Nipissing University

HISTORY 1505 -- History of the Modern World

2007-8
Second Term Essay

Due February 25, 2008
This assignment is worth 20% of your final course mark.

You are required to write an essay, approximately 8 pages long, based on one of the novels listed below.    In that essay you will show how historical events or trends affected a person or a group of depicted in the novel.
These novels are of course fictional works, and most were written in recent years by authors who are only little closer to the time being portrayed than you are.   For the purposes of the assignment, however, you are allowed to assume that your author has given an accurate account of the historical, geographical and cultural background in which he or she has placed the characters.    You are also allowed to assume that the characters are believable portraits of people of the time and place described. Your argument should focus on the historical forces discussed in your novel, not on the novel itself. For example, if you choose Mo Hayder’s The Devil of Nanjing, the focus of your argument should be on the Nanjing (or Nanking) Massacre, not on the author or the novel. Use the experience of character(s) in the novel as evidence to support the main argument you are making.  In other words, you must pretend that the novel is a primary source (like the documents you have used in your writing assignments) and use them as evidence to support an argument about the historical forces presented in your novel.
To succeed in this assignment you will need to formulate a clear thesis (as I sometimes call it) or argument (as Drs. Crane, Graff and Birkenstein call it), and carefully and systematically demonstrate its value.   A reader should be able to identify your thesis statement or argument, and follow you point by point, thorough the evidence you use, without being confused about the relevance of that evidence.    This is precisely what we’ve been practicing all year.
Although your main source of information will be the novel itself, you will also want to use historical books and articles about the time and place in which it is set.    At the very least, you will want to use your textbook; you are strongly encouraged to go beyond the textbook.   The authors of the novels put a lot of research and thought into their work, and in some cases drew on extensive personal experience.    They, and maybe their original audiences, knew a lot more about the setting of their novels than you do.   To get an accurate idea of what historical forces are acting on the characters, you will want to go beyond the novel and the short summary of events in the textbook.

Nevertheless, Worlds Together Worlds Apart is a valuable resource.  Your thesis or argument will need to be constructed on the model of They Say/I Say.  Your argument will be in agreement, disagreement, or partial agreement with a generalization or argument put forward by somebody else.   Where do you find another person’s argument to react to?   WTWA is a large collection of such arguments.   (Your reader, Discovering the Global Past, is another.)   WTWA shows you the big picture.   An obvious strategy for you is to see how the experiences of your novel’s characters fit into the big picture seen in WTWA.   Do those experiences make you more confident in particular judgments or generalizations made by  the textbook’s authors?   Or do they make you think that one or more judgments could be modified?  In either case, why? 
Avoid plagiarism by citing all work used in writing the paper in your bibliography, and by enclosing direct quotations in quotation marks (or by setting extensive quotations off by indentation).  See Rampolla for more on plagiarism and avoiding it.

 A common fault in student essays is neglecting to back up general points with good, convincing details.    If a character in your novel hated a neighbor, for instance, and this is an important point, at the least you will need to give a reference in a footnote, so that your reader can check the accuracy of your statement.    If hatred of a neighbor was a very important aspect of the character’s experience, you might want to include a quotation from the novel that makes your general point concrete, and brings the point to life.   Similarly, certain kinds of hatred might be an important part of the historical situation in which the novel is set.   A citation or perhaps a quotation of a historical source would be useful here, too.

At the same time, you will not want to write a paper that looks like it has been pasted together from a large number of quotations.   You have to control the paper, its voice has to be your voice, you have to give it a structure.

Good grammar, spelling and accurate word choice are all required.    Know the difference between there and their, its and it’s, affect and effect, and other commonly confused words.  Don’t confuse plurals (friends) with possessives (friend’s or friends’).    Spell your professors’ names right.    Proofread after you use the spellchecker.   Number your pages, and don’t count the title page as #1.  Act like you care about the reader – it makes a big difference.

The Rampolla book is an excellent guide to all aspects of writing history essays.

The novels:

Mo Hayder,  The Devil of Nanjing

Carlos Fuentes, The Death of Artemio Cruz 

Abdelrahman Munif, Cities of Salt 

Sembene Ousmane, God's Bits of Wood

Salman Rushdie, Midnight's Children 

The Campus Shop will not be ordering these books; you will need to acquire them through a bookstore (special order) or online.
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