History 199

Mid-Term Essay Assignment (15% of your final grade)

Due in class during Week Seven or by e-mail by midnight on February 27.
*
Late papers will be penalized a letter grade each day after February 27.  Papers 
turned in after noon on March 3, 2009 will receive a failing grade.

This assignment focuses on Ann Moody’s book Coming of Age in Mississippi.  This goal of this essay is for you to create a historical argument using primary and secondary sources.  The primary source in this case is Moody’s autobiography.  It is a piece of historical evidence, a first hand account of what it was like to grow up in Mississippi before and during the Civil Rights struggle.  Your secondary sources are the class lecture and your textbook, which give you a broad, synthetic view of the history of that period.  Writing a historical essay means you need to develop a coherent, original thesis and use it to analyze the primary source you are using along with secondary information.

History tends to be a useful subject for future lawyers and it is useful to think about writing your essay as though you were presenting a case at trial (think Law and Order).  If you believe the defendant is guilty, you need to explain why you think this is true and you need to present evidence to show that this is so.  If you merely affirm guilt without evidence, the jury will not convict.  Similarly, if you present evidence with no argument, the jury will not convict.  The same goes for the relationship between a thesis and argument.  You need to have an idea backed up with evidence.  An essay that lacks one of these components is not an essay, it is merely an argument or a collection of facts.  The skill you will develop by writing an essay is learning how to marshal your facts to prove a point that is interesting, compelling, and original.

The essay questions address issues of violence, education, political action and awareness, economics, and religion as experienced by Moody.  This should allow you to pursue in more detail an issue which is related to your own interests.  If you are an education major, for example, an analysis of Ms. Moody’s education may be of interest to you.

Below are five broad questions which address important issues in Coming of Age in Mississippi.  Consider one of the questions and use it to form your own thesis which you will use to analyze the book.  Be sure to construct a focused thesis which can be proven by the primary evidence presented in the book and secondary evidence from the lecture and textbook.  Remember that you do not have to answer all parts of each question.  The questions are designed to assist you in coming up with your own, more focused 

1.
How does racism operate in Mississippi during the late 1950s and 1960s?  What is, and is 
not permitted, in terms of relationships between blacks and whites?  What is the role of 
violence and physical coercion in preserving racial relations?  What other mechanisms to 
whites use to maintain order?  Are there generational or other differences between whites?  
What mechanisms to blacks use to avoid confrontation or evade racism?  

2.
Much of Coming of Age in Mississippi focuses on the education of Ann Moody.  What is 
her education like as a young black woman?  Where are her interactions with white 
education?  What does she think about the debate between integration (which was 
happening as she left school) and segregation?  What is the role and importance of 
historically black colleges and how does her educational path inform and shape her other 
actions?

3.
Analyze the path Moody takes from being politically conscious to political radicalization.  
How do her early experiences as a youth inform her political consciousness?  How does 
her education do this?  Why is she willing to take risks in her early adulthood?  What does 
she see as her own role in promoting the rights of black people?  How does she consider 
the role of non violence and does this change throughout the book?  Is she optimistic or 
pessimistic about the prospect for racial equality by the end and why?

4.
What is the economic role of blacks during this period?  What economic opportunities do 
they have and what is their economic situation in general?  How are blacks usually 
employed?  What is the importance of the role of blacks in organized labor?  How do 
blacks spend their money in this kind of economy?

5.
What is the role of the black church in social and political life?  What role does the black 
church play in maintaining the black community according to Moody?  What role did 
they play in the civil rights struggle?  What are Moody’s own personal views of religion 
and God and how did the civil rights struggle form these ideas?

