History 388: Historiography

Fall 2009   section 02

Professor Chris Endy

Tuesdays 6:10-10:00 pm

Classroom: King Hall B4012

Instructor’s Office: King Hall C4076A

Email: cendy@calstatela.edu

Office Phone: 323-343-2046

Office Hours: Tues/Thur 3:10-4:10, 5:10 to 6:10 and by appointment

Instructor’s Web Page: http://www.calstatela.edu/faculty/cendy

Overview:
This course offers students an introduction to the different methods that historians use to interpret the past.  In contrast to most history classes which concentrate on past events, this course focuses on the work of historians themselves.  In other words, our focus will be more on method than on content.  How do historians select their topics and sources?  Why does historical scholarship differ from one time period to another, even when covering the same topic?  What are the strengths and weaknesses of various approaches?  Rather than accepting what historians tell us, in this course we will analyze the methods, assumptions, choices, and dilemmas that historians face as they go about their research.


By the end of the course, you will have improved your ability to:

1. Understand how historians work and how historical scholarship changes.

2. Evaluate and critique historical scholarship, especially through 
historiographic reviews.

3. Acquire a historian’s “toolbox” of different approaches to use in your 
own research.

The skills we will develop in this class will prove valuable for history students throughout their academic and professional careers.  Understanding historiography is essential to conducting research papers.  Knowing the strengths and weaknesses of what has already been written on a topic allows you to develop your own important and original research.  Indeed, most history research papers begin with the same historiographic reviews that we will write in this class.  Training in historiography will also help you in the future by giving you an intellectual framework through which to understand and evaluate new historical writing—a necessary and pleasurable task for teachers, researchers, or anyone else involved in studying the past or present.

Required Readings:

Our readings will be mostly on the library’s online databases and on the library’s electronic reserve webpage.  Because of the close readings that we will give each assignment, students are required to come to class with their own printed copy of each reading.

Course Requirements and Grading:

Class Participation
15%

Note Sheets (8)

25%

Reading Responses (4)
14% 

Oral History Project
  6%

First Review Essay
12%

Final Review Essay
28%

•Grades will be +/-: A (93-100), A- (90-92), B+ (87-89), B (83-86), B- (80-82), C+ (77-79), C (73-76), C- (70-72), D+ (67-69), D (60-66), F (0-59).

If you don’t understand the basis of the grade you received or if you disagree with the assessment, please speak to me—but only after letting twenty-four hours pass for you to absorb and reflect on the evaluation. Please act within two weeks of the return of the paper.  Please also note that students will most likely receive a failing grade for the course if they miss five or more class sessions or fail to submit a major assignment.

Class Participation:

To prepare for class, you should bring the following items to each session:

1. The assigned reading material, printed and marked by your comments in the margins.

2. Two copies of the note sheet due that day 

3. On Thursdays, bring the next week’s reading material.

One final rule: to promote classroom cohesiveness, no laptops or other electronic devices are allowed in the classroom.

Note Sheets: Note sheets are assignments designed to help you practice the skills of critical reading and thinking.  Note sheets may be typed (single-spaced) or hand-written and should be a page or two in length.  They will be graded on a scale of one to ten.

Reading Responses: These are short, informal assignments based on questions distributed shortly before the due date.  They may be typed or hand-written and will be graded on a scale of one to ten.


The Papers and Essays:
Your grades on the review essays will be based on three related criteria:

1. use of historiographic terms and concepts, and attention to finding important strengths and weaknesses in each author (interpretation); 

2. use of the relevant class material (evidence); 

3. expression of ideas in a clear, concise, even engaging prose (style).  

Grading rubric: 

A: excellent. Outstanding in all three areas.

B: good. Strong in all three areas or notable strengths in one balanced by 
weakness in another.

C: average. Adequate performance in one or more areas offset by weakness 
in others that leaves the essay fragmented, murky, or 
narrow. 

D: poor. Problems in all three areas. 

F: unacceptable. Serious flaws in all three areas.

How to Submit the Historiographic Review Essays: You will submit the review essays for this class online, using the online portal www.turnitin.com.  You will need to establish a user profile with the website early in the quarter.  If you have any problems establishing an account, please let me know well in advance of the first due date.


If you have your paper ready to submit but for some reason cannot access turnitin.com, you should paste the text into an email message and send it to me before the deadline so that I know you had it completed on time.  Then submit the paper to turnitin.com at the next available chance.  Every internet connection can go down unexpectedly, so you should never wait until the last minute to submit your papers.  Late submissions caused by faulty internet connections will still be treated as late papers.  Make sure you give yourself enough time to find an alternate connection before the submission deadline.

Late Policy: 

Note Sheets, Reading Responses, and the Oral History Project: Out of fairness to other students, these assignments will be penalized 10% of their value if turned in by the next class session, and then an extra 5% for each session after that.  For instance, a 10/10 note sheet turned in one session late will receive a 9/10.  Two sessions late, it will receive an 8.5.  Late assignments will also hurt your class participation grade. 

Historiographic Reviews: Normal review essays will be penalized 2% of their value for each day, including weekend days, that they are late.  Essays submitted on Turnitin just after the deadline will still be considered a day late. Late final papers are strongly discouraged and may result in a failing grade for the class.

NOTE: In case of a family emergency, special allowances may be made.  Please contact me as soon as possible.  If you suspect that you might have a problem meeting a deadline, consult with me before the due date.

Plagiarism:  Plagiarism is the use of somebody else’s words or ideas without acknowledgement of this borrowing.  This includes copying from texts or webpages as well as submitting work done by somebody else.  See the attached guidelines on essay writings for acceptable methods of acknowledging when you are borrowing from other people in your own writing.  Please also read the following statement about www.turnitin.com, which comes from the CSU General Counsel and will apply to this class: 


Students agree that by taking this course all required papers may be subject to submission for textual similarity review to Turnitin.com for the detection of plagiarism.  All submitted papers will be included as source documents in the Turnitin.com reference database solely for the purpose of detecting plagiarism of such papers.  You may submit your papers in such a way that no identifying information about you is included.  Another option is that you may request, in writing, that your papers not be submitted to Turnitin.com.  However, if you choose this option you will be required to provide documentation to substantiate that the papers are your original work and do not include any plagiarized material.
Disabilities:  Students with disabilities should be aware of the resources available at the Office for Students with Disabilities (Student Affairs Building 115, phone: 323-343-3140).

CLASS SCHEDULE:
29 September: Class Introduction
6 October: Styles and Functions of History

“Short readings” on my faculty webpage’s HIST 388 page.

“Glossary of Historiographic Terms” in the syllabus (just skim the glossary)

James Playsted Wood, The Story of Advertising (New York: Ronald Press Co., 1958), 363-402. [E-Reserve]

NOTE SHEET 1 DUE (on Wood; two copies)

13 October: How and Why Historical Scholarship Changes

No readings.

ORAL HISTORY PROJECT DUE (one copy)
20 October: Economic Structuralism and Social History’s Quantitative Turn

Stuart Ewen, Captains of Consciousness: Advertising and the Social Roots of the Consumer Culture (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1976), 23-30, 51-59. [E-Reserve]

Charles F. Holt, “Who Benefited from the Prosperity of the Twenties?,” Explorations in Economic History 14 (July 1977): 277-89. [E-Reserve]
NOTE SHEETS 2 & 3 DUE (two copies for both)

27 October: Social History Meets the Cultural Turn

Lizabeth Cohen, “Encountering Mass Culture at the Grassroots: The Experience of Chicago Workers in the 1920s,” American Quarterly 41 (March 1989): 6-33. [J-STOR]

David Steigerwald, “All Hail the Republic of Choice: Consumer History as Contemporary Thought,” Journal of American History 93 (September 2006): 385-403. [Academic Search Premier]

T.H. Breen, “Will American Consumers Buy a Second American Revolution,” Journal of American History 93 (September 2006): 404-408. [Academic Search Premier]

Lizabeth Cohen, “Escaping Steigerwald’s ‘Plastic Cages’: Consumers as Subjects and Objects in Modern Capitalism,” Journal of American History 93 (September 2006): 409-413. [Academic Search Premier]

NOTE SHEET 4 DUE (on Cohen 1989, two copies)

READING RESPONSE 1 DUE (on Steigerwald, Breen, and Cohen 2006, one copy)

3 November: Discourse, Emotions, and the Cultural Turn

Frank Costigliola, “Reading for Meaning: Theory, Language, and Metaphor,” in Michael J. Hogan and Thomas G. Paterson, eds., Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations, 2nd ed. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 279-303. [E-Reserve]
READING RESPONSE 2 DUE (on Costigliola, one copy)
FIRST HISTORIOGRAPHIC REVIEW DUE via Turnitin.com by 5:30 pm.  Write a historiographic review essay covering Wood and Ewen.  Your essay should be between 3 and 5 typed, double-spaced pages (about 250-300 words per page).  No outside research is required or encouraged.  Instead focus on our class readings.


9 November (Monday)
CITATION FOR FINAL PAPER ARTICLE DUE BY 9AM (email)

10 November: Making Arguments about Emotions and Identity
T.J. Jackson Lears, “From Salvation to Self-Realization: Advertising and the Therapeutic Roots of the Consumer Culture, 1880-1930, in The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in American History, 1880-1980, eds. Richard Wightman Fox and T.J. Jackson Lears (New York: Pantheon Books, 1983), 3-38. [E-Reserve]

Kathy Peiss, “Making Up, Making Over: Cosmetics, Consumer Culture, and Women’s Identity,” in The Sex of Things: Gender and Consumption in Historical Perspective, ed. Victoria de Grazia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 311-336. [E-Reserve]

NOTE SHEETS 5 & 6 DUE (two copies for both)

17 November: Transnational History / Preparing for the Final Paper

John Soluri, “Accounting for Taste: Export Bananas, Mass Markets, and Panama Disease,” Environmental History 7 (July 2002): 386-410. [E-Reserve]

**Bring in your copy of the article you are using for the final paper, along with two copies of your note sheet for it.  Also make sure you bring in a paper copy of your article.  I will collect the article at the end of class and give it back to you at our next session.

NOTE SHEETS 7 & 8 DUE (two copies for both)

24 November: FURLOUGH—NO CLASS

1 December: Final Reflections on Historiographic Traits and Changes

Daniel Wickberg, “Heterosexual White Male: Some Recent Inversions in American Cultural History,” Journal of American History 92 (June 2005): 136-57. [Academic Search Premier]
READING RESPONSES 3 & 4 DUE (one copy)

10 December (Thursday): Final Exam

SECOND HISTORIOGRAPHIC REVIEW DUE via Turnitin.com by 6:00 pm.  For the final, write a longer historiographic review essay covering Holt, Cohen (1989 article), Lears, Peiss, and your chosen article.  The format and procedure is identical to the first review, except for the length, which should be between 10 and 13 pages.


ORAL HISTORY PROJECT INSTRUCTIONS
For this project, interview three people who remember 9/11/2001.  Try to find people with different ages or backgrounds, or even people who live in different parts of the country or world.  Feel free to ask them any questions relating to 9/11/2001, but make sure that you spend at least a little time in each interview asking if and how your interviewee’s views of 9/11 have changed over time.  
PART ONE:

Write a three-page history of 9/11/2001 based just on what you heard from your interviews.  You can be selective in choosing what to include from the interviews, but do not go beyond them for information.  Include an introductory thesis statement that summarizes the main point of your history.

PART TWO: 

Write a two- or three-page reflective essay in which you analyze the interviewees’ memories and your own process assembling your history.  Consider the following questions for this part of the project: Were there any common patterns in how the three interviewees described 9/11/2001?  What differences emerged, and what might account for them?  What role did emotions or political values play in the interviewees’ responses?  Did the interviewees omit any parts of 9/11/2001 that other people might find significant?  Did you find yourself using some interviews more than the others?  If so why?  You do not have to answer every one of these questions, but they should give you an idea of what to discuss.

All pages should be typed and doubled-spaced (about 250-300 words per page).  You do not need a formal bibliography, but please provide a list of the questions you used in an appendix at the end of the paper.

HOW TO INTERPRET PRIMARY SOURCES

1. Motives and Context: What kind of person was the author of this source?  Who was the intended audience for this source, and how might that audience have affected what the author chose to include or omit from the document?  What were the author’s likely motives in creating this source?  Think of both short-term and long-term motives.  What details in the source provide evidence of the author’s motives?

2. Argument or Point: What was the main idea that the author was trying to convey?  Imagine that the primary source has a thesis statement just like a college essay would.  Write down your version of that thesis statement in your notes.

3a. Assumptions and Worldview: What kinds of assumptions did the author make?  Did the author make assumptions about groups of people or about how one group relates to another group?  How would you describe the author’s overall outlook on the world (optimistic, pessimistic, nationalistic, racist, anti-racist, militaristic, religious, etc.)? 


3b. Evidence on Assumptions and Worldview: 


What specific passages or word choices provide evidence of these assumptions and worldview?

4. Primary Source Connections: How does this source relate to other primary sources that you have found?  Is it similar or different, and how?  Does this primary source seem more or less reliable when you compare it to other primary sources?

5. Secondary Source Connections: Does this primary source balance or contradict any general ideas or specific claims made by scholars in secondary sources?  Does it seem more or less reliable when you compare it to secondary-source scholarship?  Did the primary-source author leave any conspicuous silences and omissions in the source?  If so, how do those silences help reveal the author’s overall worldview or agenda?

Final Note: Remember that a primary source rarely offers a simple and objective depiction of its topic.  Also remember that your author might not have revealed all of his or her motives or thoughts in any single document.  Likewise, it is ok to draw conclusions from the primary source that might not have occurred to the author of that source.  Primary sources can reveal more about the views of its author than the author intended.


HOW TO WRITE A HISTORIOGRAPHIC REVIEW ESSAY

The purpose of a historiographic review is to take stock of how different historians have written about the same topic, and to locate areas for new research.  You should imagine that your audience consists of other historians who are not as familiar as you are with scholarship on your topic.

I. Introduction (one half-page paragraph)

A. Introduce the overarching question that all your authors share.

B. Present an overview of the approaches that the authors used.  Do not simply state their theses, but highlight how their approaches differ from each other.  Hint at whose approach you consider most valuable.  If your paper has more then two authors, you may need to lump some authors together into common categories to keep the intro to a half page.

C. Give a brief preview of your conclusion’s suggestion for original new research.  Do this in just one or two sentences.  Your conclusion will then elaborate on why you think future research should head in this direction.

 II. Body (about a page and a half per author)

A. First author (three to four paragraphs)


1. Methods, Primary Sources, and Argument: Explain how the first author attempted to answer the overarching question.  What methods and historiographic traits did the author employ?  What kinds of primary sources did the author select and how did the author use them?  Pay particular attention to how the author’s use of primary sources reveals the author’s historiographic method(s).  What did the author argue with these methods and sources?  This section should not be a simple summary of the argument.  Instead, focus on employing our class historiographic concepts.  Use specific examples and brief quotations from the reading to make clear which school(s) the author belongs to.  This section should be one or two paragraphs long.


2. Strengths: What were the most convincing and well-supported parts of the author’s main argument?  What sources and/or methods helped support the arguments?  Aim for a good full paragraph here.


3. Weaknesses or Limits: What were the least persuasive points in the argument?  What was it about the author’s approach and/or sources that prevented this piece from saying all that we could want to know about the topic?  This too should be a good full paragraph.


B. Second author (also about four paragraphs):


1. Begin with a thoughtful transition sentence showing how the second author’s approach represents an attempt to overcome weaknesses in the first author’s approach. Then discuss methods, primary sources, and arguments as you did with the first author.


2 & 3. Follow the same process as for the first author.

C. If you are covering more than two authors, repeat the process for each author.  As you make the transition from one author to another, use the same format to show how one author represents an attempt to overcome weaknesses seen in the previous author’s approach.

III. Original Research Proposal, or the Conclusion: (1/2 to 3/4 page).  


Here you should help future history researchers learn how to advance scholarship on the paper’s overarching question.  Think about what weaknesses or limits remain in the authors’ approaches.  How could a different approach or a new set of primary sources rectify those common weaknesses and point to a better or more complete answer to the overarching question?  Be specific in explaining the primary sources future historians should use and the questions they should ask of those sources.


Do not simply synthesize the authors’ approaches or arguments.  While this is often what professors expect during normal history exams and papers, your goal in a historiographic review is to suggest new directions for historical research.  Perhaps you can propose a new topic to study.  For instance, if your authors chose “x” and “y” to answer the overarching question, perhaps looking at “z” (your new topic) will yield a better answer.


Because this is not a research project, you do not necessarily need to prove your thesis with concrete historical examples.  You just need to make a plausible case that historians might gain new insight if they followed your suggestion for new research.  This makes the conclusion of a historiographic review essay very different from conclusions in typical history papers.

And Lastly…

Give your paper a descriptive or catchy title that summarizes the main issue or debate at hand.  Be sure to include a bibliography that provides full and proper Chicago Manual of Style citations for the works referred to in the essay.  Failure to provide a proper bibliography will result in an automatic five-point penalty on the paper’s grade.  For details on the Chicago format, see http://www.calstatela.edu/library/styleman.htm.  Specific page references can use either footnotes, endnotes, or simple page #s in parentheses in the text.


 GLOSSARY OF HISTORIOGRAPHIC TERMS

The entries in this glossary fall into two categories.  The first grouping is for “traits,” which are terms that you can use to describe a historian’s scholarship, method, and overall outlook.  For students in my historiography class (HIST 388), these are the terms that you should use for the note sheet section on an author’s traits.  The second grouping is for more general terms that historians often use in conversation with each other.  Try them out with other history professors and with classmates, but be careful if using them with friends in the general public; these terms have the power to both attract and repel.
PART ONE: TRAITS

Bottom-Up Approach: Scholarship that attempts to explain the experiences or perspectives of ordinary people, as opposed to elites or leaders.  See also top-down approach. Sample usages: “Many labor historians use a bottom-up approach.” or “This book on Chinese peasant life examines history from the bottom-up.”

Consensus History: Most popular in the 1950s, this school of U.S. history challenged Progressive and Marxist beliefs and instead emphasized that the United States has had in its history very little class tensions, or any other kind of profound division.  Although some consensus historians lamented this lack of internal conflict in the U.S. society, most celebrated this trait as a sign of American greatness.  On foreign relations, consensus historians stressed that Americans have been united in policies that have promoted freedom and opposed tyranny.

Cultural Approach: The cultural approach or “cultural history approach” refers to any scholarship that analyzes the feelings, images, and sense of identity held by people in the past.  While traditional social history is mainly concerned with people’s experiences, the cultural approach emphasizes that humans experience life subjectively.  Thus cultural historians focus on the meanings that people in the past assigned to those experiences.  Sometimes scholars will refer to the cultural approach as “the New Cultural History.”  See also thick description.  Warning: Just because a historian focuses on a particular ethnic or “cultural” group such as Mexican Americans or Italian Americans does not mean that this historian is using a cultural approach.  Scholars often use traditional social or political history to tell the history of these groups.

Cultural History, or Traditional Cultural History: As a topic, cultural history refers to studies of cultural practices such as music, theater, or film.  Traditional cultural history has some roots in the older notion of culture as “the best that has been said and thought.”  This quotation comes from 19th-century English cultural critic, Matthew Arnold.  This narrow and potentially elitist definition of culture contrasts with the cultural approach’s definition.  Historians using the cultural approach typically draw on cultural anthropologists’ sense that everything humans do and think, from opera to middle-school dances to income-tax forms, represents culture.
Economic Determinist: A historian who believes that economics is the main or sole driving force in human history.  See also Marxist.

Feminist: A set of values held by historians (typically on the left) who see history as a way to combat or at least better understand patriarchy (i.e. the political, social, economic, and/or cultural forces that have granted power to men and limited women’s equality).

Marxian: A watered-down variation of Marxist, sometimes used to refer to a historian or theorist with some Marxist intellectual traits, but without the political ideology of a full-fledged Marxist.

Marxist: Someone who believes that human history is dominated by different forms of class struggle and that the best way to understand historical change is to start by studying who controls the economy and how the economy operates.  Marxism can be an impartial intellectual philosophy, although it can also refer to a political ideology that hopes to see the process of class struggle lead eventually to a communist revolution.  See also Economic Determinist, Marxian, structuralism, and teleology.

New Left: A set of values held by U.S. historians on the left who criticize the consensus school.  Where consensus historians emphasized American unity, New Left scholars generally call attention to how America has been divided by race, class, and gender.  The New Left also criticized the Old Left for focusing too much on class inequality (and not on race and gender).  This school emerged in the 1960s and 1970s.

Old Left: A set of values held by U.S. historians on the left during the 1930s who emphasized social class issues.  Unlike New Left historians, the Old Left was less concerned issues of race and gender.  Very similar to Progressive History.  Some leftist historians since the 1960s still ignore race and class issues, so in a sense, the Old Left has never disappeared. 

Political History: Political history refers to studies of government policy, political parties, elections, and other aspects of government activity.  Some historians might use a cultural approach or a social approach to study political history.  Other historians just describe and analyze the political process without using any special method.  This last type can be called “traditional political history.”  Note: Sometimes scholars study the political process of non-governmental groups.  Think for instance of a historian who studies the internal politics within a labor union.  This historian would be using a “political approach” to study labor history.

Postmodernism, or poststructuralism: Postmodernism rose in prominence in the 1970s and 1980s and is still somewhat controversial.  Sometimes scholars will use the label “poststructuralism” as a rough synonym with postmodernism.  Postmodernists generally possess two traits: 1) they reject the broad certainties of structuralism, and 2) they use a cultural approach.  It is otherwise difficult to define what exactly makes a postmodernist postmodern.  What follows below are some common themes in postmodern thinking.  If you find one of the following themes prominent in a scholar’s work, chances are good that you’ve found a scholar with postmodern traits.


• Some postmodernists stress that scholarly objectivity is a very elusive ideal.  They might call into question scholars’ ability to know the past with any certainty.  Some go so far as to abandon any attempt to show cause and effect.


• Some postmodernists emphasize the limits to binary distinctions such as “high culture-vs.-popular culture” or “gay-vs.-straight.”  They argue instead that such tidy binaries obscure more complex dynamics and gray areas.


• Some postmodernists specialize in showing how seemingly simple concepts that people commonly take for granted are in fact accidents of history and thus vulnerable to collapse or contradiction.  A postmodernist might emphasize that seemingly straightforward concepts of identity ("I am an American" or "I am a man") are full of complications and contradictions.


• Many postmodernists use the cultural approach to criticize structuralism.  While structuralists see history as dominated by powerful and all-encompassing structures, postmodernists emphasize that structures are full of exceptions and ironies and therefore are not as powerful as structuralists would think.  

Progressive History: A type of scholarship prominent in the 1910s and 1920s that often emphasized class tensions and material interests as key forces shaping U.S. history.  More Marxian than Marxist, the Progressives hoped to promote reform in pre-World War II America.  After the war, however, consensus history became the new norm in historiography.

Quantitative History: Scholarship that relies extensively or even exclusively on statistics to draw its conclusions.  Most often used as part of a social history approach.

Social History: History that attempts to describe the experiences of ordinary people, or that attempts to describe relatively objective patterns in social groups.  Social history is often (but not always) history from the bottom-up.  Social history is sometimes difficult to distinguish from cultural history, especially because many cultural historians use elements of social history to set up their cultural arguments.  One helpful rule of thumb is that social history is primarily concerned with the reality of what life was like for ordinary people.  The cultural approach, in contrast, is generally less interested in material conditions and more interested in how people in the past represented reality or constructed identity and emotions.  Warning: There are many definitions of social history.  Some scholars use the term to refer to any bottom-up history, including scholarship using the cultural approach.  For our purposes, however, we will emphasize the more specific definition provided just above.
Structuralism: Before turning to structuralism, it’s helpful first to figure out what historians mean by the term “structure.” 


A structure refers to some impersonal force or context that shapes or constrains human agency.  Structures can be very big, wide-reaching, and long-lasting, or they can be relatively small and transient.  Examples of big or deep structures include capitalism, patriarchy, and the concept of the autonomous individual.  A small structure might be the furniture arrangement in a classroom; it’s a structure because the arrangement of chairs and desks shapes student behavior (or agency).  However, it’s a small, weak structure, because we could rearrange it more easily than we could bigger, deeper structures.  As an example of a medium-sized structure, we can think of the two-party system that currently shapes U.S. politics.  The two-party system probably will not last as long as capitalism, but it will likely last longer than the furniture arrangement in a classroom. 

Now on to the “–ism” part.  Historians usually reserve the term “structuralism” only for those scholars who emphasize the power of broad and deep societal structures.  Historians use the term less often in reference to smaller-scale structures.  Thus, for our purposes, structuralism refers to theoretical frameworks that emphasize one or more broad, intangible structures as a driving force in human history.  These historians emphasize that big structures are powerful, wide-reaching, very hard to change, and sometimes hard to even notice.  Structuralists tend to downplay the ability of individuals, ideas, or random events to change the course of history, because it’s the structure that determines what happens.  Agency counts for less according to structuralists.  For an example, see Marxism.  Warning: Just because a historian mentions capitalism or some other big abstraction does not make that historian a structuralist.  To qualify for the label structuralist, the scholar would have to argue that capitalism overwhelms individual agency and profoundly shapes society.
Top-Down Approach: Scholarship that emphasizes elites and leaders, as opposed to average people.  Think, for instance, of a book of World War II that focused on Franklin Roosevelt rather than on the lives of ordinary Americans.  See also bottom-up.

Traditional: Scholarship that does not employ any special approach can be called “traditional ___ history” [fill in the relevant topic].  You can use this to refer to works that do not employ quantitative, cultural, structuralist, and poststructuralist approaches.  For instance, a straightforward narrative of a labor union’s formation might be called “traditional labor history.”  A straightforward account of a Congressional election would be “traditional political history.”

PART TWO: OTHER TERMS

Agency: The ability to exert some control over one’s own life or surroundings.  Some historians use an even broader definition of “agency” that includes attempts (even unsuccessful attempts) to take matters into one’s own hands.  In most basic terms, “agency” is the opposite of “passivity.”  Historians using a bottom-up approach frequently search for agency among disadvantaged people (e.g. slaves, factory workers, etc.).

Approach: A way or method of studying a topic.  For instance, a scholar who uses pop music to explain the result of a presidential election would be using a cultural approach to study the topic of political history.  By contrast, a scholar who studies the influence of Washington on Hollywood movies would be employing a political approach to study a topic in cultural history.  Words like “method” and “school” are basically synonyms with the word “approach.”  Often scholars will use more than one approach in the same book or article.

Discourse: A term sometimes used in the cultural approach to refer to a set of beliefs or images that has crystallized into a fairly coherent set of powerful ideas.  This term can be roughly synonymous with the concept of ideology.

Essentialize: To essentialize is to make a specific kind of overgeneralization.  It refers to assuming the existence of some kind of inner “essence” shared by a group that is in reality diverse.  For instance, “The Estonian national character prevents happiness” is an essentialist statement, because it assumes that a single Estonian character or essence exists and that all people who live in Estonia share it.

Gender: Refers to how various societies define what it means to be a man or a woman.  Different from “sex,” which refers mainly to biological differences.  In other words, gender is inherently cultural.

Presentist History: A term used to describe historians whose present-day concerns influence the way they study and write about the past.  Although one can argue that all historians have at least some present-day concerns that influence their scholarship, historians often use the term as a pejorative to criticize bias in another historian.

Primary Source: A source from the time period under study.  Examples of primary sources include diaries, letters, newspaper and magazine articles (if published during the time period under study), interviews and testimonies from participants in events, government reports, and statistical information.  See also secondary source.

Revisionist History: A catch-all term without much real analytical value.  Still, the term can convey useful ideas in certain specific circumstances.  The word today has at least three meanings: 1) a neutral term to refer to a scholar who is revising a previous interpretation (in this general and bland usage, every original historian is a revisionist historian); 2) a term used by conservatives to describe, and usually criticize, scholarship on the Left that casts the United States in a negative light; and 3) a term that has specific and commonly-understood meanings in some historiographic subfields.  For instance, in the United States, the history of the Cold War in the 1950s had a strong “orthodox” school of thought that blamed the conflict on Soviet aggression.  Some historians began to challenge that interpretation in the 1960s, and these critics of U.S. foreign policy became known as “Cold War revisionists.”  In contrast, the first wave of scholarship on the U.S. war in Vietnam emphasized how the U.S. war was misguided, tragic, and futile.  But some historians since the 1980s have challenged this orthodoxy.  Now, historians who emphasize that the United States was right to fight in Vietnam (an argument usually  made on the Right) are known as

“Vietnam War revisionists.”  In this third style of usage, the meaning of “revisionism” depends entirely on what seems to be the original “orthodox” view that is being challenged.

Secondary Source: A source created after the time period.  Secondary sources are usually articles and books by scholars or other authors written years after the events described.  See also primary source.

Teleology: Any system of thought that believes that history has a beginning, middle, and end, and that human events are part of a grand purpose or plan leading to a final end that will take place sometime in the future.  Marx’s notion of an inevitable communist revolution is an example of a teleological belief.

Thick Description: A concept borrowed from cultural anthropologists, particularly Clifford Geertz, and used in contrast to “thin description.”  A thin description is a straightforward description of an event or text.  A thick description attempts to uncover the ambiguities, coded meanings, or subtle gendered or racialized messages that can lurk behind a word choice, a ritual act, or a material artifact.  When you see thick description, you are most likely encountering a cultural approach.  Warning: “Thick description” is NOT the same as detailed description.  Just because a historian goes into extensive detail on an event or text does not mean that this historian is using thick description.  Thick description requires that the scholar explicitly analyze the deeper cultural codes and meanings behind an event or text.
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