have an easy yes or no answer) that you do not yet know the
answer to. You will then use the research process (pulling from a variety of resources,
mostly primary source documents) to explore that question and create a thesis-driven
answer. Regardless of whether you choose to pursue a project or paper, finals are scaffolded
throughout the semester. This method breaks up a large grade into smaller constituent
grades and allows time to incorporate instructor feedback into assignments.

Scaffolded Assignments

● Final Project/Paper Proposal (2%)

In roughly 1–2 pages, you should outline the main question, topic, or purpose of
your final project or paper. This should include a description of the project or paper
you are proposing, some background information and historical context on your topic
(answer the questions who, what, where, and when), a brief description of your
research plan (this does not need to be super specific, but should outline how many
weeks you plan to research, if you need to schedule research trips or if your sources
are published or available digitally, and when you plan to begin writing) and a
justification for why your particular project or paper is worth pursuing (what is the
significance of this topic? What does it add to our historical knowledge? Are you
filling a gap that other historians have overlooked such as considering race, ethnicity,
or gender?).

● Revised Proposal and Annotated Bibliography (3.5%)

This assignment will give you the opportunity to incorporate the feedback you
received on the first draft of your proposal. In addition to incorporating your section
professor’s comments, you will also submit a proposed bibliography listing five
sources you plan on utilizing in your research for your final product. Each of these



sources should be followed by a brief summary (3–5 sentences) of the source and
what it will contribute to your research process.

● Project or Paper Preview (5%)

This will give you the opportunity to show the progress you have made on your final
project or paper and get some early-stage feedback from your section professor. For
a final project, determine with your section professor an appropriate portion of your
final submission to turn in. For a final paper, this should be roughly the first five
pages of what will ultimately be your final submission.

● Rough Draft (10.5%):

For a final project, determine with your section professor an appropriate portion of
your final submission to turn in. For a final paper, this should be, at minimum, the
first ten pages of what will ultimately be your final submission.

● Final Product (21%):

Final Project: Much like the final paper option, a final project is meant to prove that
you have mastered the content covered by this course. We encourage you to be
creative in your approach to this project, though it should be equivalent in rigor and
workload to a final paper.

Final Paper: Final papers should be at least fifteen pages in length. These can take
the form of research papers or historiography papers.


