Making of the Modern World

Module Tutor: Roberta Bivins

Week 18
SEMINAR QUESTIONS and conversation starters
· To what extent have national identities been forged against ‘others’ since the eighteenth century?  

· Has science been less central than politics in the rise and fall of race as an idea? 

· What impact did Western notions of individuality and identity have on the formation of modern Chinese identity and nationalism?
Exploring the readings
Interviews with former slaves: read samples
Sample One: ‘Conjuration’. Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936-1938 Georgia Narratives, Volume IV, Part 4 Type: compilation; written by Louise Oliphant, edited by John N Booth, district Supervisor. Taken from multiple interviews, using very extensive quotations from oral testimony and only a little narration from interviewer describing interviewees. Examines magical beliefs and folk healing/sickness practices.
Sample Two ‘Lizzie Jones’ Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers' Project, 1936-1938 Texas Narratives, Volume XVI, Part 2 Ex-slave stories (Texas). Jones was an 86 Year old ex-slave born in Texas, who stayed with her former owners until four years after the Civil War.
What is the impact of recording these testimonies in dialect (ie the interviewer attempted to transcribe the accents, slang and speech patterns used by the interviewees, rather than transcribing it into standard English)?

How accurate and valuable are these accounts as sources for history? What are their strengths and weaknesses? What was the Federal Writer’s Project and why was it begun? [Consider the following quote from John Lomax of the national office of the Writers’ Project, a white Southerner whose prestige and drive facilitated the collection of the Slave Narratives: “It should be remembered that the Federal Writers' Project is not interested in taking sides on any question. The worker should not censor any materials collected regardless of its [sic] nature.”]
John Blassingame, 'Using the testimony of ex-slaves: approaches and problems,' Journal of Southern History 41 (1975), pp.373-392
John Blassingame did not use any of the Federal Writers’ Project interviews in writing his own book, The Slave Community: why not? Why was his choice so controversial? (See also Spindel)
Donna J. Spindel, 'Assessing Memory: 20th century Slave Narratives Reconsidered,' Journal of Interdisciplinary History (1996), pp. 247-261
Spindel raises a question: once you acknowledge the weaknesses of a type of primary source material, how should you as a historian then respond? Can you use the source, and if so how? So what are the weaknesses that have hampered ‘revisionist’ historians of slavery in using the slave narratives? What have they done to address these? (See also Blassingame)
Does Spindel believe that the Narratives are or are not useful historical sources? Do you find her use of psychological data on memory as a vehicle for assessing the validity of the Narratives compelling? Were the laboratory methods reasonable predictors for real-life recall?
L. Colley, Britons: Forging a Nation, 1707-1837 (1992, 96)

Uses extraordinary range of sources to explore the formation (and fluctuation) of a ‘British’ identity from Act of Union to the beginnings of Britain’s second Empire, with a particular interest on social and cultural history of military and political events -- a revolutionary way of handling this material when it was published… Is multiculturalism really a new concept in Britain? How were the Scots and Irish constructed as ‘others’ – and then reconstructed as Britons? How much of pre-British identity was preserved in the process, which aspects were retained, and why?
C. Waters, ‘“Dark Strangers” in Our Midst: Discourses of Race and Nation in Britain 1947-1963’, Journal of British Studies, 36 (1997), 207-38

Waters cites Benedict Anderson in his introduction: do you think ‘imagined communities’ work differently in a multiethnic than in a more homogenous nation/culture? What does Waters cite as the causes of change and/or decline for British national identity post WWII? What is the role played by race? And did ‘race’ really replace class as the quintessential British social problem/threat to social cohesiveness of the post War years?
Key points: the feminization and ‘domestication of national identity’ in Interwar years;  the elevation of ‘ordinariness’ as a national virtue and symbol; “commonsense racism”. Waters also explores role of anthropology and sociology in constructing ‘race relations science’, and the shift from biological to cultural ‘criteria of racial difference’.
Jonathan D. Spence, ‘Margaret Atwood and the Edges of History’, American Historical Review103(1998): 1522-25
Spence writes, “It is true that a novelist can have a snowfall or  an earthquake virtually whenever he or she chooses, whereas the historian seeks clear proof that snow did fall on such and such a day … But they both use the phenomena of weather and geology in similar ways, to deepen the meaning of their story. … As Atwood admirably phrases it, both historian and storyteller are at times ‘remembering as a personal experience an event at which [they] had not been present in the flesh’.” What does this mean for readers of historical texts?
What similarities and differences does Spence recognize between the novelist and the historian’s treatments of the past?
E. Barkan, The Retreat of Scientific Racism: Changing Concepts of Race in Britain and the US between the World Wars (1992)

P. Gilroy, ‘There Aint No Black in the Union Jack: The Cultural Politics of Race and Nation (1987
Readings for next week:
	Reading
	Student(s) responsible

	A. Smith (ed.), 


 Television. An International History (1998)‘Introduction’, pp. 1-6 & 'Epilogue,' pp. 264-7,
	

	R. Williams, Keywords (1988, latest): 'culture', 'ethnic', 'folk', 'mass', 'peasant', 'popular'
	

	T. J. Jackson Lears, 'A Matter of Taste: Corporate Cultural Hegemony in a Mass-Consumption Society,' in Recasting America: Culture and Politics in the Age of Cold War, (Chicago, 1989), pp. 38-57
	

	Hayden White, 'Historiography and Historiophoty,' American Historical Review (December 1988) [JSTOR]
	

	V. de Grazia ‘Mass Culture and sovereignty: the American challenge to European cinemas 1920-1960, Journal of Modern History, 1989
	

	. Curran & J. Seaton, Power without Responsibility. The Press and Broadcasting in Britain (4th edn) (1997)
	

	S. Dickey Cinema and the Urban Poor in South India (1993)
	


