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European Social and Cultural History

“The starting-point of critical elaboration is the consciousness of what one really is, and is 
'knowing thyself' as a product of the historical process to date, which has deposited in you an 

infinity of traces, without leaving an inventory. Therefore it is imperative at the outset to 
compile such an inventory.” Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks (1929-1935)

“For twenty years we must stop this brain from functioning.” Michele Isgrò, prosecutor for the 
Special Tribunal for the Defense of the State, at Gramsci's trial (1928).

The course is about the history of judgment. Many cultural products can be judged, but we will 
focus specifically on writing, and even more specifically on 'bad' writing. What makes writing 
bad? How are these judgments made, by whom, for what purposes, with what consequences? 
What is interesting about writing and the judgment of it – what can writing and judgment tell 
us about the societies that produce them? In this class we will compile an inventory and begin 
to reflect on judgment as a human practice in historical context. 

Practical course goals are to develop broad understanding of historical causation and pattern, 
as well as abilities in historical interpretation and analysis. We will cultivate the critical thinking, 
writing, presentation, and discussion skills necessary to be independent, responsible lifelong 
learners. Ethical course goals are to learn actively, to understand before judging, and to 
appreciate and respect the dynamic complexity, diversity, and dignity of human communities, 
including all of those represented in the classroom.

REQUIREMENTS

The class requires at least four active learning modes: reading, writing, discussion, and lecture. 
Active learning means the learning you get depends on your attention and effort. Ideally, you 
will get information from research and reading, analysis from lecture and discussion, 
understanding from writing and discussion, and mastery from all of the above. As you can see, 
there will be very little lecture and that’s not where the information is.

Reading: The class is reading intensive, and you will have the opportunity and responsibility to 
learn independently. In the first part of the class we will work from common readings: 
Charlotte Temple by Susanna Rowson (1791); “The Communist Manifesto” by Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels (1848); and The Quaker City by George Lippard (1844) (all available free 
online). In the second part, you will group up to survey and present a genre of bad writing, 
with each group excerpting about 50 pages for the rest of the class to read and discuss. In the 
third part, each of you will develop a specific research project. There will also be reading to do 
to investigate the context and critical history of each selection. So, one of the main tasks of the 
class will be to find and do appropriate in-depth reading, using the resources of the Library and 
internet. For this and other reasons a laptop computer that you can bring to class is strongly 
recommended, though not strictly required.



Attendance/Discussion: Occasional absences are consistent with responsible adult lives. A 
pattern of repeated absence will degrade both your own learning experience and your 
responsible contributions to the learning community.

Writing: The class will divide into three main parts, each with associated writing requirements:

Part 1 – Common Reads

You will research and write a short (~2 pages) context analysis of one of the three common 
reads (Charlotte Temple, “Communist Manifesto,” Quaker City). The job is to figure out how it 
emerged from and 'fit' its times. Due: no later than the week after we complete discussion of 
the common reads.

Part 2 – Class Leads

In groups you will select and research a genre of bad European writing. Together you will 
select ~50 representative pages from that genre for the class to read, then lead the discussion. 
A short (~2-3 pages) critical analysis of 'what is interesting' about your genre (using, of 
course, specific examples) will be due from each of you the week after you lead class.

Part 3 – Final Paper

Following the group discussions you each may choose to continue and deepen your research on 
that genre of bad writing, or to investigate another. The final section of the term will be 
devoted to this individual work, including two process papers (~3-5 pages each): a context 
analysis and a critical analysis. These papers should stand alone, but will then become 
rough drafts for parts of the final paper, a comprehensive analysis of some work or works of 
historical European writing, in context, in relation to judgments of badness. The final paper can 
be any reasonable length, ~10-15 pages suggested. Due: scheduled exam date.

All written work should follow the general guidelines explained in the assessment sections of 
this syllabus, with properly cited evidence from appropriate sources. Your goal in these papers 
is to develop a historian’s ethic and practice to reflectively interpret the past. To succeed you 
will need to develop and improve your abilities to identify resources; gather, sift, categorize, 
and prioritize information; and distinguish between fact and interpretation in order to make an 
informed and compelling analysis. Much of your grade will depend on how well you work 
independently within general guidelines; how effectively you adopt and adapt course instruction 
to your own work; how widely you seek relevant information; how thoughtfully you focus your 
writing; and how effectively you relate your specific focus to more general contexts, issues and 
perspectives.

Dropbox:

You will turn in all written work online via Dropbox (www.dropbox.com). Setting up the account 
and sharing your work with me (one folder per course) is simple if you follow the 
instructions at the site. You will need to be on a computer that lets you download and 
personalize the dropbox program. Name your shared folder for this course (your name)-
HIS381 so I can see whose it is. My email for the share invitation is carldyke@methodist.edu. 
Leave all submitted drafts of your work in this one folder to create an ongoing comprehensive 
record, or portfolio.

All work should be in doc, docx, odt, rtf or pdf format. If in doubt, doc is the safe choice.

Normally, when I have finished reading I will save a new copy of the paper to your dropbox 
with my comments and the grade (adding -cd to the file name). This step is a convenience, not 
a requirement. Dropbox is not certified FERPA compliant and your grade is private, so 
you may choose to opt out of this grade-delivery method, no explanation necessary. Let me 
know your preference by email (for my records) and I will be happy to communicate your 
grades by hand. Because part of the point of a college education is to prepare you for public 

http://www.dropbox.com/
mailto:carldyke@methodist.edu


professional work, your written work itself and its associated commentaries are public 
performances, and therefore not private.

Rewrites, mandatory and optional: 

Anyone may rewrite the first two essays to improve them (and the grade). Rewrites should 
reflect thought about course requirements, instruction, and the marginal comments from the 
first version. I recommend that you stop by office hours for clarification of my remarks. Always 
leave the old version in the dropbox, so I can track and assess the changes accurately. 

I expect college-level work. I will stop reading and assign an F to papers that show a consistent 
pattern of errors or that are just generally sloppy.  Papers will also generally fail for rating “1” 
for any of the categories of the “History Essay Rubric.”  Failed papers may be rewritten and 
resubmitted within a week for a possible passing grade, excepting of course the final paper.

Papers turned in after the week they are due will be penalized according to my mood, which 
tends to get worse as time passes. No late papers or rewrites will be accepted the last full week 
of class or after. 

Alternative requirements: You may propose and substitute another form of work for any 
one of these papers. I will negotiate the timing and relative weight of any or all of these 
requirements with any student within the first three weeks of receipt of this syllabus. After that 
time, the syllabus becomes binding.

Academic honesty: Cheating is wrong, and it is also an ugly way to live (for those of you 
taking philosophy: it is both ethically and aesthetically repulsive). Your work should be your 
work.  Please review Methodist University's Honor Code in the catalog if you are not already 
familiar with it. Learn, and use, proper references to credit your sources. This is your 
responsibility. Work based on uncredited sources will be considered plagiarized, will receive 
an F, and will be reported to the Honor Board. Plagiarized final papers will result automatically 
in failure of the class.  

Grading: See also the rubric sections below. All work will be assigned a letter grade based on 
my judgment of how well it accomplishes the criteria discussed in this syllabus. It is my policy 
to seek out the strengths in all work and grade it accordingly. Work with some good things 
about it and no fatal flaws will get some kind of C;  work that is pretty good overall will get 
some kind of B. The grade of A is for work that is at least good in every way and excellent in 
some important respect(s). I do not use a curve, so if every student performs excellently, every 
student will get an A.

My policy for determining the course grade is to eyeball your performance as a whole in the 
course. I will look at your work, think about what you contributed to and what you got from the 
course, and assign the grade that best sums up what you have done. This gives you credit for 
your strengths and guards you against excessive downgrading for real struggles in one area, 
but also means you don't get to blow off stuff and let one or two good grades carry you.

Students with Disabilities: Contact the Center for Personal Development (Pearce Hall, 630-
7150 or 7402) no later than the first week of classes. You and the Director of Disability Services 
will decide together on the appropriate accommodations.

QEP - The Quality Enhancement Plan: developing a culture of reading. Get between the covers!

Essay Guide:

A good historical essay’s purpose is to advance our understanding of history by means of 
accurate description and logical analysis. Taking sides is beside the point for this application – 
we want to know what was going on, how, and why in as much depth as possible. 

1. Introduction and thesis statement



The first paragraph introduces your topic and states your thesis. Start by setting the scene in 
time and place and introducing a general topic area. Then focus on a specific question, issue, or 
puzzle about that topic. Mention what sort of evidence you’ll be using to support your analysis 
and to establish your credibility. End up with a statement — your thesis — of the exact point, 
interpretation, or perspective you will be developing in the paper. This is what you figured out 
from your research and the thing you want every reader to learn from the paper.

Example (by Dyke):

Traditional family structures in China tended to reflect the general Confucian emphasis 
on harmony, order and hierarchy. Power and protection flowed downwards from men to 
women and elders to youngers, while obedience and service flowed upwards. As a 
consequence, family elders could expect to receive the respect and support of the younger 
generations, an arrangement that assured harmony and order throughout the extended family. 
[<--topic] Because of the subordination of women to men, however, the burden of this 
harmony was disproportionately borne by women who were expected to devote their lives to 
the care and service of others. [<--issue] As shown by a young woman named Ming's 
"Recollections" [<--evidence] the Communist revolution only gradually opened up opportunities 
for women to pursue more individual goals, and even through the 1980s women continued to 
be subject to the needs and wills of elders, fathers, and husbands [<--thesis].

2. Body of the paper

"Everyone is entitled to their own opinion, but not to their own facts." Sen. Daniel Patrick Moynihan

The body of the paper should develop your point, so it should flow logically from the thesis 
paragraph. Present and analyze ('break down') evidence. Explain how it develops 
understanding toward your thesis. Evidence may consist of quotations, paraphrases, statistics, 
examples from historical events, arts, or archaeology. 'Primary' sources (for example, 
quotations of Ming's own words) are the strongest, most convincing evidence because they 
come direct from the place and time in history you are studying. Every time you use any type 
of evidence you must cite your source, right there where you use it. This works in your favor 
because it builds credibility. You must also cite any 'secondary' source interpretation of 
historical events, such as a textbook or the editors of a document reader. There should be a 
source citation whenever you use someone else’s words (direct quotes or paraphrase), 
information, or ideas.

Note: Beliefs and feelings are part of perspective and bias in historical sources. Because we too 
live in history, we must become aware of how our own beliefs and feelings create perspective 
and bias by shaping how we see the past. Bad papers often boil down to the thesis “Yay 
me/us!” Good papers assess the perspectives and biases of sources (like Ming). You can even 
make your sources' perspectives and biases your topic!  

3.  Conclusion

Summarize your evidence briefly and nail down exactly how it shows that your thesis was 
correct or useful. Leave readers happy to have learned something from your fine research and 
reasoning.

Writing basics:

This class is writing-intensive, but because we can't always be starting from scratch it also 
assumes you have had a great deal of prior instruction in the basics of writing, paragraph 
structure, citation and so on. Our topic is history, using the things you've learned in English 
classes as means to our ends. For guidance in writing mechanics, I recommend the MU Writing 
Center (make your appointments early, they fill up fast). Purdue's Online Writing Lab is also an 
excellent resource: http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/.

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/


HISTORY ESSAY RUBRIC/EVALUATION MATRIX

1) Content and Concept 2) Argument/ 
Analysis

3) Organization 4) Evidence 5) Source 
Handling/Citation

6) Writing

5 – Topic is well-
defined, fully described 
and richly understood. 
Shows awareness of 
perspectives and 
historical contexts; 
develops reflective 
interpretation relating 
specific facts and 
situations to bigger 
patterns, ideas and 
dynamics.

5 –Features an 
interesting point, 
clearly asserted 
in the thesis, 
that is amply 
developed and 
supported with 
appropriate 
reasoning and 
evidence. 
Logical and 
persuasive 
overall.

5 – Thesis and 
introduction are 
clear, concise 
and address the 
assignment.  
Each paragraph 
has a clear, 
focused purpose 
and coherent 
relation to the 
whole.  

5 - Broad 
spectrum of 
appropriate 
sources found 
and effectively 
used. Accurate 
evidence directly 
supports the 
analysis.  
Sources are 
assessed for bias 
and placed in 
larger historical 
context.

5 – Every point 
and statement of 
fact is reliably 
attributed. Every 
fact, point, 
paraphrase and 
quotation derived 
from any other 
source is 
completely and 
helpfully 
documented.  

5 – Reliably 
clear and 
correct. 
Mastery of 
appropriate 
vocabulary. 
Fluid and 
perhaps 
even 
elegant.

4 – A little less than 5, a 
little more than 3.

4 4 4 4 4

3 – A little fuzzy or off 
track. Particular ideas 
or events may be 
adequately described 
but poorly understood; 
or broad perspective 
may be attempted 
without adequate 
foundation in specifics.

3 – Too much 
summary or 
assertion, too 
little supporting 
analysis or 
evidence.  

3 – Structure is 
evident but 
inconsistent. A 
little difficult to 
follow; may be 
jumpy, clumpy, 
choppy, rambly.

3 – Contains 
relevant evidence 
but lacks breadth, 
context or 
persuasive focus. 

3 – Citations are 
mostly complete, 
but some are 
sloppy. There is 
some confusion 
about the source 
of ideas or 
information. 

3 - Mostly 
correct. 
Some minor 
errors, but 
generally at 
college 
level.  

2 – A little less than 3, a 
little more than 1.

2 2 2 2 2

1 – Simplistic; narrow; 
without context, 
perspective or 
interpretive depth.  

1 - Lacks a clear 
point and 
coherent 
reasoning.

1 – Lacks logical 
structure and 
flow; random or 
disjointed; 
makes little 
sense.

1 - Lacks relevant 
evidence, reveals 
incomplete 
knowledge and/or 
contains 
inaccuracies.

1 – Elements of 
the paper meet 
the definition of 
plagiarism.  

1 - Major 
pattern of 
errors or 
many 
sloppy 
errors.

Rubric Explanation:  The purpose of writing in History is to develop and effectively 
communicate understanding of the past. For instruction and assessment in the History 
Department’s writing-intensive courses this purpose can be broken down into six overlapping 
areas, in the following order of relative importance:

1.) Content and concept. Insightful understanding of the past is at the core of any good 
writing in History. Elements of good historical understanding include awareness of diverse 
perspectives and historical contexts and relation of specific facts and situations to bigger 
patterns, ideas and dynamics. Excellent historical writers also interpret reflectively, 
understand themselves to be situated within history and correct actively for their own 
resultant biases.

2.) Analysis and argument. A pile of raw facts is not history (the name for such writing is 
“chronicle”). While all historical writing contains historical facts, better historical writing 



interprets and makes a point (thesis) about them. The thesis should be interesting, clearly 
asserted, amply developed and persuasively supported with appropriate reasoning and 
evidence. 

3.) Organization. Effective communication depends on organization. In good historical writing 
there is a clear, concise introduction that fully outlines the subsequent content. Each 
sentence and paragraph has a clear, focused purpose and coherent relation to the whole. 
An effective conclusion sums up the writing’s logic and persuasive value.

4.) Evidence. Good historical writing is evidence-based: accurate evidence directly and 
persuasively supports the argument. A broad spectrum of appropriate sources is visibly 
used; and/or a broad spectrum of interpretive strategies is used for each source. Sources 
are assessed for bias and placed in their larger historical context.

5.) Source handling and citation. All facts in history must be placed in an interpretive 
framework to become significant. Facts’ meaning and value are dependent on the nature 
and quality of that framework. It follows that to assess the quality of historical writing it 
must always be possible to backtrack facts to their original source through each intervening 
interpretive step. Therefore, in good historical writing it is especially important that every 
point, statement of fact, paraphrase and quotation is reliably attributed and helpfully 
documented.

6.) Writing. All of the above are in principle more important in the assessment of historical 
writing than ordinary writing mechanics. However, the best ideas are of no value if they are 
not effectively communicated. Reliably clear and correct writing in the appropriate 
vocabulary is the means of effective communication in History.

Title III:

This course will integrate the use of instructional technology. Examples of instructional 
technology include Smartboards, response systems (clickers), audio and video systems, 
computers, instructional software, Blackboard, digital cameras, lecture capture software, etc. 
Specifically, in this course we will be using laptops and av systems for historical research 
instruction and practice, and for writing workshops.


