History 696K
Biography and History

This course will look at biography as a form of historical writing. By studying biographies that approach the craft and their subjects from a variety of perspectives, the class will examine how biography shapes our understanding of the past. Among the questions to be examined are: how does biography reveal the historical circumstances of the subject’s life to give readers a broader understanding of the historical context of that life and the era in which the subject lived, and how effectively can contemporary readers explore the past through the prism of one person’s life?  Is biography, which presumes an empathetic relationship between writer and subject, a challenge to the idea of historical objectivity?  Can one write a biography without accepting the idea that history is logical, ordered, rationally explainable and progressive?  Does biography, one of the oldest forms of historical writing, challenge or complement contemporary approaches to the craft?
Requirements and grading:

Attendance is crucial.  A large proportion of the final grade is set aside for participation and a deduction of 3% from the final grade will be made for each class missed.  Of course, participation grades are not given simply for attending, but for participating actively, intelligently and positively in the class discussions.  You will know that a class is going well if the instructor does not speak very much.  In addition to participation, all students will write one book summary as well as an historiographical essay.

Book review (5 pages): 20%

Participation: 30%

Historiograpical Essay (20 pages): 50%

Sign up/registration for essays:

Because this course is team taught, students must sign up in advance to work on a particular topic.  Sign up sheets will be available in class beginning with the introductory class.   Students may only write on a topic for which they have signed up in advance.  There is a limit of three spaces available for each book review and two spaces for each historiographical topic. 

Book Review

Students choose one of the books from the supplemental list of works and present a critical analysis of that work.  The book review should deal with the following topics:

1) Author: information relevant to understanding the author and his/her work should be collected.  Is there anything in their biography that might influence the way they approach their subject? Do they, for example, subscribe to an ideology or a school of thought? What other works have they written?  How does this study fit into the corpus of their work?  

2) What is the context of the book?  What else is available on this topic and what are the book’s major rivals?  The easiest way to find this information is through book reviews (JSTOR and Book Review Index)

3) What is the main argument of the book? Does it make a convincing case?

4) Dissect the structure of the book - how is it organized? What is the topic of and main argument of each chapter?  Do the different chapters use the same methodology and sources?  Provide notes on each chapter appropriate for your own purposes, so that if you ever need to read the book again, the chapter summary will give you a clear impression of what you will find in the book.

5) How was the book received by historians and reviewers? You should summarize the main points of as many book reviews as you can find.  Did you find any of the reviews especially fair or unfair?

6) What overall conclusion can you draw from your reading of the book?  What did you learn from it?  What did you find convincing or unconvincing in it?

Historiographical Essay:

Students may choose to write a histoiographical essay dealing with the subject of any  of the weekly  classes.  They must sign up for a topic with an instructor in advance, however, and must consult the instructor of that class in order to define their topic. Like a research essay, an historiographical review must have a thesis.  It can be a fairly simple thesis - argument A (offered in these 6 works) is good and argument B (offered in these 6 works) is bad - but it must have a point which pulls together the works under consideration.  The next job is to organize the works read into broad interpretive schools and to explain what the works have in common and how they differ from works you are grouping in other interpretive schools.  Then bounce the books/schools off against each other: how are they organized, how are the sources used or the methods followed the same/different; what are the main arguments of each and which is more successful at proving its point.  The most important aspect of a comparative review is your assessment of the relative merits of each of the works or “schools” of interpretation.  But remember, you cannot just state that you think author A is an idiot; you have to provide the evidence to prove it.  The historiographical review should deal with at least 12 major works (or the equivalent in articles: 2 articles = a monograph) including the work assigned in the class 
Schedule
7 May   Introduction “biography and history”

Instructor: K. Racine 
Room: UG  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1MacKinnon Building, Room 309 
Topic:  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1what is biography?

-how and why do we do biography?

-the practice of biography over time

-how to write a biography 

-striking the balance between "the life" and "the times"

-tools of the biographical trade (including research skills useful for general research)
14 May  Varieties of Biography

Instructor: K. Racine

Room: UG  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1MacKinnon Building, Room 309
Topic:  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1-psychobiography - can we enter into the mind of another?

-biography across geography - can we enter into the culture of another?

-literary biography

-biography and limits/possibilities of other media: film, TV, internet, theatre, art

Readings: 

Anderson, James William.  “The Methodology of Psychological Biography.”  Journal of
    Interdisciplinary History   11, #3 (Winter 1981): 455-475   [available J-Stor]

Hughes, K J and Peter Horowitz.  “Organic Biography: The Death of an Art.”  Journal of 
    British Studies   12, #2 (May 1973): 86-104     [available in J-Stor]

Mardagant, Jo Burr.  “Introduction: The New Biography in Historical Practice.”  
    French Historical Studies 19, #4 (Autumn 1996): 1045-1058.   Special issue devoted
    to biography. [available in J-Stor]

Phillips, Carla Rahn and William D Phillips.  “Christopher Columbus in United States
    Historiography: Biography as Projection.”  The History Teacher 
    25, #2 (Feb 1992): 119-135. [available in J-Stor]

Pick, Daniel.  “Roma o Morte: Garibaldi, Nationalism and the Problem of Psycho-biography.”  History Workshop Journal 57 (2004): v-34.  [available in Project Muse]

and two articles of your own choice from the journal Biography, available through TRELLIS

21 May  Jacques Cartier

Instructor: A. Gordon
Room: UG:  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1MacKinnon Building Room 309
Thursday, May 21

Readings: all students must read: Gordon, Alan. "HEROES, HISTORY, AND TWO NATIONALISMS: JACQUES CARTIER." Canadian Historical Association Journal 10 (1999): 81-102.

Students must also read one of the following:

Barbeau, Marius.  La merveilleuse aventure de Jacques Cartier (Montréal: A Lévesque, 1934).
Dionne, N-E.  Jacques Cartier (Québec: L. Brousseau, 1889, 1934)
Desrosiers, Adélard.  Notre Jacques Cartier (Montréal: Editions Albert Lévesque, 1934).
Ferguson, Robert Douglas.  Man From St. Malo: The Story of Jacques Cartier (Toronto: Macmillan, 1959).
Stephen Leacock, The Mariner of Saint-Malo: A Chronicle of the Voyages of Jacques Cartier (Toronto: Glasgow, Brook, 1915)
Pope, Joseph. Jacques Cartier, His Life and Voyages (Ottawa: Woodburn, 1889).
Stephens, Hiram.  Jacques Cartier and his four voyages to Canada   (Montréal: Drysdale, 1890).

28 May   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Alison Rough c.1480-1535

Instructor: E. Ewan
Room: UG  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1MacKinnon Building, Room 309
1) the writing of biography in the Middle Ages, focusing especially on saints’ lives. We will look at the Life of a medieval queen and saint, Margaret of Scotland (c.1046-93)

2) modern biographies of medieval people. We will look at the life of a particular medieval woman, Alison Rough of Edinburgh, Scotland (c.1480-1535), and will discuss some of the problems faced by medieval biographers in writing about people who leave no writings of their own, and for whom the sources can be scattered and fragmentary. To what extent can imagination be used to supplement historical records?

Readings:

The following readings may be found on the website. Additional materials will be handed out in class

Part 1

Turgot, Life of Margaret 

Michael Goodich, ‘Biography 1000-1350’ in Historiography in the Middle Ages ed. D.M. Deliyannis (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 353-85.

Barbara Crawford, ‘Margaret, Saint, Queen of Scotland’ in The Biographical Dictionary of Scottish Women eds E. Ewan et al (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 250-51.

http://mw.mcmaster.ca/scriptorium/margaret.html
Part 2

Pauline Stafford, ‘Writing the Biography of Eleventh Century Queens’ in Writing Medieval Biography eds David Bates et al (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2006), 99-109.

Norman Cantor, Medieval Lives. Eight Charismatic Men and Women of the Middle Ages (New York, Harper Collins Publishers, 1994), preface.

E. Ewan, ‘Alison Rough: A Woman’s Life and Death in Sixteenth-Century Edinburgh’ Women’s History Magazine, 45 (Autumn 2003), 4-13.

4 June  Mahatma Gandhi/Winston Churchill
Instructor: D. Gorman

Room: UW Hagey Hall 117
Readings: Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 

· Entry for Churchill

· Entry for Gandhi

· The ODHB is available through TRELLIS.  Only 3 or 4 users can be online at once, so if it doesn’t work for you, try logging on later.
Supplementary List: 

Choose two of the following.  If you read two chapters from one source, that counts as your complete supplementary reading:

· Stefan Collini, “National Lives: The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,” Common 

Reading, Chp 23 (also in London Review of Books, 20 January 2005)

· Arthur Herman, Gandhi and Churchill 

(Choose any two chapters)

· David Reynolds, In Command of History: Churchill Fighting and Writing the Second World War (pp. 509-531)
· David Cannadine, “Statecraft: The Haunting Fear of National Decline,” in In Churchill’s Shadow

· Mohandas Gandhi, The Story of My Experiments with Truth

(Choose one chapter)

· Mohandas Gandhhi, Hind Swaraj 

(Counts as your full supplementary reading; in Library and 
available free online)

· Judith Brown, “India,” Oxford History of the British Empire, The Twentieth Century, Wm. Roger Louis, ed., 421-446.

11 June   Adolf Hitler
Instructor: G. Urbaniak

Room: WLU Woods Building 4-103

Readings: Ian Kershaw, Hitler (one volume 2008 Penguin or W.W. Norton biography.  Alternately, students may read the two volume biographies subtitled: “Hubris” and “Nemesis”)
18  June  Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt 
Instructor: A. Hunt

Room: Hagey |Hall 117
Readings:   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Doris Kearns Goodwin, No Ordinary Time, Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt. 

Simon & Schuster

25 June  Josef Stalin
Instructor: L. Friesen
Room: WLU Woods Building 4-103

Reading:  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Sarah Davies and James Harris, eds., Stalin: A New History.  Cambridge UP
2 July  Josephine Baker

Instructor: C. Comacchio

Room: WLU Woods Building 4-103

Reading:  Bennetta Jules-Rosette, Josephine Baker in Art and Life: The Icon and the Image .University of Illinois Press 
Supplementary Readings: 
Donnell, Alison and Pauline Polkey, eds. Representing Lives : Women and Auto/Biography. New York : St. Martin's Press, 2000.

Heilbrun, Carolyn G. Writing a Woman's Life. New York : Ballantine Books, 1989.
Miller, Nancy K. But Enough About Me : Why We Read Other People's Lives. New York : Columbia University Press, 2002.

Baker, Jean-Claude and Chris Chase. Josephine : The Hungry Heart.  New York : Random House, 1993.

Douglas, Ann. Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan in the 1920s.  New York : Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1995. 

Kalaidjian, Walter.  American Culture Between the Wars. New York: Columbia University, 1993.
Kammen, Michael G.  American Culture, American Tastes : Social Change and the 20th Century. New York : Knopf, 1999,

Kotynek, Roy and John Cohassey. American Cultural Rebels: Avant-garde and Bohemian Artists, Writers and Musicians from the 1850s through the 1960s. Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Co., 2008.

Rose, Phyllis . Jazz Cleopatra : Josephine Baker In Her Time. New York ; Toronto : Doubleday, 1989.

Zook, Kristal Brent.  Black Women's Lives : Stories Of Power And Pain.  New York : Nation Books, 2006.

9 July  Lyndon Johnson 
Instructor: J. Sbardellati

Room: Hagey Hall 117
Reading:  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Robert Dallek, Lyndon B. Johnson: Portrait of a President. Oxford UP 

16 Golda Meir

Instructor: G. Brockett

Room: WLU Woods Building 4-103

Reading: Elinor Burkett, Golda. Harper Collins
23 July  Jeanne Corbin

Instructor: C. Comacchio

Room: WLU Woods Building 4-103

Reading:  Andree Levesque, Red Travellers: Jeanne Corbin and Her Comrades. McGill-Queen's UP.
Donnell, Alison and Pauline Polkey, eds. Representing Lives : Women and Auto/Biography. New York : St. Martin's Press, 2000.

Heilbrun, Carolyn G. Writing a Woman's Life. New York : Ballantine Books, 1989.
Miller, Nancy K. But Enough About Me : Why We Read Other People's Lives. New York : Columbia University Press, 2002.

Doyle, James. Progressive Heritage: The Evolution of a Politically Radical Literary Tradition in Canada.  Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2002.

Johnston, Faith.  A Great Restlessness : The Life And Politics Of Dorise Nielsen. University of Manitoba Press, 2005. 

Kealey, Linda and Joan Sangster. Beyond The Vote : Canadian Women And Politics. Toronto : University of Toronto Press, 1989.

Kealey, Linda.  Enlisting Women For The Cause : Women, Labour, And The Left In Canada, 1890-1920 . Toronto : University of Toronto Press, 1998.

Khouri, Malek.  Filming Politics : Communism and the Portrayal of the Working Class at the National Film Board of Canada, 1939-46.  Calgary : University of Calgary Press, 2007.

McKay, Ian.  Rebels, Reds, Radicals : Rethinking Canada’s Left History. Toronto : Between the Lines, 2005

McKay, Ian.  Reasoning Otherwise : Leftists And The People's Enlightenment In Canada, 1890-1920.  Toronto Between the Lines, 2008. 

 Rak, Julie, ed. Auto/Biography in Canada: Critical Directions. Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier UP, 2005. 

Sangster, Joan. Dreams of Equality : Women On The Canadian Left, 1920-1950. Toronto : McClelland & Stewart, 1989.

Historiographical essays are due 6 August 

