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WILMINGTON UNIVERSITY 
COLLEGE OF SOCIAL & BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES 

BASIC COURSE INFORMATION 
 

 
COURSE TITLE:  American Legal History 
 
COURSE NUMBER: LES 213 
 
PRE-REQUISITES:  ENG121, English Comp I (minimum GPA 2.0/C)  

ENG122, English Comp II (minimum GPA .67/D-) 
 
LEGAL SPECIALTY: Yes   No 
 
 

I. COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
PRIOR TO FALL 2016, THIS COURSE WAS OFFERED AS LES 313. This course examines 
the American legal system from the founding of the government of the United States of America 
to the system of laws that exists today.  The main focus of the course is on laws and the courts 
and the tremendous impact of the rule of law that has developed during the last century. 
 

II. COURSE OBJECTIVES 
 
GOAL A: Understand the development of law in America from colonial establishment to the 
Revolution 
Learning Outcomes:  Students will be able to: 
A-1 Identify the role that specific legal documents played in early American democracy: 

Magna Carta, Mayflower Compact, the English Bill of Rights, the Stamp Act, 
Declaration of Independence, Articles of Confederation, the Bill of Rights, and other 
selected documents 

A-2 Distinguish between civil law and common law systems 
A-3 Explain the theory of “reception” as it pertains to the adoption of English common law in 

America 
A-4 Describe the status of slaves, blacks, and women in colonial America 
A-5 Describe how the Salem Witch Trials and the Zenger trial reflect the purposes of criminal 

law in colonial America 
 
GOAL B: Understand the development of constitutionalism and the growth of federal judicial 
power 
Learning Outcomes:  Students will be able to: 
B-1 Discuss the ideological, social, economic, and political compromises that formed the 

basis of the U.S. Constitution 
B-2 Identify some of the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation  
B-3 Describe the growth of federal judicial power following the ratification of the 

Constitution in 1787. 
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B-4 Summarize Marbury v. Madison and explain its impact on the role of the federal judiciary 
 
GOAL C: Understand the expansion of American law and its impact on the economy 
 
Learning Outcomes:  Students will be able to: 
C-1 Describe the advantages and disadvantages to the distributive governmental activities that 

resulted in unprecedented economic development in the early 19th century 
C-2 Explain the impact that technology and urbanization had on the growth of tort law 
C-3 Explain the significance that Gibbons v. Ogden had on interstate commerce 
C-4 Describe the impact that McCulloch v. Maryland had on the concept of federalism 
 
GOAL D: Understand the legal, political, and constitutional ramifications of slavery, the Civil 
War, Reconstruction, and segregation 
Learning Outcomes: Students will be able to: 
D-1 Distinguish between the theory of a “perpetual Union” and the alternative view of a 

“compact of sovereign states” 
D-2  Describe how the civil war centralized power in the federal government and destroyed 

the concept of state sovereignty 
D-3 Discuss the impact of cases such as Dred Scott, Plessy v. Ferguson, and the Civil Rights 

Cases on civil rights 
D-4 Describe the impact of the 13th, 14th, and 15th amendments and how cases like the 

Slaughterhouse cases and Jim Crow laws limited the effect of these amendments 
 
GOAL E: Understand the impact of law on issues of race and gender in the 19th century 
Learning Outcomes: Students will be able to: 
E-1  Discuss the role of racism in defining personal status in the 19th century 
E-2  Explain the competing interests involved in relations between whites and Native 

Americans post-Civil war 
E-3  Discuss the treatment of Chinese and Latinos under the law in the 19th century 
E-4  Describe some of the changes in the laws affecting women and domestic relations 
 
GOAL F: Understand the transformation in individual rights during the 20th century and the 
resurgence of civil liberties 
Learning Outcomes: Students will be able to: 
F-1  Explain the correlation between World War I and the resurgence of civil liberties 
F-2  Identify the legal basis for the Japanese internment during World War II 
F-3  Summarize the rationale and explain the importance of the Korematsu case 
F-4  Explain the “incorporation” doctrine as it relates to criminal law in the 20th century 
 
GOAL G: Understand the post-World War II environment that led to expanding the rights of 
minority groups 
Learning Outcomes: Students will be able to: 
G-1 Describe the impact that Brown v. Board of Education, Bakke, and City of Richmond v. 

J.A. Croson Company had on race beginning in the mid-20th century 
G-2 Explain the origins of the “right to privacy”  
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G-3 Identify the constitutional basis for extending constitutional protection based on sexual 
orientation 

G-4 Describe the changes in criminal procedure through the incorporation of the 4th, 5th, and 
6th amendments 

G-5 Describe how modern technology and science have altered the legal landscape 
 


