THE MAKING OF MODERN AMERICA: 

The United States Since 1920

REVISION GUIDE

These notes are designed to help you prepare for the final exam. Remember that the exam is worth 75% of your overall grade.

“Revision” is, in fact, a misleading term. Rarely will your old notes be sufficient to get you through the exam. Instead you should regard the “revision” period as the time when you begin to really understand the work you have done this year, to make connections and to deepen your understanding of the historiographical debates surrounding each topic. I would recommend that you spend at least ten days solidly preparing for this exam (which means beginning your revision long before that since you presumably have other exams to sit as well.)

Section A: ADVICE ON REVISING FOR EXAMS

There is, of course, no one “right” way to revise. What I offer here are simply a few suggestions that may help.

Stage 1: understanding the problem

Begin by looking at the specimen exam paper included in Section E of this guide. You can also find the paper I set the first time I taught this course on the web at http://exam-papers.ucl.ac.uk/SocHist/History/2004/hist1508_04.pdf
Could you answer at least three essay questions on each paper?  

Then, carefully go through the "questions to consider" on the lecture handouts and on the web site. Work out where your strengths and weaknesses lie. Section B of this guide contains a list of the topics we have covered in the lectures and classes. There will be no questions on the exam paper that are not covered in this list, but of course, not all of the topics will come up. 

Read Section D of this guide, in which I briefly set out some of the “key themes” of the course. It might help to structure your thinking about the processes of change and the meaning of events in this period.

Stage 2: consolidating your knowledge and stimulating your ideas

When you have identified the scope of the task ahead, ask yourself the following questions about each topic:

1) What are the principal analytical questions one could ask about this topic?

2) What answers have historians provided to these questions in the past?

3) What evidence have these historians used to support their case?

Answering these questions well will require you to use several sources:

· Your old notes from lectures, books &  journal articles.

· The books and articles listed in section D of this guide

· Book reviews, to be found on JSTOR and in the back of journals

· The primary sources on the web site

Each of these sources is important. By the time you come to sit the exam you should have created a new set of concise and focused notes for each topic based on all these sources and answering the three questions above.

Stage 3: focusing on exam performance

Practice producing some essay plans so that you get into the habit of structuring answers to questions and using your knowledge strategically. 

Write some timed essays (which I will be happy to look at).

Remember that examiners are assessing the quality of your historical understanding, the extent to which you have fulfilled the objective of writing a sophisticated and coherent argument well-supported by relevant evidence. (See the History Department Undergraduate Handbook for detailed programme objectives and for a breakdown of what each classification means.)

In particular, when writing essays in exam conditions make sure that you:

1.  FULFIL THE RUBRIC (i.e. in this case answer THREE questions).  

· A short or non-existent third essay will bring down your mark sharply.  Do the maths: two essays each of which get a mark of 60 but no third essay gets you a lower score than three essays each of which get 55.  Time yourself strictly so that you spend no more than 60 minutes on each essay.

2. ANSWER THE QUESTION. 

· Do not present a collection of facts about a topic but organise your answer so that it provides a focused and coherent answer to the specific question set. It follows from this that narrative detail gets you no credit at all unless you explain why it is relevant.

· So: always pause before you start writing. Plan your essay first and make sure that you understand what the question is really getting at: try to explain and define ambiguous phrases or words. 

3. WRITE CLEARLY AND TO THE POINT.  

· Don’t waste valuable time with an introduction that ‘provides some background’. Don’t digress. Don’t include material merely because it’s interesting (include it only if it’s pertinent.)  

· But at the same time, make connections clear. Explain WHY something is important or relevant.  Remember that the examiners are looking for a coherent and informed analysis.  You will not be marked down for coming to the ‘wrong’ conclusions, only for NOT MAKING AN ARGUMENT AT ALL.  (Or for making an argument that is not supported by evidence and that reveals a lack of knowledge of the literature.)

· STRUCTURE your answers clearly, with each paragraph making a point that clearly relates to the question.

· Remember that all history essays are also historiographical essays. You should be explicit about different historical interpretations and evaluate them.

Section B: REVISION TOPICS

Below are a list of the topics we have covered in the lectures and classes. 

N.B. Note that some of these topics over-lap with one another. Note also that some have clearly been given more weight than others in the teaching of the course. There are obviously other ways of organising this material but it may help you know that this is the structure I had in mind when I set the exam!

i. The New Deal Era

The 1920s (week 2)

The New Deal 

The impact of World War 2 (weeks 3, 4  & 5)

ii. Race Relations (weeks 5, 6 & 11)

iii. The Cold War era

Anticommunism (week 7, 9  & 10)

Society and Culture in the Cold War (week 8)

Presidencies of Eisenhower, Kennedy and Johnson (weeks 9, 10, 12 & 13)

Great Society liberalism (week 12)

iv. The social crises of the 1960s (weeks 12, 13 & 14)

v. Politics & society since 1968

The rise of the new conservatism and the on-going debate about the 1960s (weeks 15, 16 & 17)

Politics and Society since 1990 (weeks 18 & 19)

Section C: THEMES OF THE COURSE

There are many different “themes” that could be identified in the history of the USA in this period. Here are four, inter-linked ideas. Thinking about the course thematically in this way may help you to see connections and patterns that you have not spotted before.

1. The rise and fall of the "New Deal order". 

This is not just about the ascendancy of the Democratic party between 1932 and 1968 (although electoral politics certainly serves as a useful barometer here) but in a broader sense it is about the development and then collapse of a political consensus which favoured the expansion of government to aid working people and provide economic security. 

How deeply embedded was such a consensus in the US? When did it begin to unravel and why? Think particularly about the differences between the New Deal and the Great Society: was there a shift from the principle of taxing the few to benefit the many to policies which could be portrayed as taxing the many to benefit the few? Which groups in American society supported the New Deal order and why did they turn against it? 

At the heart of the New Deal was the claim that government could be used to benefit the people as a whole. How was this faith in government created in the first place and how and why was it undermined? What, for example, was the role of the Vietnam war and the Watergate scandal and what was the impact of media reporting of politics on public trust in politicians and government?

2. Race and identity. 

Race is a highly complex issue. In what ways did race relations and the discourse of race changed over this period? How is race related to class? (Think for example about the impact on race relations of the development of a black middle class since the 1960s.) And in what way is it related to gender? (Think about the purposes of lynching in the Jim Crow era). Remember that the issue of race is not simply about black history it is also about how race has affected people's sense of identity (notions of "whiteness" or "ethnicity"). How has race affected political alignments and political rhetoric?

3. Culture wars: debates over the meaning of the nation

Throughout the course we have emphasised the tensions over moral, religious and cultural issues. In the 1920s, prohibition and immigration were central to political debate. The 1960s saw the erosion not only of Jim Crow in the South, but, more broadly, of a post-war "victory culture" -- a vision of American identity that was rooted in the certainty of American power and a profound sense of cultural and social unity. Challenges to this complacent consensus can be described terms of the increasing inability of white Anglo-Saxon protestants to control the dominant culture (always remember that emancipation for one group is a challenge to the authority of another). 

Why have cultural questions been so salient throghout the twentieth century and beyind and why have they been particularly divisive at certain moments?

How has the rise of multiculturalism and a "rights revolution" affected conceptions of American identity?

4. Modernity and its discontents

What does modernity mean? In the 1920s and ever since many Americans celebrated the modernity of their technologically innovative society while others harboured profound reservations. How has economic development affected culture and self-awareness? What has been the impact of urbanisation and suburbanisation? Has a "culture of consumption" undermined "traditional values" and if so, how and why? Has economic growth and the expectation of rising standards of living transformed the meaning of the "pursuit of happiness"? How did the 1960s cultural revolution with its emphasis on self-realisation and "authenticity" affect the lines of division in American society? And why in the midst of a society often seen by itself and by outsiders as the epitome of modernity have fundamentalist religion and the idea of tradition remained such powerful forces?


Section D: REVISION READING LIST

1. Book reviews can be a source of inspiration, especially the review essays published in Reviews in American History (available on the web via JSTOR).

2. Peter Parish’s Reader’s Guide to American History, will make this whole process much easier. Fail to use it at your peril.

3. The following is an indication of some of the most useful books for revision purposes:

i) New Deal Era

David M. Kennedy, Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929-1945 (1999)

Anthony J. Badger, The New Deal: The Depression Years, 1933-1940 (1989)
Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform: New Deal Liberalism in Recession and War (1995)

ii) Race relations

Pete Daniel, Standing at the Crossroads, (1986)

Adam Fairclough, Better Day Coming: Blacks and Equality, 1890-2000 (2001)

Robert Cook, Sweet Land of Liberty? (1998)

iii) Cold War Era

William H. Chafe, The Unfinished Journey: America Since World War II (1999)

James T. Patterson, Grand Expectations: The United States, 1945-1974
Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (1988)

Paul Boyer, By the Bomb’s Early Light: American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age (1985)

iv) 1960s

Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin, America Divided: The Civil War of the 1960s (1999)

Allen J. Matusow, The Unraveling of America: A History of Liberalism in the 1960s

Todd Gitlin, The Sixties: years of hope, days of rage

Charles Kaiser, 1968 in America
David Burner, Making Peace with the 60s

Robert Buzzanco, Vietnam and the transformations of American life

Dominick Cavallo, A fiction of the Past: The Sixties in American history

v) Politics & Society since 1968

Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (2001)

Jonathan Schell, The Time of Illusion (1975)

E. J. Dionne, Why Americans Hate Politics (1991)

Joe Klein, The Natural

William C. Berman, America's Right Turn

Section E: SPECIMIN PAPER

MAKING OF MODERN AMERICA: The United States since 1920

ANSWER THREE QUESTIONS IN THREE HOURS:


1. To what extent did the Republican and Democratic parties represent opposing sides in a "culture war" during the 1920s?

2. What was the impact of Franklin D. Roosevelt's presidency on the party system?

3. EITHER a) Compare the impact of Roosevelt's New Deal on women and African Americans.

OR b) Compare the impact of Roosevelt's New Deal on the rural and urban poor.


4. To what extent were EITHER American blacks AND/OR women able to translate the economic gains of World War II into political gains and civil rights?

5. Is the idea that American society in the 1950s was characterised by consensus, strong families and clear moral foundation no more than a myth?

6. Is Kennedy's posthumous reputation a fair reflection of his achievements in office?

7. Account for the potency of anti-communism in American politics and culture since 1945.

8. What determined whether direct action protest between 1960 and 1968 succeeded or failed?

9. "The main problem with the Great Society is that it did not seriously confront socio-economic inequality or seek to redistribute wealth". Discuss.

10. What difference did political assassinations make to the politics of the 1960s?

11. EITHER
 a) How and why did the Republican party recover so quickly from the Watergate crisis?


    OR 
  b) "The politics of inflation and stagnation, not issues of culture and race       fragmented the Democratic party in the 1970s and 80s". Discuss.

12. How far did the Reagan presidency succeed in implementing a conservative agenda?


13. What was the impact of the end of the Cold War on American culture and society?

14. "Bill Clinton's great achievement was to block the consolidation of conservative political dominance; he could have hoped for no more than that." Discuss.

15. EITHER a) How important has religion been in American politics since 1920?
OR

b) Why has abortion been such a salient issue in politics since 1973?


16. "A crucial feature of the political apparatus in America is that greater differences are harbored within each major party than the differences existing between them." (Port Huron Statement, 1962). Do you agree?



END OF PAPER

N.B. IMPORTANT CAVEATS: 

· There will be a choice of three from fifteen or sixteen questions in the exam, but not necessarily any "either/or" questions. 

· You should not assume that the balance of the paper -- in terms of the emphasis given to each topic -- will  be the same as in this specimen paper…

· …but you can assume that there will be at least one question that will be thematic in nature and will cover the whole period from 1920 to the present day.

PAGE  
4

