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“I THINK THAT A MAN AT ANY MOMENT OF ACTION IS THE LIVING SUM OF HIS PAST…THAT MAN AT THE 
VERY MOMENT AT WHICH HE IS DOING SOMETHING, HE DID THAT PARTICULAR THING EXACTLY IN THAT 
WAY BECAUSE OF THE HUNDRED YEARS BEFORE HIM THAT MADE HIM…BECAUSE HE IS THE SUM OF HIS 

ANCESTORS AND HIS CONDITION, HIS TIMES.” ⎯WILLIAM FAULKNER (1957) 
 
WELCOME! 
 Regardless of your background, major, or career plans, I am pleased to have you in this course and believe 
that you will benefit from this study of recent U.S. history. My goal is to make this course one of your favorites at 
UALR. We have much to learn! 

To that end, we must cultivate our interest in people’s stories. Everyone has a story to tell. Today, our lives 
are defined by the stories that we create daily. Perhaps you have stories to share, both joyful and painful, about your 
family and friends, about your beliefs, about your travels or hobbies, or about your experiences at work or in 
college. In a sense, our identities are defined by the stories we live and create for ourselves. The same is true for 
history. Our subjects, the people we study, have stories to tell about themselves and their times. Historians tease 
these stories out of available sources, explain why they are important, and debate their meaning and significance. 
Such activities broadly define my goal for us: learning stories from the past and discussing their significance for 
understanding recent U.S. history. 

Historical narratives involve groups of people and individuals. The same will be true of this course. At 
times, we will discuss numbers—the percentage of people who voted for a presidential candidate, for example—but 
we will also give attention to individual stories and what they might mean for understanding U.S. history. When we 
generalize with statistics, we encourage you to consider the individuals who comprise those statistics and what 
stories they might share, if given the opportunity. When we consider individuals, we will want to experience their 
lives with them, as best we can, and engage their worlds, imagining the options that were before them and 
discussing why they made the choices that they did. At the same time, we will want to ask critical questions of their 
narratives and the specific contexts from which they spoke to determine the degree to which their stories are 
indicative of larger historical trends. 
 
CATALOG DESCRIPTION 
 A history of the American people in recent times, including economic, social, and cultural developments as 
well as political, diplomatic, and military events. Three credit hours. 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION AND FORMAT 
 Please know that I have high expectations of myself as your instructor, as the one who bears the 
responsibility of helping you learn and think about the past. Likewise, I have high expectations of you, especially 
with regard to reading, thinking, and writing. I have no interest in telling you what to think, but I insist that you 
think logically, read closely, and write well. I will be pleased to assist you in these tasks. By maintaining these high 
expectations of each other, I am confident that we will learn much about history and perhaps about ourselves. 
 Reading assignments, compelling questions, class discussions, brief lectures, and audiovisual materials will 
facilitate our exploration of recent U.S. history. Class time will largely be devoted to discussion of these items, as 
well as supplemental readings. I have decided to organize the course into five units based loosely around several 
themes. Every unit will have a reading assignment, big questions for us to answer, and topical films and songs. 

As you might imagine, history can be contentious, and there will be occasions in this course when we will 
have disagreements among ourselves. Of course, I expect everyone to listen closely and carefully consider other 
opinions as your own ideas take shape. If you disagree with someone, you will have an opportunity to explain why. 
Together, we will sharpen our historical understanding and improve our critical thinking skills. 
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COURSE OBJECTIVES 
Students will 
• analyze how historical narratives are created and evolve over time. 
• assess the relationships between the U.S. and other nations. 
• critique elements of popular culture (including religion, music, television, and film) in recent U.S. history. 
• demonstrate understanding of the complexity of events and intercultural interactions in recent U.S. history. 
• develop empathy. \ˈem-pə-thē\: “the action of understanding, being aware of, being sensitive to, and 

vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and experience of another of either the past or present without 
having the feelings, thoughts, and experience fully communicated in an objectively explicit manner” 

• evaluate constructions of femininity and masculinity in recent U.S. history. 
• evaluate constructions of race and the perpetuation of white supremacy in recent U.S. history. 
• evaluate sources to determine if they are appropriate, scholarly sources. 
• use critical thinking and analytical skills to examine primary and secondary source documents. 
• use evidence from written and visual sources to draw conclusions and support an argument. 
 
REQUIRED READING 
 You must acquire these books to participate in class discussions and succeed on quizzes. They are available 
from the usual outlets, including online stores and public libraries, but please understand that you need the first one 
immediately. 
• Akira Iriye, Pearl Harbor and the Coming of the Pacific War: A Brief History with Documents (ISBN 9780312147884). 
• Nancy MacLean, The American Women’s Movement, 1945-2000: A Brief History with Documents (ISBN 

9780312448011). 
• Robert F. Williams, Negroes with Guns (ISBN 9780814327142 or 9781614274117). Available as an e-book and on 

two-hour reserve in the library. 
• Martin Luther King Jr., Why We Can’t Wait (ISBN 9780451527530). Available as an e-book and on two-hour 

reserve in the library. 
• Bruce J. Schulman, Lyndon B. Johnson and American Liberalism: A Brief Biography with Documents, 2nd ed. (ISBN 

9780312416331). First edition available on two-hour reserve in the library. 
• Meg Jacobs and Julian E. Zelizer, Conservatives in Power: The Reagan Years, 1981-1989: A Brief History with Documents 

(ISBN9780312488314). 
 
ASSIGNMENTS 
Ø Read actively: You must complete the required readings! Reading will provide the means for us to “hear” 

people’s stories, and I have chosen books that will captivate your imaginations. Reading actively will require you 
to engage authors, ask questions of texts, and immerse yourself in the worlds they describe. 

Ø Regularly attend class: I expect you to be here! How will we know what you think, if you’re not present? Indeed, 
your absence may prevent a classmate from learning something new or looking at a topic in a different 
perspective. Meanwhile, your grade partly depends on your attendance. 

Ø Actively participate in discussions: Not only do we want you here, but we also want you to speak! You will be 
expected to remain actively engaged in class discussions, sharing your thoughts about the people and places we 
explore. You should also come to class prepared to ASK QUESTIONS about the reading assignments. I might 
call on you whether or not your hand is raised! [Insert evil laugh here.] 

Ø Complete books quizzes: Simple quizzes over each book will show that you read carefully. You should 
anticipate multiple-choice and true-false questions. 

Ø Five film or song analyses (250-500 words): These short essays will provide an opportunity to situate important 
films and songs in their historical context. Each student will write one film or song essay for each unit. Options 
appear in the schedule below, but students are welcome to suggest alternatives. Students must choose a 
minimum of two films during the semester. 
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o Film analyses will give you the opportunity to view and assess significant cinematic works. I prefer that 
you choose a film that you have not previously viewed. Each film analysis should briefly explain the 
film’s plot before determining how the film relates to the unit, what the creators of the film intended to 
communicate, and what the film suggests (if anything) about recent U.S. history. 

o Song analyses will give you the opportunity to hear and assess significant musical works. I prefer that 
you choose a song that you have not previously heard, and perhaps you could listen to all of them 
before making your choices. Each song analysis should briefly explain the song’s lyrics and sound before 
determining how the song relates to the unit, what the original musicians intended to communicate, and 
what the song suggests (if anything) about recent U.S. history. 

Ø Five unit essays (750-900 words): These short essays will help us answer big questions about each unit. Carefully 
follow instructions for each essay. 

o For the Unit 1 essay, answer the following question: could the U.S. have avoided a war with Japan? 
Support your answer with documents from Pearl Harbor and the Coming of the Pacific War. Conclude your 
essay by explaining the circumstances in which the U.S. should resort to war. 

o For the Unit 2 essay, refer to “Questions for Consideration” on page 181 of The American Women’s 
Movement, 1945-2000. Choose two of the following questions to answer: #3, #4, #5, #7, and #9. 
Support your answers with documents from the book. 

o For the Unit 3 essay, evaluate Chapter 8 of Why We Can’t Wait. What expectations did King have for 
the immediate future? What proposals did he suggest, and why did he suggest them? What role did he 
anticipate for the federal government in the pursuit of justice? 

o For the Unit 4 essay, refer to “Questions for Consideration” on pages 278-279 of Lyndon B. Johnson and 
American Liberalism. Choose two of the following questions to answer: #6, #7, #10, #15, and #18. 
Support your answers with documents from the book. 

o For the Unit 5 essay, refer to “Questions for Consideration” on page 241 of Conservatives in Power. 
Choose two of the following questions to answer: #2, #6, #8, #12, and #13. Support your answers 
with documents from the book. 

 
A NOTE ON WRITING 
 Please understand that I have the highest expectations for your writing assignments. Poor grammar, 
misspelled words, and the like will not be tolerated. I will be glad to assist you in writing good papers, but I also 
urge you to utilize the University Writing Center. See http://ualr.edu/writingcenter/ for details. 
 
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

Your success in this class is important to me, and it is the policy and practice of the University of Arkansas 
at Little Rock to create inclusive learning environments consistent with federal and state law. If you have a 
documented disability (or need to document a disability) and need an accommodation, please contact me privately 
as soon as possible so that we can discuss with the Disability Resource Center (DRC) how to meet your specific 
needs and the requirements of the course. The DRC offers resources and coordinates reasonable accommodations 
for students with disabilities. Reasonable accommodations are established through an interactive process among 
you, your instructor(s) and the DRC. Thus, if you have a disability, please contact me and/or the DRC, at 501-569-
3143 (V/TTY) or 501-683-7629 (VP). For more information, please visit the DRC website at ualr.edu/disability. 
(UA Little Rock Policy 404.9) 
 
RULES THAT I FEEL COMPELLED TO INCLUDE EVEN THOUGH YOU’RE ADULTS 
Ø Class will begin promptly at 9 a.m. Compulsive tardiness is annoying and rude. Be on time. 
Ø Except for emergencies or answering historical questions, I prefer that you not use laptops or phones during 

class. Among other reasons, see Susan Dynarski, “Laptops Are Great. But Not During a Lecture or a Meeting,” 
New York Times, November 22, 2017, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/22/business/laptops-
not-during-lecture-or-meeting.html. 

Ø I will not accept late papers, so please carefully note due dates and times. 
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Ø Plagiarism will not be tolerated. Please consult with me if you have any questions about what constitutes 

plagiarism, as excuses (especially ignorance) will not be accepted. You may also wish to consult the university’s 
policies on academic integrity, available at http://ualr.edu/deanofstudents/index.php/home/academic-
integrity/. 

 
CONTACT INFORMATION 

E-mail is the best way to contact me. You may expect a quick reply if you send one during regular business 
hours. If you send one after regular business hours, I will reply the next morning. You are also welcome to visit my 
office with or without an appointment. 

E-mail: 
Office: 
Hours: 

btkey@ualr.edu 
604N Stabler Hall 
MW, 11 a.m.-12 p.m. or by appointment 

 
GRADING 

Unit essays 
Book quizzes 

Film and song analyses 
Attendance/Participation 

400 points (80 pts/essay) 
300 points (60 pts/quiz) 
200 points (40 pts/analysis) 
100 points (2.5 pts/class) 

A 
B 
C 
D 
F 

900-1,000 points 
800-899 points 
700-799 points 
600-699 points 
0-599 points 

 
TENTATIVE SCHEDULE 

UNIT ONE: War and Diplomacy 
January 17-February 2 

Reading Assignment: Pearl Harbor and the Coming of the Pacific War 
BIG QUESTIONS 
1. Under what circumstances should the U.S. enter war? 
2. Why did the U.S. abandon its traditional isolationism after World War II? 
3. What were the costs and consequences of waging the Cold War? 
4. How has the “war on terror” challenged and changed U.S. foreign policy? 

FILM OPTIONS SONG OPTIONS 
Casablanca (1942) Dizzy Gillespie, “A Night in Tunisia” 

(1942) 
Marvin Gaye, “What’s Going On” 
(1971) 

The Manchurian Candidate (1962) Irving Berlin, “White Christmas” 
(1942) 

Toby Keith, “Courtesy of the Red, 
White and Blue (The Angry 
American)” (2002) 

Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to 
Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb 
(1964) 

Bob Dylan, “Masters of War” (1963) James McMurtry, “Cheney’s Toy” 
(2008) 

Red Dawn (1984) Phil Ochs, “I Ain’t Marching 
Anymore” (1965) 

 

IMPORTANT DATES 
Film or song analyses due on 

Wednesday, January 31 
Book quiz on 

Friday, February 2 
Unit essay due on 

Monday, February 5 
 

  



5 
 

UNIT TWO: Sex and Gender 
February 5-23 

Reading Assignment: The American Women’s Movement, 1945-2000 
BIG QUESTIONS 
1. How did second wave feminism differ from its predecessors? 
2. Why was the Equal Rights Amendment never ratified? 
3. How have conceptions of femininity and masculinity evolved since World War II? 

FILM OPTIONS SONG OPTIONS 

A Summer Place (1959) The Louvin Brothers, “Knoxville 
Girl” (1956) 

Chaka Khan, “I’m Every Woman” 
(1978) 

Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961) Aretha Franklin, “Respect” (1967) Joan Jett, “Bad Reputation” (1981) 

Foxy Brown (1974) Jeannie Riley, “Harper Valley P.T.A.” 
(1968) 

Queen Latifah, “U.N.I.T.Y.” (1993) 

Thelma & Louise (1991) Tammy Wynette, “Stand by Your 
Man” (1968) 

Gwen Stefani, “Hollaback Girl” 
(2004) 

G.I. Jane (1997) Loretta Lynn, “The Pill” (1975) Valerie June, “Shotgun” (2013) 

IMPORTANT DATES 
Film or song analyses due on 

Wednesday, February 21 
Book quiz on 

Friday, February 23 
Unit essay due on 

Monday, February 26 
 
 

UNIT THREE: Black Freedom Struggle 
February 26-March 16 

Reading Assignment: Negroes with Guns and Why We Can’t Wait 
BIG QUESTIONS 
1. When did the civil rights movement begin and end? 
2. How have strategies for maintaining white supremacy evolved since World War II? 
3. How has the ascendance of prominent black political and business leaders affected the freedom struggle? 

FILM OPTIONS SONG OPTIONS 
A Raisin in the Sun (1961) Various musicians, “We Shall 

Overcome” 
Gil Scott-Heron, “Whitey on the 
Moon” (1970) 

Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967) Billie Holiday, “Strange Fruit” (1939) Grandmaster Flash and the Furious 
Five, “The Message” (1982) 

Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song 
(1971) 

John Coltrane, “Alabama” (1963) Hank Williams Jr., “If the South 
Woulda Won” (1988) 

Do the Right Thing (1989) Nina Simone, “Mississippi 
Goddamn” (1964) 

N.W.A., “Fuck tha Police” (1988) 

Bamboozled (2000) James Brown, “Say It Loud—I’m 
Black and I’m Proud” (1968) 

Drive-By Truckers, “What It Means” 
(2016) 

IMPORTANT DATES 
Film or song analyses due on 

Wednesday, March 14 
Book quiz on 

Friday, March 16 
Unit essay due on 
Monday, March 19 
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UNIT FOUR: Liberalism in the U.S. 
March 26-April 13 

Reading Assignment: Lyndon B. Johnson and American Liberalism 
BIG QUESTIONS 
1. Where and how did modern ideas of liberalism originate? 
2. How have population shifts influenced elections and the demographics of the Democratic and Republican 

parties? 
3. How have prominent liberals defined freedom and fought for its expansion in the U.S.? 

FILM OPTIONS SONG OPTIONS 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939) J.B. Lenoir, “Eisenhower Blues” 

(1954) 
Dolly Parton, “9 to 5” (1980) 

A Face in the Crowd (1957) Bob Dylan, “Only a Pawn in Their 
Game” (1964) 

Bruce Springsteen, “Born in the 
U.S.A.” (1984) 

Soylent Green (1973) Sam Cooke, “A Change Is Gonna 
Come” (1964) 

James McMurtry, “We Can’t Make It 
Here” (2005) 

Forrest Gump (1994) Joni Mitchell, “Big Yellow Taxi” 
(1970) 

Eddie Vedder, “Society” (2007) 

 Lynyrd Skynyrd, “All I Can Do Is 
Write about It” (1975) 

 

IMPORTANT DATES 
Film or song analyses due on 

Wednesday, April 11 
Book quiz on 

Friday, April 13 
Unit essay due on 
Monday, April 16 

 
 

UNIT FIVE: Conservatism in the U.S. 
April 16-May 4 

Reading Assignment: Conservatives in Power: The Reagan Years, 1981-1989 
BIG QUESTIONS 
1. What was the long-term impact of the conservative turn of the 1970s and 1980s? 
2. Why do modern conservatives idolize Ronald Reagan? 
3. How have prominent conservatives defined freedom and fought for its expansion in the U.S.? 

FILM OPTIONS SONG OPTIONS 
All the President’s Men (1976) Merle Haggard, “Okie from 

Muskogee” (1969) 
The Notorious B.I.G., “Mo Money 
Mo Problems” (1997) 

Network (1976) Stevie Wonder, “You Haven’t Done 
Nothin’” (1974) 

Drive-By Truckers, “The President’s 
Penis Is Missing” (1999) 

Wag the Dog (1997) Madonna, “Material Girl” (1985) Todd Snider, “Conservative 
Christian, Right-Wing Republican, 
Straight, White, American Males” 
(2004) 

Head of State (2003) Tracy Chapman, “Talkin’ ‘bout a 
Revolution” (1988) 

Nas, “Black President” (2008) 

 Public Enemy, “Fight the Power” 
(1989) 

Killer Mike, “Reagan” (2012) 

IMPORTANT DATES 
Film or song analyses due on 

Wednesday, May 2 
Book quiz on 
Friday, May 4 

Unit essay due on 
Monday, May 7 

 


