
CAS 101H: REACTING TO THE PAST (India in 1945)
University of Oregon – Winter 2014 – CRN 22467

Instructor: Ian F. McNeely, Department of History
Meeting times: MW 12:00-13:50 in 217 FR
Office hours: By appointment in 114 FR (CAS Dean’s Office); contact Lexy Wellman at 
lwellman@uoregon.edu
Email: imcneely@uoregon.edu (for any questions unrelated to office hours)
Phone: 541-346-4791 (but email works better)
Web: http://www.uoregon.edu/~imcneely

Description

This course employs an exciting new approach to education called Reacting to the Past, or 
simply “Reacting.” Reacting courses consist of elaborate games set in the past in which students 
are assigned roles informed by historical texts. In this class, you will learn to construct 
arguments from these texts and then support your positions through reasoned, sometimes 
impassioned, writing and speeches. As you take control of an unfolding historical drama and 
struggle for your characters to prevail, you will become deeply engaged, both intellectually and 
emotionally, with the subject matter. I will act as the gamemaster, determining your roles, 
preparing you to play, grading your work, and occasionally nudging the game as it develops.

The game we will be playing this quarter is entitled “Defining a Nation: India on the Eve of 
Independence, 1945.” It is set near the end of World War II in the Himalayan mountain city of 
Simla. There, officials of the British Empire, which controlled India at the time, met with India’s 
own political leaders to map out the future of the subcontinent. Despite the high caliber of many 
of the politicians gathered there, the end result two years later, when the British finally withdrew, 
was deeply tragic. Its reverberations last down to this day. Your job as a group is to see if you can 
improve on what actually happened in history. As individuals, however, each of you must adhere 
to the principles and commitments which your role in the game requires. That’s the tricky part.

We will proceed as follows. The first three weeks will provide general background on Indian 
history, including the role of great figures like Gandhi and the frictions between Muslims and 
Hindus. At the end of week two, I will assign each of you a role in the game, and by week four 
you’ll be caucusing with other students in factions based on your roles. During week 5, the game 
begins in earnest, lasting four weeks. The final two weeks will be devoted to postmortem 
discussions, both on what actually happened in India and on how the game went.  

Objectives

This course is designed to count toward the social science component of the UO’s 
General Education requirements. In it, you will learn how to analyze complicated texts 
and evaluate primary sources from a number of perspectives, developing your ideas and 
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understanding through spoken and written assignments. In this way you will acquire 
familiarity with the central methods and techniques used by historians, political theorists, 
and other social scientists who strive to answer big questions such as:

• What is a nation?
• How should nations be governed?
• What is the role of religion in modern politics?
• What are the root causes of political violence and political stability?

By re-enacting one of history’s great turning points, you will also learn to weigh the role 
of individual decisions versus large-scale social forces as factors determining the course 
of human events.

Course texts

• Ainslie Embree and Mark C. Carnes, Defining a Nation: India on the Eve of Independence 
1945 (Pearson, 2006) - I will distribute copies during the first week of class.

• Stephen Hay (ed.), Sources of Indian Tradition, vol. 2 (“Modern India and Pakistan”), 2nd ed. 
(Columbia/Perseus, 1988) - You should buy this at the UO Duckstore.

Workload

There is a lot of reading in the first part of this course. Then it tapers off as preparation 
for the game begins. Don’t be alarmed by the heavy workload at the beginning. The point 
of having so many readings is to expose you to the complexity of factors you’ll be 
contending with as you haggle over India’s political future. Nor should you be fooled by 
the absence of reading assignments in the weeks when the game is being played. During 
this time, you will be frantically caucusing with other members of your faction (both 
online and in person), drafting speeches and writing assignments using arguments derived 
from course texts, rebutting and co-opting your fellow students’ own speeches and 
writings, and repeatedly delving back into the course material to fashion new arguments 
and develop an ever deeper understanding of the issues that ultimately determined the 
fate of India. Many students become so immersed in their roles that they devote extra 
time to the courrse over and above the formal requirements. Don’t hesitate to get 
involved in this way—it’s part of what Reacting is all about—but keep your other courses 
in mind and don’t let other obligations fall by the wayside!

Grades and assignments

The breakdown of graded assignments is as follows:
• Two quizzes each worth 10%
• Three papers each worth 15%
• Class participation, worth 35%
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Due dates for the papers and quizzes are given on the next page. There is no final exam.

The quizzes test your understanding of the background history that we will be studying 
during the first three weeks of the game; they will be objective in format, with multiple-
choice and/or short answer questions. Papers one and two will be due during the game 
itself. The first one represents your initial position at the Simla Conference, the second 
your reaction and reply to others’ positions. The length and format are up to you. General 
grading standards are posted at gradeculture.uoregon.edu under the link for History.

The third paper is a postmortem exericse. In it, you should explain to me why you played 
your role the way you did and how you went about researching and preparing for it. You 
should also explain how you might have played your role differently and where you feel 
you deviated, both from the role as dictated by the game and from the actual historical 
figure(s) on whom your role was based.

Again, each of you will receive a sheet describing your role and “victory objectives” at 
the end of week two. The class participation component of your grade is based on how 
successfully you play your assigned role, but also on how faithfully you do so. Do not be 
tempted into being untrue to your character purely to advance your victory objectives, or 
to avoid a calamitous end to the game if India breaks apart. It will cost you if you do so.

In determining your class participation grade, I’ll be paying close attention to a number 
of factors: the quality and quantity of your public statements during open discussions and 
faction meetings, your ability to make alliances within and between factions on the basis 
of shared political aspirations, and the depth of your engagement with course texts, 
including not only those pertaining directly to your character but also those that address 
wider issues in Indian history. Lastly, you may be rewarded for winning the game and 
achieving their victory objectives, but this is a relatively small component of the 
participation grade since the game is to some extent biased toward certain outcomes.

As a practical matter I maintain a log with a record of each student’s participation (that is 
mostly what I do during the game: watch and take notes in the log so I have record both 
of frequency and quality of play). I also keep track of what students are doing outside of 
class in preparation for the game. Because I will be in frequent communication with 
game players, I have a good idea of what different individuals and different factions are 
doing and thinking about doing.

Class attendance is required: the game simply will not function in your absence. You will 
not be able to properly play your role without attending the pre-game sessions. Missing 
two sessions of the game itself without a valid excuse will result in failure for the course.

Reading assignments on the schedule below should be completed before the relevant class.
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Schedule

Date Activity Assignment

1/6 Introduction and discussion: What is a nation? Defining a Nation, 1-10

1/8 Structure of the game: rules and roles; begin discussion of 
historical background

Defining a Nation, 11-33, 44-56

1/13 Quiz #1; continued discussion of historical background Defining a Nation, 87-174

1/15 How to read historical sources; diagnostic mini-simulation; 
distribution of role assignments

Sources, 36-38, 84-87, 128-32, 
137-48, 159-71

1/20 Martin Luther King Day (no class – but keep reading) Sources, 173-77, 205-33, 
236-41, 243-74

1/22 Finish discussion of historical sources; clinic on how to 
research your role at the library

Sources, 275-77, 289-95, 
315-32, 379-87

1/27 Quiz #2; meet in factions Defining a Nation, 57-86

1/29 Instructor meets individually with factions Outside research on your role

2/3 Game begins: British Governors General convene Simla 
conference and make statement; factions meet

Paper #1 due (for Governors 
General); more outside research

2/5 Game session 1: presentations by Sikhs, Nizam, 
Maharaja, Communists

Paper #1 due (for these groups)

2/10 Game session 2: presentations by Untouchables and 
Gandhi adherents

Paper #1 due (for these groups)

2/12 Game session 3: presentations by INC, Muslim League Paper #1 due (for these groups)

2/17 Game session 4: Governors General issue draft 
recommendations to Prime Minister; open discussion

2/19 Game session 5: replies Paper #2 due

2/24 Game session 6: replies (continued)

2/26 Game ends: implementation of British Plan

3/3 Game evaluations; begin screening Jinnah Defining a Nation, 174-82; 
“Readings on India” packet on 
Blackboard (#2-#10, about 75 
pages total)

3/5 Finish Jinnah; discussion

3/10 What really happened

3/12 Wrap-up; discussion of postmortem papers Paper #3 due
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