GROUP 1A ESSAYS: Building the American Nation

Aims

The Group 1A essay is expected to be a significant piece of work. It is worth half a unit -- so you are expected to put as much effort in as you would for a Group 4 course. Officially, this translates as 130 hours of effort.  As you can imagine, the idea is that you produce a piece of work that is significantly more sophisticated, especially in relation to the use of primary sources but also in terms of its familiarity with the historiography, than a conventional Group 1 coursework essay would be. It must be no longer than -- and probably not much less than -- 5000 words in length. 

Deciding on a topic

You need to start thinking about what kind of thing you might want to write about straight away. 

You can, if you wish, select an essay question from the list in the course handbook, so long as it does not overlap with your Group 1 coursework. If you take that option, we will need to discuss how you can narrow the question down and what primary sources you can use.

An alternative (and much better) option would be to pick your own topic, something that you think interests you enough to keep you going in what must be an independent and self-motivated study. 

On a practical level this means that you MUST READ. Go and find out some more about the subject you think you are interested in. Find out what has already been said and what the key debates are. Spend some time over this. Enjoy it. Think hard about it.

The range of topics is potentially vast but when thinking about what you would like to do perhaps you might consider the following issues:

1. You could try to frame your issue in terms of a problem that is left unresolved by historians, something where there is lively on-going debate.
2. It may help, especially if you are interested in a big question, to identify a smaller window on the larger issue. Never forget that in order to understand any historical event you must contextualise it: how significant, how unique, how special is it? So working on a small part of a larger problem does not absolve you of the need to understand the question as broadly as possible.

3. Try to work out a question that is challenging enough to be interesting but manageable in the time you have available. 

4. Above all, work out what will get you excited. There is a fantastic literature out there, and the US in the nineteenth century is full of extraordinary possibilities for this kind of extended study. So enjoy it!!!!

When you have a vague idea of the kind of thing you might like to do, you might also think about the concepts you will be using: race, racism, partisanship, nationalism, community, religion etc etc etc -- and we will need to discuss what these terms might mean in the context of your question.

Research
When you have a topic you will need to start compiling a bibliography of secondary sources-- and working out which of the books and articles in the field are the most important. Of course I am always here to help you with that process, but you need to make a start on it yourself.

You also need to explore what primary sources you might look at. There are a lot of 
Supervision

I will arrange individual tutorials with you in the week after Reading Week (week 6). But these sessions will only really be of use if you already have a basic idea of what you would like to do. So get thinking. And email me if you want some advice in the meantime.

Once we have had an initial meeting about your topic, I am happy to meet you again if you would like me to, and at the very least we must meet again in the New Year to discuss your 500 word synopsis and title. Thereafter, you will have to be largely on your own. Although I am allowed to read a draft of the essay, I am not allowed to give you detailed feedback.

But the most important stage in any project -- be it a PhD or a Group 1A essay -- is in the planning stage. Defining your terms, focusing your research questions and working out how to structure your thinking and your writing are by far the most important things to worry about. In a sense, by the time you get to write the thing up in March or April, you are a prisoner of the topic you have defined. So it pays to get it right. We will discuss all this together in a tutorial.. But first you need some ideas….
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