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Prof. Rachel Hope Cleves  History 210A 
rcleves@uvic.ca  Fall 2019 
Office: CLE B202  ROOM TBA 
Office Hours: M 2:30 – 4:30, and by appointment MR 1-2:30 
 

History of the United States to the Civil War 
Subject to change 

 
 
Description 
 
This course will trace the coming of age of the United States, from multiple beginnings 
through the end of the Civil War, which gave rise to the modern nation. The course’s 
central themes are conquest, slavery, and liberty. American historians have struggled 
over the question of how to balance these themes in their narratives of the nation’s 
history. In this course we will be reading two historians who answer this question in 
very different ways: Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz and Jill Lepore. In your reading responses 
and in class, you will compare and contrast their approaches to formulate your own 
assessments about the meaning of American history. We will also be reading firsthand 
accounts of slavery to supplement the historical narratives. The goals of this course are 
to convey a basic knowledge of early American history, to provide historical context for 
understanding the United States today, and to develop your understanding of history as 
a method of thought, not simply a collation of facts.  
 
Required Books* 
 

Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, An Indigenous People’s History of the United States 
(Beacon, 2013) 
 
Jill Lepore, These Truths: A History of the United States (W.W. Norton, 2018)  
 
* Editions of both texts are available on reserve at McPherson library. 

 
And either: 
 

Frederick Douglass, The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass  
 
or 
  
Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl  
 
* You can download from https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/index.html or purchase 
any inexpensive complete edition  

 
 
Additional Readings:  
 

https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/index.html
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Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, chapters 1-3 
[WEB] 
 
National Humanities Center, “We Was Free. Just Like That, We Was Free.” [[WEB] 
 
Manisha Sinha, “What Those Monuments Stand For,” NY Daily News 8/18/17 [WEB] 
 
Eric Foner, “Confederate Statues and ‘Our’ History,” New York Times 8/20/17 [WEB] 
 
Brent Staples, “So the South’s White Terror Will Never Be Forgotten,” New York Times 
4/25/18 [WEB] 
 
Grading 
 
Many years of teaching in the University have made me dubious about the connection 
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b. Content: Responses should lead with a summary of the chapter, follow 
with analysis, and finally isolate a detail from the reading that you find 
particularly interesting, compelling, or surprising. These responses will 
not be graded. If you fulfill this minimum requirement you will receive a 
B-range grade in the course (70-79). You may miss up to three 
classes/responses for either personal days or sick days with no effect on 
your grade. The reading responses will not be returned, but if I or the 
T.A. feel like your responses are not engaging the readings rigorously 
enough, we’ll let you know and give you feedback to do better. You may 
check in with me or the T.A. at any time for feedback. If you miss more 
than three classes and reading responses, your overall course grade will 
sink below a 70. If you are experiencing challenges (physical or mental 
health concerns, housing or family crises, etc.) that interfere with getting 
the reading done and getting to class, let me know and I will try to work 
with you to help you succeed in the course. If you don’t let me know, I 
can’t help you. It should go without saying that repeatedly coming to 
class late or leaving early or not engaging while you’re in class will have 
a negative impact on your grade. To reiterate: if you want at least a B in 
the course, you have to do the readings, hand in responses, show up to 
class on time, and engage during class time. 

 
3) I encourage all students who would like to engage on a deeper level with the 

material to complete a final assignment as well. I will give constructive feedback 
on this assignment, and a sense of my opinion of its overall quality, but not a 
traditional grade. This assignment is not required. Students who have attended 
class, handed in reading responses, and who complete a final assignment that 
shows thoughtful engagement with historical research will receive an A-range 
grade (80–100) in the course. You may not substitute a final project for 
engagement throughout the semester (i.e. you may not hand in only a few 
reading responses then make up the grade with a final project). Students have 
many choices for this final assignment.  

 
a. Anyone who wants to continue on with history as a major may want to 

write a traditional research paper. In this case, I would prefer that you 
work with primary sources as well as secondary sources. It can be on a 
topic of your choosing as long as it fits within course themes. It should 
make a historical argument. The paper should be a minimum of 1,700 
words. It should also use the History Department’s style guide for 
citations and bibliography. I am happy to discuss possible paper topics 
and sources with you at any point in the semester.  

 
b. Students may also submit an “un-
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happy to give feedback and advice. Along with your unpaper, please also 
submit a brief reflection (2 pages) explaining why you chose this 
approach, what you learned, and what the connections to the course 
themes are. 

 
4) Self-Assessment 

On the last day of class, please hand in a self-assessment of how you feel you did 
during the semester. Discuss your engagement, what you learned, what you 
found valuable, and what could be improved. You can assign yourself a number 
grade following the guidelines above. I will take your self-assessment into 
account when arriving at your final numerical course grade. My determination of 
your final grade will be shaped by how much effort I think you put in, and 
consideration of what you achieved in class and in assignments.  

 
If you have a documented disability and wish to discuss academic accommodations, 
please come to see me during office hours. 
 
I will gladly honor your request to address you by an alternate gender pronoun. Please 
advise me of appropriate pronouns early in the semester so that I may take note. My 
pronouns are she/her. 
 
Academic Misconduct & Plagiarism 
 
The penalty for academic misconduct or plagiarism in this course will be an F for the 
assignment and possibly for the class. Please consult the History Department’s Policy 
on Academic Integrity, attached at the end of the syllabus, to review the definition of 
plagiarism and academic misconduct. 
 






