Sensational Trials in Early America

Dr. Joshua R. Greenberg
HIST 299—Wednesday 1:50-4:30pm



Spring 2008

Office Hours: Tuesday/Thursday 12:15-1:45, Wednesday 12:00-1:00, and by appointment

Contact: Tillinghast Hall 228, x2786, jgreenberg@bridgew.edu

This second year seminar examines a number of intriguing, influential, and sometimes scandalous trials that occurred in colonial America and the early nineteenth century. The course uses these trials as a lens to probe wider issues in early America such as freedom, individual rights, the limits of governmental authority, and public policing and debates over categories of sexuality, gender, race, class, and religion. Using primary documents from the colonial era and the nineteenth century, secondary scholarly sources, and recent movies and academic books, we will investigate six trials: the Salem Witch Trials of 1692, the John Peter Zenger sedition/libel trial of 1734, the Boston massacre trial of 1770, Richard Robinson’s 1836 trial for the murder of prostitute Helen Jewett, Rev. Ephraim K. Avery’s 1832 trial for the murder of mill girl Sarah Maria Cornell, and the Amistad Trial of 1839-1840. In this class you will write analytical essays, learn to differentiate between academic and popular sources, and conduct historical research using both traditional means and new technology.

Core Readings:

Books are available at the college bookstore, articles are available from the library website or Blackboard. For used copies try abebooks.com, powells.com, or amazon.com

· Robert Detweiler, “Shifting Perspectives On the Salem Witches,” The History Teacher 8, Number 4 (August, 1975), 596-610. Blackboard

· David Harley, “Explaining Salem: Calvinist Psychology and the Diagnosis of Posession,” The American Historical Review 101, Number 2 (April, 1996), 307-330. Jstor

· George Miller Beard, The Psychology of the Salem Witchcraft Excitement of 1692 And Its Practical Application to Our Time (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1882), 1-52. Blackboard

· Selected excepts from the Salem Witch Trials (1692) Blackboard

· Leonard W. Levy, “Did the Zenger Case Really Matter? Freedom of the Press in Colonial New York,” The William and Mary Quarterly 17, Number 1 (January, 1960), 35-50. Jstor

· Alison Olson, “The Zenger Case Revisitied: Satire, Sedition and Political Debate in Eighteenth Century America,” Early American Literature 35, Number 3 (December, 2000), 223-245. Project Muse

· The Trial of Mr. John Peter Zenger, of New-York, Printer, for Printing and Publishing a Libel Against the Government; Before the Hon. James de Lancey, esq. Chief Justice of the Province of New-York; and the Hon. Frederick Phillipse, esq. Second Judge; at New-York, on August 4th: 9 George II. A.D. 1735. Blackboard

· Ronald L. Hatzenbuehler, “Assessing the Meaning of Massacre: Boston (1770) and Kent State (1970),” Peace & Change 21, Number 2 (April, 1996), 208-220. Academic Search Premier

· John Phillip Reid, “A Lawyer Acquitted: John Adams and the Boston Massacre Trials,”  The American Journal of Legal History 18, Number 3 (July, 1974), 189-207. Blackboard

· Blood in the Streets: The Boston Massacre, 5 March 1770 (Boston: Revolutionary War Bicentennial Commission, 1970). BSC Library Archives 

· Tony Sanchez, “The Story of the Boston Massacre: A Storytelling Opportunity for Character Education,” The Social Studies 96, Number 6 (November/December, 2005), 265-269. Academic Search Premier

· David Anthony, “The Helen Jewett Panic: Tabloids, Men, and the Sensational Public in Antebellum New York,” American Literature 69, Issue 3 (September, 1997), 487-515. Jstor

· Patricia Cline Cohen, “The Helen Jewett Murder: Violence, Gender, and Sexual Licentiousness in Antebellum America,” NWSA Journal  2, Issue 3 (Summer, 1990), 374-390. Academic Search Premier

· Ian C. Pilarczyk, “The Terrible Haystack Murder: The Moral Paradox of Hypocrisy, Prudery, and Piety in Antebellum America,” The American Journal of Legal History 41, Number 1 (January, 1997), 25-60. Blackboard

· Richard Hildreth, A Report of the Trial of the Rev. Ephraim K. Avery Before the Supreme Court of Rhode Island, on an Indictment for the Murder of Sarah Maria Cornell; Containing A Full Statement of the Testimony, Together With the Arguments of Counsel and the Charge to the Jury (Boston: Russell, Odiorne and Co., 1833). Blackboard

· Amistad, 152 minutes. dir Steven Spielberg, 1997. 

· Howard Jones, Mutiny on the Amistad: The Saga of a Slave Revolt and its Impact on American Abolition, Law, and Diplomacy (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1988). Bookstore

Course Requirements:

1.
Essays. Students are required to write three analytical essays of four pages each this semester. These papers will focus on individual trials and try to examine different social contexts for these trials.

2.
Final Paper. Students are required to write a six to seven page final paper assessing Early American Trials. The paper will utilize both primary and secondary materials to discuss the importance of trials to social change.

3.
Class Participation, Group Presentations, and Attendance. In order for this seminar to work, all students must be present and participating. Class discussion and oral group presentations are critical to our examinations of documents and scholarly materials. You will also spend some of the course working in groups in order to collectively brainstorm ideas and present your findings on specific issues to the rest of the class. As part of your participation grade, attendance will be taken. Since participation is so critical to the success of the course, more than three absences will result in a failing grade.

Course requirements are weighted as followed:

Book Reviews

40%

Final Paper

35%

Class Participation
25%

Note: A student will not pass this class unless all assignments have been completed.  In other words, you will fail this class if you do not submit a paper or miss an exam. Late papers will not be accepted. 

All students are expected to follow the Student Code of Conduct. Any acts of plagiarism will be reported to the Vice President for Academic Affairs.

Week One

Introduction, selecting groups, defining terms

Trial One: The Salem Witch Trials

Week Two

**Discuss Detweiler**

**Discuss Harley**

Discuss secondary sources

Week Three

**Discuss Beard**

**Discuss Selected Trial Excerpts**

Discuss primary vs. secondary sources


Trial Two: John Peter Zenger

Week Four

**Discuss Levy**

**Discuss Olsen**

Discuss disciplinarity and secondary sources

**First Essay Due**

(What are the benefits and pitfalls when using primary sources to investigate historical trials? What types of questions should be used to interrogate these sources? Use specific examples.)

Week Five

**Discuss Trial of Mr. John Peter Zenger**

Discussion on legal precedent and jury nullification

Trial Three: Boston Massacre

Week Six

**Discuss Hatzenbuehler**

**Discuss Reid**

Discuss historical models across time

Week Seven

**Discuss Blood in the Streets**

**Discuss Sanchez**

Discuss historic trials and public education

**Second Essay Due**

(What are the benefits and pitfalls when using secondary sources to investigate historical trials? What types of questions should be used to interrogate these sources? Use specific examples.) 


Spring Break—NO CLASS

Trials Four and Five: Richard Robinson and  Rev. Ephraim K. Avery

Week Eight

**Discuss  Anthony**

**Discuss  Cohen**

Discuss murder and sex trials

Discuss academic research

Week Nine

**Discuss Pilarczyk**

Discuss murder and sex trials

Group work on final presentations

Week Ten

**Discuss Hildreath**

Discuss primary vs secondary sources

Group work on final presentations

Trial Six: The Amistad

Week Eleven

Watch Movie Amistad (1997)

**Third Essay Due**

(Why were people so interested in these murder trials? What other issue were so intriguing? Did the 1830s public react to these sensational murder trials differently than the public would today?)

Week Twelve

**Discuss  Amistad**

**Discuss Jones**

Group work on final presentations

Week Thirteen

Group Presentations 

Final Paper due in my mailbox

Using at least three of the trials we have studied, write an essay that answers the following question: Did sensational trials in Early America function to change society or prevent changes? Use specific examples to show the power of trials to alter the way people live or how trials can be used to try and keep society static.
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