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AMERICAN STUDIES:  

THEORY AND METHODS

English 6600 / History 6600 / History 6020

Fall 2005

Professor Daniel J. McInerney
Department of History          323 Old Main

office hours:  M W F  11:30 am -12:20 pm
email: danielj@hass.usu.edu     phone: 797.1283

AUDIENCE:

This course is designed for graduate students beginning work in the American Studies


 program.

GOALS:

The class will:


-explore the origins, purposes, and approaches of American Studies


-familiarize students with the key texts in the field


-examine changes in American Studies methods over half a century


-weigh the strengths and weaknesses of American Studies as a discipline


-focus, in particular on themes concerning land and abundance

DESIGN:

The course is a reading seminar. Students will:

-meet once per week for a three-hour session

-read a book a week

-attend every class meeting  (Since the course revolves around class discussion,

  I require attendance at all seminar meetings.) 

-come to class prepared to discuss the works in a critical, careful, and 

  professional manner (I expect you to participate actively and thoughtfully in 

  seminar debate. Students lead and actively shape a reading seminar; the 

  professor stays in the background).

GRADES:

The grade students earn in the class depends on:

-the level of their discussion in class

-the quality of the written work they submit

REQUIRED READINGS: 
(purchase the titles that appear in boldface)

-Become a member of the American Studies Association
   membership form: www.press.jhu.edu/cgi-bin/associations/asa_membership.cgi

  The $17 fee includes:


-your membership in the A.S.A.


-four issues of the American Quarterly

-four issues of the American Studies Association Newsletter

-the program for the next American Studies National Conference


-a copy of the Guide to American Studies Resources
-Rupert Wilkinson, The Pursuit of American Character  (copies on reserve)
-Lucy Maddox, Locating American Studies


-Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land  (available online)

-Henry David Thoreau, Walden (any unabridged edition or available online)

-Patricia Limerick, Legacy of Conquest
-David Thelan, ed. Memory and American History  (available online)

-Alfred F. Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party
-David W. Blight, Race and Reunion


COURSE WORK

Your work in the class revolves around three tasks:

1. Reading: critically examine the scheduled work(s)


-Refer to the Berkhofer essay (pages 6-7) as a guide for your reading 


-You are also required to read the “Critical Evaluations” fellow students write. 

2. Discussion: come prepared to talk about the scheduled work(s)


-See page 5 of the syllabus for discussion guidelines


-Note that you will often take on the role of discussion leader

3. Writing: you will submit five critical evaluations of the works under review


-details provided under “Critical Evaluations” (page 4)

COURSE GRADE

Your grade for the course will be determined by:

1. the quality of your class discussion (2/3 of final grade), and 

2. your written critical evaluations (1/3 of final grade).



TENTATIVE SCHEDULE OF CLASS MEETINGS 

week of August 29th:  INTRODUCTORY MATERIAL

week of September 5th:  STUDYING NATIONAL CHARACTER AND CULTURE

-Pursuit of American Character 


-Radway, “Presidential Address” (1998) (available online)

week of September 12th:  APPROACHES TO AMERICAN STUDIES, 1950-1980

Maddox, pp. vii-214

week of September 19th:  APPROACHES TO AMERICAN STUDIES, 1980-2000

Maddox, pp. 215-443

week of September 26th  LOOKING AT THE LAND—LANDSCAPE AND MINDSCAPE


Smith, Virgin Land  (available online)

week of October 3rd :  LOOKING AT THE LAND— A PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT 

Thoreau, Walden  (any unabridged edition or available online)

week of October 10th: LOOKING AT THE LAND—NEW VIEWS OF THE WEST

Limerick, Legacy of Conquest

week of October 17th:  LOOKING AT THE LAND—THROUGH FILM

screening of The Searchers 

week of October 24th: THE TURN TO MEMORY


Thelan, ed. Memory and American History  (available online)

week of October 31st: MEMORY AND WAR – THE REVOLUTION

Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party
week of November 7th : MEMORY AND WAR – THE CIVIL WAR


Blight, Race and Reunion
week of November 14th:  AMERICAN STUDIES WORKS IN YOUR FIELD

(Consult with me to select a work pertaining to your area of scholarly interest)

week of November 28th:  AMERICAN STUDIES WORKS IN YOUR FIELD

(Consult with me to select a work pertaining to your area of scholarly interest)

week of December 5th:  RECENT LITERATURE IN THE FIELD

The articles that appear in the first issue of American Quarterly you receive

CRITICAL EVALUATIONS
During the semester, you will submit five critical evaluations of assigned works. 

Each essay will offer a concise, well organized, and carefully-worded consideration of the study you have read. Focus on the subject, significance, purpose, place, contributions, and limits of the book.

Carefully proofread each essay. The paper should run two double-spaced pages (500 words).

The critical evaluation will have three parts:


 1. a 2-3 line heading: author, title, place + name of publisher, date, # of pages


 2. a concise, one paragraph overview of the work's THESIS (Do not simply



summarize the contents; do not exceed 150 words)


 3. critical evaluation: the focus of your essay.



Types of issues to discuss: author's informing assumptions; strengths and



weaknesses of the book's thesis; distinctive contributions of the study

(what sets it apart from other works in the field); adequacy (or inadequacy)

of supporting evidence; relation between the structure and the substance of

the argument; achievement (or failure) of the work's objectives. The nature

of your commentary will vary according to the book. For example, primary



sources may call for a different kind of evaluation than that given to

secondary sources. Consult Berkhofer’s "Critical Textual Analysis" for a

guide to the scholarly evaluation of books.

DUE DATE: E-mail your paper to me and to all members of the class no later than 4:30 pm on the day before our class meeting (i.e.: give your colleagues 24 hours before the seminar). I will need this advance time to read and comment on your paper; class members will need this advance time to read your essay. The essays will provide a starting point for class discussion. A grade penalty of 20% will be imposed on ALL reviews submitted after 4:30 pm. 

GUIDELINES FOR CLASS DISCUSSION
USE THE BERKHOFER GUIDE: Professor Berkhofer's comments on critical textual analysis should serve you well in any class. I expect class discussions to revolve around the types of issues raised in his brief essay.

ACT AS REPRESENTATIVE OF THE AUTHOR: In class discussions, adopt the voice of the author whom you have read. Speak from the author's perspective. Answer questions (and challenges) the way the author would. Your initial task is to present a strong and convincing case for the author's argument.

ADOPT VARYING PERSPECTIVES ON THE MATERIAL: When appropriate, move away from the author's perspective and invoke other evidence, other points of view, or your own informed reading of the issues. When you depart from the author's perspective, however, state the perspective from which you speak.

PROVIDE EVIDENCE FOR CLAIMS: Carefully read and analyze the work you have chosen. Take notes as you read. Refer to those notes as you discuss the work in class. Remember that you must back up your statements with evidence readily drawn from the work under review. Avoid mere speculation or ungrounded claims.

OFFER A CLEAR OVERVIEW: Prepare a meaningful overview of the book's argument as if the “audience” is unfamiliar with the work. Clarify the general context of the study. From that starting point, move into the book's details. In other words, work from the general to the particular.

CONTEXT: As you read a work, keep its historical context in mind. Try to reconstruct the world in which the author created the document. Try to imagine the broader worldview through which the author made sense of his or her world. Remain tolerant of differences in writing style. Recognize the conceptual limits that operated in the author's world. Expect the unexpected. As historian Gordon S. Wood has written, it is wise "to treat the past, including our own national past, as different or as possibly even strange. . . . By preserving some sense of possible alienness, we leave ourselves open to being surprised, and even to learning something."

READ STUDENT PAPERS: Check your e-mail and read the critical evaluations that have been submitted. Examine the essays carefully and be ready to talk about them in class.

DISCUSSION LEADERS: Students who have written critical evaluations for a class meeting will assume the role of discussion leaders. The leaders will start the discussion going and raise issues to debate.

STUDENTS WHO ARE NOT DISCUSSION LEADERS: Those who do not serve as discussion leaders in a class meeting are not absolved from class participation. The leaders get discussion started; other students pick up the debate from there.

Critical Textual Analysis
Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., Perspectives, February 1988

The purpose of analytical or deep reading (and reviewing) is to see through the surface text of a book or article to its inner workings. A simple recapitulation or summary of the work's contents as the author organizes it does not usually provide you as a reader or anyone with whom you discuss the piece an adequate understanding of the contents as a set of arguments or a narrative embodying a duster of presuppositions. You should examine authors' main points, how they went about explicating them, and the sets of assumptions that made for their works being exactly the way they are. In books, for example, authors have several hundred pages to make their points, but in preparing a review you have only a few double-spaced pages to make your points. Thus you must reorganize the author's scheme of exposition and framework of argument and assumptions for your own purposes according to your own needs for understanding and/or presentation. The following topics and questions aim to help you do this, to examine the book or article as a whole according to the larger framework of assumptions that generates its contents. 

Comparing the author's goals and achievements. What are the chief goals of the work as announced by the author in the preface or introduction to the book or the first few paragraphs of the article? What are the actual major themes or ideas of the work in your own opinion? Does your analysis of the goals and themes agree with the aims as expressed by the author? Do the author's explicit goals (if any) and his/her major themes or arguments match both in their logic and in their exposition as represented in the book's or article's organization? Are the goals, themes, and arguments shown clearly in the organization of the book or article? 

Does, for example, the structure of the book---its parts, chapters, or other subsections--follow closely or loosely from the author's stated goals, or does the structure derive more from implicit judgments about morality, politics, or other concerns? Does the author, in short, prove her/his argument(s) and how well and by what means? Does the author's style enhance or detract from the main arguments or the overall contents of the work? What rhetorical ploys does the author use to further the argument or story? From whose viewpoint and with what literary devices does the author present the story or frame the argument? Why do you think the author chose that particular viewpoint or voice? Do conspicuous silences occur in the work about topics you think should have been covered? Why do you think the author omitted what you think so important to the work's argument or narrative? 
Morals, uses, politics. What are the author's moral and political judgments and how do they influence the text? For what political, moral, intellectual, or other purpose does the author argue and shape the material? (Philosophical, religious, and professional concerns can shape material as much as economic, political, or other interests.) Are the author's uses made explicit or are they implicit in how he/she told the story or made the argument(s)? Even an explicit denial of political or moral ends may have moral and political consequences. 

Models of society, economy, politics. What does the author presume about the nature of social, economic, or political arrangements in the society being examined? How are social groupings and their relationships determined? Does the society have classes as well as groups? What does the author argue explicitly or implicitly about the structures of power and the means of social control or domination? Does the author presume consensual agreement or conflict is natural among social groups and the overall workings of a society? Is the author a pluralist who believes in the wide distribution of power throughout the society or a power elitist who sees a small integrated group dominating the society? Does the author present supporting evidence or only theory in her/ his exposition of social arrangements? 

Plots, stories, metastories. From whose viewpoint does the author tell the story or make the argument? How does the author employ (or organize) the underlying narrative (conceived broadly)? To what extent does the author presume progress, decline, cyclic, or other basic modes of comprehending time through history? What story or logic does the author employ to move his/her argument or narrative forward? Of what larger story or history does the text or interpretation presume its story to be a part? Why does the author begin and end the history when she/he does? Do the beginning and end points build in certain biases in the making of the argument? At bottom, how does the author view the nature of history as a way of comprehending the past? To what extent do the author's arguments and story depend upon her/his evidence and what upon larger assumptions about human nature and society, ethics, and political uses? How does the author divide time in her/his story? What periodization does the author presume or explicate and how does the author know it or prove it? 

Model(s) of human nature and causation. Does the author presume that human beings change their ways and outlooks easily or are they fundamentally hostile to change? To what extent do changes stem from willed human agency, that is, from goal-oriented human action individually or collectively? Or does change come from unanticipated consequences of aimed-for actions or from larger forces and/or structures working upon human beings? Can humans change their circumstances easily or only with difficulty? Does society in a sense create human beings and their actions or vice versa in the author's opinion? How does the author see the particular society, culture, or time as coming into being, and how does that society, culture, or time reproduce itself according to the author's arguments; To what extent are humans constrained by their culture or society or times and to what extent are they free to create what they will? Are all human beings alike over time in their interests, outlooks, and capacities, or do they vary by time and culture? Does the author, in other words, presume human nature is universal or a cultural and temporal creation? Are certain drives and interests considered common to all human beings, or do these vary by individual human beings, by cultures, by times? 

Uses of evidence and proof. Does the author have all the kinds of evidence needed for all parts of her/his case as explored in the preceding topics? Are the basic facts presented by the author determined more by the evidence used or by the author's premises and presuppositions about human nature, models of society, or political and moral uses? Does the author, in other words, employ the types of evidence she/he needs to prove her/his case in the larger sense of the argument? Or is much of the evidence presented in the book or article beside the point(s) actually argued or implied? Does the author employ sophisticated methods of analysis in the manipulation of data? If the methods are quantitative, are they the proper or best methods? Does the author assert and then prove a strongly framed version of her/his case or argument but assert the stronger one is proven? 

