US History, Reconstruction to Today Discussion Topics
What is history? Is history worth studying?

Can history help us not to repeat the mistakes of the past?

Should we study US history/ Why should we study US history? Are there reasons for studying US history beyond the "we should study US history because we are US citizens"?

I hear so many students say that history is boring. Is it?

Does geography (natural resources, topography, climate) determine the course of history?
So what did you think of the lecture on Albany as a Microcosm of Northern US history? What did you learn from it? Did anything surprise you about the history of Albany?

So what did you think of my attempt to delineate the criteria that make up a college town as opposed to a town with colleges in it?
What did you learn from the Louis Theroux documentary “The Most Hated Family in America? What does it tell us about meaning systems? about ideology? about how people create "reality"? about how people view the world? about notions of rationality?

Are there criteria by which we can prove that one country is better than another? Or is this notion of better pure aesthetics, ethics, and theology?

So what did you make of the NZ national anthem, "Can You Hear Us", and NZ national myths and stories? Do they tell us anything about notions of US exceptionalism?

Does war, at least in early periods of industrialization, lead to state growth and economic expansion?

What would the United States look and be like today if there had been no Civil War to "restore the Union"? Would the North still be industrial? What would it be like politically? Would the South still be pastoral and built on the twin foundations of cotton and slavery?

Where do you think you would have stood on Johnson’s impeachment—for or against? Do you see any similarities between the Johnson impeachment and the Clinton impeachment?

Were you surprised by the Republican transformation from the party of free soil, free labour, and Blacks to the party of States-Rights, rich whites, and cultural conservatives? Democrats, of course, went, to some extent, the other direction.

Do you think—since freed slaves were promised forty acres and a mule but never given it—that contemporary Blacks should be given reparations as compensation for the legacy of slavery

Do you see any similarities between the backroom deals that brought Hays to power and the controversies surrounding the Gore-Bush election of 2000? What did you think of the "compromise" Hays made to become president?
Let's address several issues here. Are there similarities in corporate growth and merger mania between the Gilded Age and Today? Are we seeing extensive vertical and horizontal integration in today's business world? Do we have captains of industry today? Do these modern day robber barons behave similarly to the robber barons of the Gilded Age? Do these captains of industry often justify their wealth and economic positions--not to mention political power—similarly to those of the Gilded Age?
Are Wal-Mart and Microsoft the most recent versions of Gilded Age Standard Oil?
Are large scale economic corporations consistent with the Jeffersonian ideal of America as a land of small family owned farms?
Given the power of corporations, is it necessary to have checks and balances on corporate power? Is the government the only force that can serve as a balance on corporate power? Given globalisation do we need some international body that checks and balances corporate power? that makes sure workers are being treated fairly, that makes sure corporations aren't exploiting the lack of international regulations on environmental matter to negatively impact the environment? Or are corporations good national and international "citizens"?
So is the notion that the US a land of laissez-faire a fabrication? 

--Erie Canal

--land distribution to citizens and the railroads

--subsidisation of the railroads and other industries by extension since the growth and

      expansion of the railroads affected other parts of the economy (iron, steel, timber…)

Were the captains of industry the best and the brightest? Were the captains of industry given their wealth, as they claimed, by the grace of god? Were the robber barons simply out to make the most money for themselves by whatever means at their disposal? Are the contemporary captains of industry the best and the brightest? Are their methods similar to those of the robber barons of the past? Are these methods moral and worthy of respect and emulation? Is there equality of opportunity in the US? What do the successes of people like Paris Hilton, Andrew Cuomo, any of the Kennedy's, and any of the Bush's tell us about equality of opportunity in the US?
Is Veblen right? Is capitalist economy irrational? Is conspicuous consumption rather than the protestant ethic the economic ethic that dominates American capitalism? Are the leisure rich leeches? Is Paris Hilton one of these unworthy elites? Is the US really meritocratic? Given inequality and the consequent lack of equality of opportunity in the US should libertarians back a massive redistribution of wealth from the unworthy leisure class to the poor?
You know the good old Protestant work ethic—work hard and you’ll get ahead. Is this true? Why should anyone work hard for minimum wage and no health insurance? Isn’t slacker culture “rational”?

Do you see similarities between the debates and the policy outcomes over immigration in the Gilded Age and today? Is Nativism or Americanism still alive and well and living in the US today? Should we have closed borders in an age of globalisation? Isn't one aspect of globalisation the free movement of labour and people? Isn't this an aspect of human liberty and freedom?
Do you, your parents, your grandparents, or your great-grandparents have memories of immigrating to the United States?

Is the United States an imperialist nation? When did it become imperialist?
So why do you think that so many Americans, despite all the historical evidence to the contrary, think that America was the land of laissez faire before the twentieth century?
Can humans restore themselves to mental and physical health by returning to nature a la Theodore Roosevelt? What do you think of the notion that men can become men once again by going back to nature?

Why did the US enter the war on the wrong side? Do you think the US should have entered the war on the British, French, and Russian side?

Were Americans manipulated into war by pro-British and British propaganda? Do you see any similarities between the uses of propaganda in World War One and Bush fils administration claims about weapons of mass destruction in Iraq in the run-up to the second US-Iraq war?
Would history have been different if the Treaty of Versailles had not made Germany responsible for World War I and forced the Germans to pay significant reparations?

Why do you think Americans have been so frightened or paranoid of Bolsheviks?

Conservative intellectual and columnist William F. Buckley decided, at one point in his life, that he wanted to see what all the buzz was about marijuana. In order not to break the law he sailed his boat out into international waters and smoked a "joint". He returned to dry land claiming that he didn't see what all the excitement was surrounding marijuana. He went on to speculate as to whether it would be better to legalise marijuana if for no other reason than to eliminate the organised crime that had grown up around illegal drug sales in the United States. So does prohibition of anything eliminate the demand for the prohibited item be this alcohol, marijuana, prostitution, illegal workers, or handguns? When you criminalise anything like alcohol, prostitution, marijuana, illegal labour, or handguns doesn't organised crime rise up to meet the demand of those who want to drink, have sex for pay, smoke a joint, make a better wage or obtain a handgun? What is better drinking booze, paying for sex, smoking a joint, working illegally handguns, or organised crime? Is it better to eliminate organised crime or try to control certain commodities deemed "immoral" by the moral police—commodities there will always be a demand for?
Do you see any parallels between the bohemians and gatsbys and flappers of the 1920s and the youth of today?

Have you ever talked to anyone--family, friends, or acquaintances, who lived during the Great Depression? What did they say it was like?
If one of the reasons for the Great Depression was the inability of consumers to consume, will the continuing decline in the real wages of America's middle class and poor and the ever increasing number of American jobs going overseas lead to another depression soon?
Do you think the programmes of the New Deal brought the US out of the depression?
Did the New Deal save capitalism, turn America into a welfare state, or both?
Can you really blame those who wanted to keep war in Europe from occurring at any cost particularly in the wake of World War One? Isn't blaming those who tried to negotiate with Hitler for the Holocaust an example of Monday morning quarterbacking at its worst?
Is there anyway Germany could have won World War Two? Do economic and resource “realities” always tell the tale?
Did America's powers that be allow Pearl Harbor to occur so they could get the US into the war on Great Britain's side?
Why did the Nazis invade the USSR? Was it rational for the Nazis to invade the Soviet Union?
Do you know anyone who fought in World War Two? Have you talked with them about it?
Were allied bombings of Dresden and Tokyo morally justifiable? Is it hypocritical to try German military figures for war crimes and not try Americans and Brits for the same war crimes? Does war always lead to violence, rape, civilian deaths, destruction, immorality?

Was it necessary for the US to drop the bomb? Why did it drop the bomb on primarily civilian targets? Is it morally acceptable to kill civilians in order to save the lives of soldiers? Was there an ethnocentric component to the US's decision to drop the bomb on Japan?
Who was primarily responsible for the Cold War--the US, the USSR, or both? Was there ever any chance that the US and the USSR would actually engage in a hot war?
Why did the US and the USSR react to each other in the way they did after World War Two? Was the Soviet Union's fear of a renewed Germany a rational one? Have superpowers over history all shared similar characteristics? Do you, like me, miss the Soviet Union since it served as a check and balance on unbridled American power?
Was the McCarthy witch hunt the latest in a long line of hysterias in the United States--the witch trial, anti-Catholicism, Anti-Britishism, anti-Mormonism, anti-Masonry, anti-socialism...? Was the purging of communists from American life and the criminalisation of the American Communist Party justifiable? Are such purges and fear of enemies typical of human life?
What is a liberal? Did anti-communist liberals help win the Cold War? Did these liberals help stimulate one of the greatest periods of American economic growth (post-War US)?

Was the real America ever like the America portrayed in such TV shows as Father Knows Best and Leave it to Beaver? Do you find it interesting that at almost the same time Father Knows Best was on the small screen James Dean and Marlon Brando played juvenile delinquents on the big screen?
Have you heard of or read Jack Kerouac's famous beat manifesto On the Road? Why do you think Kerouac was so taken with jazz and eastern religion? Would you like to go on the road? Have you heard of Caroline Cassidy's Off the Road?
Rock and roll, of course, was not the first youth oriented popular music and it was not the last? Where do you think rock came from? Are there several sources of rock? Why do you think it became so popular among youth in the fifties and afterwards? Why do you think some saw rock as a communist plot? Is rock liberatory or is it the newest opiate of the masses?
Was Eisenhower right, is there a military-industrial complex in the US? Does the military-industrial complex stretch to include government and academia? Anybody ever seen the fourth season of Buffy which addresses the military/academic complex?

Do you know anyone involved in the Civil Rights movement? Have you talked to them about it and their role in it?
Is Jerry Seinfeld right, is the physics of the lone spitter, oops lone gunman hypothesis, problematic? Was JFK assassinated by Lee Harvey Oswald? The mafia? The CIA?
Do you know anyone who remembers when the Beatles first came to the United States? If so talk to them to find out what it was like? When did they first hear of the Beatles? Did they see the Beatles appearance on the Ed Sullivan Show? What do they remember about the Beatles on Ed Sullivan? Did they know anyone who tried to get into the Beatles hotel room? Why do you think the Beatles were such a cultural phenomenon? What was the gender composition of the Beatles fans when they first arrived in the US? Were the Beatles a teeny bopper group?
Does the TV show Star Trek represent the ultimate tough liberal vision of a utopian future?

Do you think that students were more active politically in the Sixties compared to today?
Originally Fountain Day was a somewhat spontaneous festival that was held when the university turned the fountain on during the week. Today Fountain Day is held during the weekend and students are guided into it by university authorities. When was the first Fountain Day? Were there student attempts to maintain Fountain Day the way it was before the University at Albany administration changed it to the form it has today? If so, why was student action ineffective? If not, why not? Would the students of the sixties allowed administrators to transform Fountain Day?
What does the popular music of the sixties tell us about this period in American life? What does the relationship between youth and music tell us about youth culture and music in the sixties?
Do you see any similarities between the Vietnam War and the current war in Iraq? Are there differences? Are humans doomed to repeat the past over and over again?
Do you know anyone who served in Vietnam? Have they talked to you about their experiences and thoughts about that war?

Were any of your parents or relatives part of the hippie movement? Have you talked with them about it? What did they say about their hippie experiences? Have they said anything about their sixties experiences in general to you? Do hippies with their sex, drugs, and rock and roll lifestyle represent the ultimate expression of western bourgeois individualism? Why do you think drugs were such an important part of the countercultural experience in the sixties?
A couple of scholars—along with their students—have been doing what they call Deadhead social science for some time now. If we looked at Deadheads in the 1960s and 1980s what would such a study tell us about dead heads in the 1960s versus dead heads in the 1980s and deadheads today? What role does sex, drugs, and rock and roll play in the deadhead culture then, in the 1980s, and today?
Why do you think that so many of America's youth came to equate sex with freedom and liberation? Is sex liberatory and freeing? What technologies played a role in the so called sexual revolution? Do you think that sex has become a key symbol and ritual in the sex is liberatory movement?
What does the history of brewing and beer drinking in the United States tell us about changes in the American economy since the nineteenth century?
Does the TV show the X-Files reflect, in the wake of Vietnam and Watergate, a feeling that you can't trust the government? Why do we trust the government with going to war but not with welfare and healthcare issues? What does X-Files tell us about conspiracy theories, changing gender relations, and perceptions of science in late twentieth century America?

Was the Reagan revolution really revolutionary? Was it a backlash against the "depravity" of the sixties? Did Reagan really do anything about budget deficits? Did Reagan's military buildup and his verbal war against the Soviet Union really win the Cold War? Was Reagan the only person who played a prominent role in bringing down the iron curtain dividing American dominated and Soviet dominated Europe?
Did Bill Clinton's sexual escapades amount to an impeachment offense? Did his claim--a claim that turned out to be false--that he did not have sex with that woman amount to an impeachable offense? Why are Americans so puritanical about sex? Wouldn't it have been nice if Clinton had simply said yes I have a mistress, so does every French president and prime minister and a substantial number of married American men? Why do we want our president to be less like us and more like what we like to imagine we'd like ourselves to be?
Do you know anyone who served in the Gulf War? Have they talked to you about their experiences and thoughts about that war?

Does the TV show South Park reflect a cynical anti-political correct sense that anything and everything is a viable target for send up?
Where were you on 9/11? What do you remember about it? Did you know anyone who was in the Twin Towers on that day?

Why do you think the second Bush administration invaded Iraq? Do you think it has been a success or a failure? Do you think that the Bush administration knew what it was doing? Do you see similarities between the current Iraq War and the Vietnam War? What do you think is going to happen in Iraq over the next several years? Will the US be stuck in Iraq for years to come?
Should the US be engaging in torture? Why doesn't our government have the cajones to be honest about what they are doing in prisons in Afganistan, Iraq, Europe, Asia, and the Middle East? Given what the US government is doing do they have any moral capital to speak about human rights? In the isn’t it ironic department—isn’t it ironic that the US government which at least in part rationalized its invasion of Iraq by noting Saddam’s horrible human rights record is now torturing Iraqis in the same prison he did? Did the US loose the war when the realities of what it was doing in Abu Garib became known?

Is the Patriot Act necessary in order to protect America from terrorist threats? Do all wars result in limitations on civil liberties? Why did so few of America's legislators actually read the Patriot Act before they voted on it?
Do you think former president George W. Bush should have been impeached for high crimes and midemeanours for misleading the American people into believing that Iraq was a distinct threat to the American way of life, for using the power of the executive to further the interests of big oil companies, for using executive power to illegally spy on American citizens, for giving the go-ahead for the torture of prisoners in Iraq, Afghanistan, and secret prisons all around the world, and for renditions?

What did you think of this class? What did you like about it? What would you change? What did you think about the book?
