Theory and Method final paper questions/topics
Paper deadlines

Send your paper to gyorgy.toth@stir.ac.uk . You can decide to submit the paper at any of the three deadlines, but remember that the later you submit it, the less of a chance you may have to rewrite if you want to improve your grade!

Monday January 12, 2015 

Monday January 19, 2015 

Monday January 26, 2015 

Choose just ONE of the following questions, and write an 8-10 page essay in answer to that question. (You will not be penalized for going over in length or submitting a shorter paper; however, understand that you need enough space to demonstrate your mastery of the course’s theoretical approaches and case studies.) Each of these questions asks you to grapple with some of the ideas and themes we have covered in this course.

The assertions and arguments you make in your paper must be based on the course readings and lecture material.  Where applicable, you should discuss at least 4 course readings.  You are welcome to include outside material that is relevant to the topic, provided it does not get in the way of your discussion of the course material; however, you are not required to do so.

The essay requires deep analytical engagement with at least 4 course readings. This means you need to not merely restate the information from the reading. In order to get a good grade, you need to analytically critique / evaluate the ideas and conceptual models in each reading, and when asked in the topic, you need to use them to build your own analytical model. 

Note on scholarly models

Remember that a scholarly model includes the topic, the sources, the methodology, and the major concept(s). While some scholars provide neat statements like the one below (usually in their introduction), others build their model throughout several chapters of their work. This means that you will have to work on reconstructing and understanding each scholarly model. You need to carefully re-read the introduction, and also pay careful attention to how a scholar uses their sources, and with what methods. (If you find you want to look at the whole book by any one scholar, remember that most books are in the library on closed reserve.)

Hypothetical one-sentence summary of an analytical model (usually it is stated in several sentences): 

“Aribert Schroeder uses the close reading of U.S. State Department diplomatic cables from government archives to explain how the Bush Administration was responding to Europeans’ anti-war sentiment around the invasion of Iraq.”

Paper questions/topics

Your professor is open to discussing and authorizing any other paper topics – as long as you ask him about this early enough. 
1. According to Gene Wise, American Studies began “as [a] revolt against the established order […] the traditional disciplines.” Based on your reading and thinking, do you agree? Do you think that American Studies is continuing in anything like a “revolutionary” tradition, or would you use some other thematic model to explain the evolution of the field? In other words, critique this explanatory model for the history of American Studies.

2. Evaluate Turner’s “frontier thesis” in its original historical and scholarly context, and discuss how various paradigms of American Studies have revised “the frontier” to fit their own scholarly and social-political concerns. Are these separate paradigms, or only updated versions of Turner’s framework? How can you explain the fact that many formulations of American Studies directly or indirectly worked with the idea of the “frontier”? What are the strengths and the weaknesses / blind spots of the concept in itself, and of the ways in which it used in subsequent frameworks? Do you see a future for this concept in American Studies? In what forms/frameworks?
3. Based on the scholarly models you have seen in this course, write a “position paper” that articulates your own preferred framework for scholarship in American Studies. In other words, if you had to pick one or merge several of these paradigms for your own scholarly project, which framework would it be? Understand that this question asks you to both critically evaluate your favourite scholarly model from the ones seen in this course (discussing the strengths and weaknesses of its topics, themes and concerns, its thesis and assumptions, and its methodology, including its use of sources/evidence/data. Then apply your preferred framework on a project you would do if you had enough resources for it (such as time and research funding). This latter part of the essay is an opportunity for you to start thinking and writing about something that could then become your actual Master’s Thesis project!

4. What seems to be the relationship between war and knowledge in the interdisciplinary field of American Studies? Your examples may include the following conflicts:
- The “Indian Wars” accompanying the Euro-American settlement of the frontier

- World War Two

- The Cold War

- The US war in Vietnam

- The Global War on Terror

This question asks you to construct some kind of model of how the various knowledge regimes / paradigms of American Studies are related to the wars in which the United States as a country has been involved. (Here “war” means a conflict that is acknowledged to be such by the participants or by a wide intellectual consensus in the aftermath. The conflict does not have to be called “war” in contemporary parlance to count as such.) Your essay should grapples with questions such as – 
- Has American Studies scholarship served to bring about, help in, or resist the urge to enter, war?

- How has a war affected American Studies scholarship while it was carried out, and in its aftermath?

- Has American Studies been used by various actors as a means to wage war on behalf of the United States? As a substitute/replacement for war? How did this happen and why?

- Has American Studies ever become a virtual battleground in a conflict between various parties? (Not necessarily governments) What were the stakes of the struggle, and how was it waged?

5. One of the ways in which American Studies responded to the upheavals of the 1960s was to study how class, “race”/ethnicity and gender structured the experience of various groups of Americans in the past and the present. Arguably, the time of this “iron triangle” is past. Explain the potential and limits of such methodologies, and make a case for why they no longer suffice for scholarship. Conversely, make a case for their continued use to explain the 
6. Take a major recent (in the last 3 years), current (in the 6 months) or breaking (within 2 of the time of writing) development in the US or in the world with US involvement, and do an intellectual exercise of evaluating how 4-6 different American Studies paradigms would respond to it in scholarship. Recent examples include:

- The acquittal of white police officers for killing black men

- The congressional report on the methods of the CIA in fighting the Global War on Terror

- President Obama’s change of US foreign policy regarding Cuba 
7. “Postmodern” scholarship – in American Studies and elsewhere – demands that the scholar be frank and upfront about their own position in their own scholarship, and articulate their own personal motivation and personal and scholarly biases. Based on your readings in this course, evaluate the scientific value and limits (weaknesses/pitfalls) of such self-reflexive writing. (Remember that some writing styles are more self-reflexive than others, depending not only on the paradigm, but also on personal writing style. Also pay attention to especially the preface/foreword and introduction to each text. You are encouraged to look at the entirety of each book we read.)

8. Take a related inter/disciplinary approach and demonstrate its applicability to the field of American Studies (a la Meland et al., Fisher Fishkin, etc.) – with special emphasis on its methodology and explanatory potential, as well as its limits. Some examples may include:

- Queer Studies

- Animal Studies

- Performance Studies

- Historical Anthropology

- Sociology

- The history of medicine

For this, you may need to do some minimal reading in the approach you are advocating. Try to get a solid grasp / articulation of it as a knowledge paradigm, and a sense of the kinds of case studies in this field that you should mention in your essay.

Do NOT pick an approach that has been decently covered (written about) in our course.

TIPS FOR SUCCESS WITH YOUR PAPER

1.  Read over this document at least two more times to make sure that you understand how you are expected to write your final paper. Then choose your question carefully.  And choose it promptly. Make sure to contact your professor with any questions you may have (remember: most of your questions should be answered by this document!)  

2.  Carefully choose the readings you will be referring to in your argument.  The selection of relevant readings is an important part of the assignment.

3. Before you start writing your essay, you need to carefully review the readings that you will be using in your argument.  Read over the notes you have taken on each reading, along with your notes from the discussions and lectures. And re-read the individual texts themselves.  Use all this to work out how you will interpret them in the essay.

4. Work out what your argument will be before you start writing.  Draft a plan of the paper.  What will you write in your introductory paragraph?  Carefully craft your thesis argument into one or at most two sentences. (Use a version of the formula “In this paper I will argue/prove/demonstrate/show that…”) In which order will you discuss the readings?  What will your conclusion say?

5. Avoid simply relying upon what has been said in class discussions and lectures.  You must come to your own conclusions about the material.  Similarly, while you should of course summarize the content of each reading, you should do this as succinctly as possible, so as to focus on your own interpretations and evaluations of each reading.

6. You are writing an academic essay in English. Use academic language in your paper. Avoid sloppy and conversational language; e.g. beginning paragraphs or sentences with a casual phrase (‘Another thing is that’, ‘Now let’s move to’, ‘With’, ‘Moving on’, etc), and clichés and platitudes (“America is the land of the free”).

7. Do not plagiarize – do not use someone else’s words OR ideas without acknowledging their sources.  The easiest way to do this is to cite the source at the end of a sentence in a bracket: ([author], [page number]), e.g. “to escape the burden of the past” (Jasper, 5), or in footnotes. You can use any of the major citation formats (Chicago Style, MLA, APA, etc.), but use it consistently. For instructions on how to cite your sources, please use reference works in your library, or a trustworthy website on the Internet (affiliated with a major publishing house or a university).
8. If you include quotations from the readings, it is extremely important that you fully analyze that quote.  You will be penalized for merely using quotations as “filler” material to lengthen the paper, i.e. inserted into the paper without being introduced, situated, explained, and evaluated.

9. While some U.S. cultures may allow you to refer to people you don’t know personally by their first name, please pay your respects to your historical figures by referring to them by their family names: thus please call people like Frederick Douglass not “Fred” but “Douglass” in your writing. The same goes for the authors whose scholarship you have been reading.

10. Always leave enough time to proofread your work before handing it in, checking for spelling or grammatical errors, typing mistakes, and sloppy expression.  If you write a sentence that you suspect is not entirely clear, you can be sure that your professor is not going to understand it at all.
11. Give your essay a suitable title.  You should also indicate which question you are answering.

12.  While it is important to “compare and contrast” readings, do not be content merely with comparisons and contrasts.  You also need to develop a larger argument that builds on these observations.

Note on formatting your paper

All written work must be typed in 12-point Times font, double-spaced, with the default margins (i.e. 1.25 inches), spell-checked, and stapled, with your name and page-number on each sheet.

