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History 4261.004 
History of the Present 

Fall 2016 
Tu Th 11:00-12:20 BLB073 

 
 
Instructor: Dr. Todd Moye 
  Wooten Hall 257 
   Email: moye@unt.edu 
  Phone: (940) 565-4523 
  Mailbox in History Office, Wooten 225 
  Office hours: Tu Th 1:00-2:30, and by appointment 
 

 
Course Description:  
Do historical events, processes, and institutions from the past continue to affect the 
ways that Americans live and think today? I hope we would all agree that they do in 
some way, but how? In this course we will try to find out. We usually study history by 
examining an event or process and asking the question “What happened next?” In this 
course we will take a different approach—you might even call it a “backward” 
approach—asking instead questions like:  
“Why did this happen the way it did?” 
“What are the contributing factors for this event?”  
“How far back do we have to go to find the context for this phenomenon?”  
“Who made the decisions that led to this event? What other options did they have at 
the time?” 
My goal in this course is to introduce you to the ways historians think and to have you 
think historically for yourself—to do the work of a historian (backwards). 
 
I have divided the semester into four sections. In each section we will study the 
historical context of a present phenomenon or recent event. I have chosen three: the 
War on Terror, the Obama administration, and the rise of mass incarceration. We as a 
class will choose the fourth and last phenomenon to study at the end of the semester.  
 
In addition, each student will research something that happened the week they were 
born, explore it in depth using primary and secondary sources, and write a research 
paper on it.  
 
This course is reading- and writing-intensive and intended for seasoned history majors, 
though it is open to everyone.  
 
Communication: I will hold regular office hours for at least three hours per week on a 
first-come, first-served basis, and I will also be happy to schedule an appointment with 
you at any time outside of regular office hours on which we can both agree. I encourage 
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you to visit me in office hours to discuss any aspect of this course or whatever else is on 
your mind. If you can’t visit during office hours, please call or email me. I will do my best 
to respond immediately.  
 
I will also make periodic announcements (including, if necessary, changes to the course 
schedule) through the course’s Blackboard site, which you can access at learn.unt.edu, 
and through the my.unt.edu email feature, which connects to your @unt.edu account. It 
is your responsibility to check your UNT email account regularly (or have it forwarded 
to an account you do check regularly) and to monitor the Blackboard site. If you need 
to contact me by email, please use the address or phone number above. 
 
Readings: The following books are required: 
 
Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness 

(New Press, 2012). ISBN 9781595586438 
Ernest R. May, The 9/11 Commission Report with Related Documents (Bedford/St. 

Martin, 2007). ISBN 9780312450991 
Thomas J. Sugrue, Not Even Past: Barack Obama and the Burden of Race (Princeton 

University Press, 2010). ISBN 9780691137308 
 
Glenda F. Gilmore and Thomas J. Sugrue, The United States: A Nation in the Making, 

1890 to the Present (ISBN 9780393239522) is recommended for those who may 
need a solid background source on recent U.S. history or are looking for a good 
book to read in their spare time. 

 
In addition, I will periodically assign online readings and/or PDFs that will be available 

via Blackboard.  
 
Assignments: 
Class participation   20% 
Response papers (3)  15% each 
Research paper  5% 2-page first draft 
    10% annotated bibliography 

20% final draft 
 
Response Paper Format: Your response papers will be relatively short (1,000-1,250 
word) responses to prompts that force you to think critically and write persuasively 
about the assigned readings. For each paper assignment you will actually need to read 
and take notes on the assigned sources and think hard about the issues they raise even 
before you see the paper assignment. You will then need to focus your thinking on the 
questions I ask in the prompt and respond to them using clear, original, and persuasive 
arguments. (I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that if you wait until the last minute and 
throw something together, or if you attempt to b.s. your way through an assignment, or 
if you choose to answer questions other than the ones I ask in the prompt, you will not 
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do well on a given assignment. Yes, grammar and spelling count.) Again, these 
assignments reward critical thinking and clear expression above all else.  
All papers should be typed, double-spaced, and formatted in a way that does not 
challenge my eyesight. You will receive more detailed instructions for the papers later in 
the semester. 
 
Research Paper Format In lieu of a final examination, you will research the historic 
context of an event that occurred the week of your birth. You will first read the issues of 
the New York Times that were published that week and choose the news article that 
most interests you. You will then compose the historical questions it will take to place 
the event in historical context and begin researching primary and sources to help you 
answer them. Finally, you will write a 10-page (minimum) research paper that uses a 
minimum of five primary and three secondary sources to explain the historical context 
of the event.  
 
Your participation in classroom discussions, some of which will take the form of group 
work, will determine the remaining 20% of your grade in the course.  
Final grades are computed on a 100-point scale: 90.0 – 100 = A, 80.0 – 89.9 = B, etc. I do 
not “curve” grades as such, but I will take improvement into account when assigning 
final grades. 
 
Expectations: The attached class schedule lists weekly reading assignments, which you 
should complete before the first course meeting of that week. Our classroom 
discussions will obviously be more fruitful if everyone has completed the week’s 
readings.  
 
Again, your grade depends in part upon your ability to participate meaningfully in 
classroom discussions, including group work and your research presentation at the end 
of the semester. The practice of history is about making and supporting arguments, but I 
do expect you to remain civil and respect the opinions of your classmates during these 
dialogues. I will also construct an electronic discussion group for the class on the 
Blackboard site. If you prefer to discuss topics through this forum as opposed to the 
verbal in-class dialogues, you will receive credit for having done so. 
 
I do not have an official attendance policy, but you absolutely cannot expect to do well 
in this course if you miss class often; at the very least your class participation grade will 
suffer. I do reserve the right to implement an attendance policy during the semester 
should absenteeism become a problem.   
 
I hope you will find that I work hard to prepare for class, make a point of arriving on 
time, do my best to return graded assignments promptly, treat my students with 
respect, and maintain a sense of humor. I ask no more—or less—than the same from 
you.  
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Texas law and UNT regulations make it clear that if you hold a license to carry you have 
the right to carry a handgun on campus, including in this classroom and my office, and 
there is nothing I can do about it. However, I happen to believe that the free exchange 
of ideas is not facilitated by the presence of guns on campus, so you can be sure that if 
you come to my classroom or my office you will not have to worry about my carrying a 
concealed weapon.  
 
Please silence or turn your cell phone off before you enter the classroom, and please 
use laptops, tablets, and other devices for class purposes only.  
 
Statement Regarding Academic Dishonesty: I encourage you to become familiar with 
the University’s policy of academic dishonesty found in the Student Code of Conduct 
(http://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/untpolicy/pdf/7-Student_Affairs-
Code_of_Student_Conduct.pdf). The content of the Student Code applies to this course, 
and I refer all cases of cheating and plagiarism to the Provost’s office. If you do choose 
to cheat or plagiarize on a paper or exam you will fail the course.  
 
Disability Statement: The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic 
accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must 
first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. 
If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with an accommodation letter to be 
delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a 
course. You may request accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of 
accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any 
delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of 
accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to 
implementation in each class. Students are strongly encouraged to deliver letters of 
accommodation during faculty office hours or by appointment. Faculty members have 
the authority to ask students to discuss such letters during their designated office hours 
to protect the privacy of the student. For additional information see the Office of 
Disability Accommodation website at http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact 
them by phone at 940.565.4323. 
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Class Schedule 
(Subject to change on short notice) 

  
Week 1 (Aug 30-Sep 1) Introduction 
Reading:  “The Five Cs of Historical Thinking” 

(https://www.historians.org/publications-and-
directories/perspectives-on-history/january-2007/what-
does-it-mean-to-think-historically) 

 Caleb McDaniel, “How to Read for History” 
(http://www.owlnet.rice.edu/~wcm1/howtoread.pdf) 

 
Week 2 (Sep 6-8)  The War on Terror 
Reading:  Goldberg, “The Obama Doctrine” 

(http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/t
he-obama-doctrine/471525/) 
The Council on Foreign Relations, “The Bush 
Administration’s Doctrine of Preemption (and Prevention): 
When, How, Where?” (http://www.cfr.org/world/bush-
administrations-doctrine-preemption-prevention-/p6799) 

Week 3 (Sep 13-15)  Research paper methods; the 9/11 Attacks 
Reading:    May, pp. vii-34 
 
Week 4 (Sep 20-22)  The U.S. in the Middle East 
Reading:    May, pp. 35-189 
2-pg. first draft of Research Paper due Sept. 20 
 
Week 5 (Sep 27-29)  Civil Rights in the Age of Obama 
Reading:    Sugrue, pp. 1-55 

Barack Obama, “Remarks at Howard University 
Convocation in Washington, D.C.,” September 28, 2007 
(http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=77014) 

Response Paper I due Sept. 27 
 
Week 6 (Oct 4-6)  Obama’s Uses of History 
Reading:    Sugrue, pp. 56-140  
 Barack Obama, “A More Perfect Union,” March 18, 2008 

(http://constitutioncenter.org/amoreperfectunion/docs/R
ace_Speech_Transcript.pdf) 

Annotated Bibliography for Research Paper due Oct. 6 
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Week 7 (Oct 11-13)  The Election of Barack Obama 
Oct 13    No class meeting 
 
Week 8 (Oct 18-20)  The problem of mass incarceration 
Reading:    Alexander, pp. ix-96 

Thompson, “Why Mass Incarceration Matters” 
Response Paper II due Oct. 18 
 
Week 9 (Oct 25-27)  The roots of the American carceral state 
Reading:    Alexander, pp. 97-261 
 
Week 10 (Nov 1-3)  Topic TBD 
Reading:   TBD     
Response Paper III due Nov. 3 
 
Week 11 (Nov 8-10)  Topic TBD 
Reading:   TBD     
 
Week 12 (Nov 15-17)  Student presentations 
 
Week 13 (Nov 22-24)   No classes: Thanksgiving Break 
 
Week 14 (Nov 29-Dec 1) Student presentations 
 
Week 15 (Dec 8)  Wrap-up 
 
 
 
 


