
Hist. 84900- Seminar in American History l 

Monday, 2:00-4:00 p.m., 5 credits, Prof. David Nasaw 
  

This seminar is designed for and restricted to first year, first semester U.S. history 

students in the Ph.D. program.   Its primary objective is to introduce students to the craft 

of historical research and writing.  Over the course of this semester, each student in the 

course will be expected to formulate a research topic, prepare of bibliography of primary 

and secondary sources, and write up and present to the class a proposal for the research 

paper that will be completed in the spring semester.  

  

While the main purpose and activity of the course is the preparation of a proposal for a 

potentially publishable research paper, there will be additional reading and writing 

assignments on theory, historiography, and methodology.  We will also read a bit and 

devote some time to discussing issues that you may confront when you begin your 

teaching assignments in your second year.  

 

Some Learning Objectives:   

Formulate a historical research question and frame a topic. 

Prepare a 10-15 page proposal for the research h paper you will complete next semester. 

Prepare a bibliography of primary and secondary sources, for the research paper you will 

complete next semester.  

Identify and consult with a faculty advisor with expertise in the field you chose to write 

about. 

Familiarize yourself with basic theoretical questions in the writing of history.  

Develop your voice as a historian. 

Interrogate the meaning of “historical imagination.”   

 

Schedule of class meetings with assignments and timetables  

Aug. 29  Introductions, Orientation: Selecting a Topic and finding a faculty mentor 

Sept. 12 Selection of faculty mentor;  READINGS:  J.H. Hexter, “The Rhetoric of 

History,” in Doing History (1971)  

Sept. 19  Prepare and hand in a one page discussion of topic/question, with 

preliminary list of sources and secondary readings  



Sept. 26 READING: Selected articles by Hayden White, all found in J-Stor: From 

Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism. Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1978:  “The Burden of History” (1966); “Interpretation in History” (1972-3)  From The 

Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation.  Johns Hopkins 

U.P., 1987.  “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality” (1980);  

Oct. 6  Prepare and hand in a rather complete list of primary and secondary 

sources and, in two-three pages, discuss how these sources are central to your paper and 

will be useful in addressing your research question.  

Oct. 17  READINGS:   Gabrielle M. Spiegel, “Presidential Address: The Task of 

the Historian,”  American Historical Review. February, 2009;  Joan Scott, “Knowledge, 

Power, and Academic Freedom,” Social Research 76, no. 2, in J-Stor.   

 Oct. 24  Prepare and hand in a four page discussion of the historiography (the 

present state of relevant scholarship) surrounding your topic with a bibliography of 

important monographs in your area.  

Oct. 31   READINGS on Class and Social History: Patrick Joyce, “What is the 

social in social history?”  Past and Present, no. 206. Feb. 2010; in J-Stor. Eric 

Hobsbawm, “What Do Historians Owe to Karl Marx?”; “Marx and History,” “On History 

from Below,” in On History (1997)  

Nov. 7   No class;  individual appointments instead to discuss progress on paper.  

Nov. 14  READINGS on Gender and Race: Joan Scott, “On Language, Gender, and 

Working-Class History,”  “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” in J-Stor;  

Stuart Hall, “What is this ‘black’ in black popular culture.”  Social Justice, Spring-

Summer 1993. Vol. 20; no. 1-2; in J-Stor.   

Nov. 21  Discussion of first drafts of proposals (for group A) which have been 

emailed by Friday Nov. 18, 5 PM to all students.    

Nov. 28  Discussion of first drafts of proposals (for group B) which have been 

emailed by Friday Nov. 25, 5 PM to all students.    

Dec. 5   No class; individual meetings  

Dec. 12  Papers due; class discussion of “problems” anticipated looking forward. 


