POLITICAL ECONOMY AND SOCIAL CHANGE
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SECOND SYNTHESIS ESSAY

FALL 2005


Please write an essay of five to six double-spaced typed pages in response to one of the following questions.  Your essay should draw convincingly from all or nearly all of the recent readings, as well as lectures, films, and prior program readings.  It should work with the program materials in synthesis and analysis to show your reasoning, evidential support, and careful judgment in the development of your thesis.  It should be presented with appropriate grammar, sentence structure, proofreading, citations, and the usual bibliography.  It should have page numbers and a title.  Follow the detailed guidelines provided with the first synthesis essay. 

1. As the US moved through the 19th century and toward a fully capitalist mode of production, the franchise was widened several times to include growing numbers of the adult population.  This was not without its struggles and contradictions.  Ellen Wood reminds us that “capitalism has proved itself able to tolerate universal adult suffrage in a way that no other form of class domination has ever been able to do.”  Drawing on the program material, discuss this paradox both theoretically and historically in the US context.  

2. According to Marx, we make our own history but not under conditions of our choosing.  One of the most difficult questions in political economy is analyzing the relationship between structurally given political-economic conditions (forces and relations of production) and the actions people take (agency); that is, how each affects the other in order to “make history.”  Work with the relationship between these two factors to explain race, gender, and class inequalities and struggles from the early 19th century through the 1930s.  Be as specific as you can about the relative importance and the interplay between structure and agency. 

3. Examine how race and class have been used as a “dividing line” and a “unifying line” in the growth of the US society and economy.  How was “westward expansion” made possible by the use of race combined with the theoretical underpinnings of US society?  Based on Zinn, Drinnon, and several of the articles and other materials, how does the saying “How the West was Won” take on a different meaning from popular myth.  How would (did) Marx critique this expansion? 

Essays are due Friday 18 November in seminar.  Make one copy of your essay for your seminar leader and another to exchange with a member of your seminar.  

