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History 2311

— Western Civilization I —

Book Report Project Guidelines

This project provides an opportunity for you to learn more about a topic which interests you, and to familiarize yourself with the way interpretations of the past are made by historians.  In consultation with me (a chat during office hours, before or after class, on the phone or email), please choose a book-length, college-level work analyzing some aspect of Western civilization prior to 1660.  Your book must fall within the chronological and thematic concerns of the course, namely Western civilizations (broadly defined) from prehistory to the beginning of the 18th century.

Your report must be about six pages in length, typed or word processed, and double-spaced.  You must edit for spelling, grammar, and organizational coherence.  The report due date is listed on your course schedule; it will be marked either “credit” or “no credit.”  In the case of a “no credit” mark, you will receive written feedback.  You will then have one week from the date the papers were handed back in class to make revisions and resubmit the paper for full credit.

· Look for a work of nonfiction, preferably written by a historian.  The subject matter can be a person, an event, or a time period.

· You must provide a full and correct citation in any standard format (MLA, Chicago Manual of Style) for the book you are analyzing.  Correct citations must include the author’s full name, the book’s full title (underlined or italicized), and the publication information (year, city, and date published).

· Put the author’s argument in your own words, and keep direct quotes brief and to a minimum.  

· Remember to cite all references to and direct quotes from the book you are analyzing, as well as the Kishlansky text (author’s last name and page number in parentheses is fine for references to/quotes from Kishlansky).  

To receive credit, your paper must have the following five parts:

Part I:  Identify the Author’s Historical Interpretation.

A. You must identify and analyze the author’s thesis, the “argument” or “main idea” they are presenting about a person, period, or event, in their book.  Writers usually present their argument most clearly in their introductions and conclusions; the rest of the book attempts to back up the argument with detailed evidence.  Please state the author’s argument in your own words . . .

B.    . . . and discuss why the author thinks their interpretation is important.  Do they think other historians who’ve written on the topic have gotten it wrong?  Have left something important out?  Does your author claim to have uncovered something new?  Discuss your author’s stand on how their work helps us to better understand the past.

Part II:  Identify the Supporting Arguments.

Now that you have discussed the thesis in Part I, you must now present and discuss at least three examples of how the author proves his or her interpretation.  If the historian is arguing that, for example, a nasty bout of the plague actually helped the surviving medieval peasants improve their lot, discuss carefully three specific examples of the evidence marshaled in support of that claim.  

Expect to read through an initial discussion of what life was like before the plague struck, how unpleasant it is to die from it, etc.  YOUR QUEST in Part II is to find the building blocks of the author’s thesis—in this case, that the plague made life easier in the long run for those who survived.  You’ll notice the bulk of the book presents the arguments made to prove the thesis:  chapters, for example, on changed labor conditions, and on daily life, and on legal matters.  Because so many died, there’s a labor shortage, and wages go up.  And there’s more for the survivors to eat, so the population becomes healthier.  And demands new legal rights.  These are the arguments you need to identify and discuss in the beautiful, polished prose typical of your fine writing.  

Part III:  Assess the Evidence.

A. Evaluate the sources and evidence used by the author.  What concrete evidence supports the author’s interpretations?  What is all this based on—multiple viewings of Monty Python and the Holy Grail?  Were they hit on the head and did they dream the whole thing?  Sources, man, we must see your sources!  In Part III, your task is to critically examine what kinds of sources the author based his or her interpretation on—court documents? Church records?  Archeological evidence?  Songs or fables of the period?  Elite texts, such as speeches, letters, and memoirs?  Other historians’ works?  Summarize what kinds of sources the argument rests on, and discuss some specific examples of each kind of evidence to make yourself clear. 

How to track down the sources:  Some authors will talk about their sources very directly--often either whining (“it’s so hard to find anything about late medieval breakfast foods in the archives!”) or excited (“I discovered an epic poem detailing the many varieties of late medieval breakfast foods!”).  They might be very up front in discussing the sources they worked with, the archives they visited, the limitations of the evidence, the difficulties of interpretation, etc.  These kinds of discussions may be located in the book’s introduction, foreword, or notes (some books have bibliographic essays at the end).  You can also assess the sources by carefully examining the book’s footnotes or endnotes.     

B.  Discuss your opinion on the quality of this evidence.  Be fair, but critical, in assessing the quality of the research the book is based upon.  Did your author visit archives and really scour through the primary sources?  Or is their argument based mostly or wholly on research done by other historians?  What’s your opinion on that matter?  Can you imagine other kinds of evidence that would support, or possibly contradict, the author’s argument?  In your opinion, have important sources been excluded or discounted too easily?  Feel free to be a little imaginative here.  Obviously, we can’t, say, go back in time and interview a medieval peasant and ask them, “So, the plague, then, do you see any silver lining to that?”  But where might we look for evidence, that your author hasn’t looked?  

Part IV:  Compare with the Textbook Interpretation.

Compare your author’s interpretation of his or her subject matter with the interpretation offered by Kishlansky in our textbook.  Do Kishlansky and the author agree about the impact of the plague?  Why or why not?  Does your author’s interpretation challenge Kishlansky’s characterization of a period, event, or person’s significance?  Does Kishlansky even deal with the questions explored by your author?  What observations can you make about what seems to be important to historians studying this topic, or what they disagree about?

Part V:  Assess the Overall Persuasiveness and Value of the Book.

Finally, your last task is to discuss whether YOU are persuaded by your author’s argument. Does the evidence provided by the author and the interpretation made of it convince you? Or could there be another way of interpreting the material?  Are you persuaded as to the larger significance of this material?  Was this a well-written book?  Has your initial curiosity in the topic been satisfied, piqued, punished, or bludgeoned out of you?  After a thoughtful discussion of the book’s overall value crafted in your masterful prose, you come to your journey’s triumphant end.

