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MAJOR THEMES IN UNITED STATES HISTORY
You will need to select one of these four themes as the central focus for your research projects this semester. Each theme is defined by general questions which estab​lish the context for the people, events, ideas, movements, issues, and sources that will be addressed in each historical period.


THEME 1: AMERICAN POLITICAL DEMOCRACY
Change and Continuity in American Democracy: Ideas, 
Institutions, Practices, and Controversies
This theme covers the development of American political democracy from the colonial period to the Civil War. It includes the basic principles and core political ideas developed through the American Revolution, the U.S. Constitu​tion, the Civil War, and the struggles over slavery.
First, what political, legal, philosophical, and religious traditions did Americans draw upon for their conceptions of democracy? Who were the leaders, what were their contributions, and what political and legal institutions developed? In what significant ways have these institutions continued? In what ways have they changed? 

Second, what core political ideas (e.g., individual rights and popular sovereignty) have been forces for unity in American society? What individuals and groups have maintained, tested, and influenced the evolution of these ideas? What primary documents include these commonly held political ideas (e.g., Mayflower Compact, Declaration of Independence, The Federalist Papers, Constitu​tion, Bill of Rights, Seneca Falls Declaration of Sentiments, and “I Have A Dream” speech)? 

Third, why has the Constitution survived, and why has it become a model political framework? How have Americans responded to inherent tensions and conflicts of constitutional democracy, such as reconciling the desire for liberty with the need for order, majority rule with minority rights, and liberty with equality?

Fourth, how has the cultural diversity of American society shaped the nation’s civic culture, political institutions, and political practices? What individuals and groups played important roles in raising and responding to issues about diversity and unity in the American body politic? What major political controversies arose about the issues? Which controversies have been resolved? And which have remained or re-emerged under other circumstances?

THEME 2: AMERICAN SOCIETY
The Gathering and Interactions of Peoples, Cultures, and Ideas
This theme covers the gathering of people and cultures of many countries, races, and religious traditions that have contributed to the American heritage and the development of American society.
First, what racial, ethnic, religious, and national groups formed this nation? Why have people immigrated to the land that became the United States and why has the country continued to attract so many immigrants? What have been the patterns and conditions of this immigration (e.g., voluntarily in search of economic opportunity, religious freedom, and political refuge; involuntarily in bondage as slaves; or under other conditions, such as indentured servants and contract laborers)? How has the racial, ethnic, and religious composition of the nation changed over time? What racial, ethnic, and religious tensions arose? What issues have been resolved? And what issues remain? What were the patterns of settlement? How and why have these settlement patterns changed?

Second, what common and diverse cultural traditions did Americans develop? How did Native Americans and other racial, ethnic, religious, and national groups contribute to the creation of a common culture in the United States as well as to the develop​ment of distinct ethnic cultures? What individuals and defin​ing events contributed to these developments? What roles have community and region played in these shared and distinct cultures? What primary documents and historical sources—such as original documents, speeches, cartoons, artifacts, photos, art, music, architecture, literature, drama, dance, popular culture, biographies, journals, folklore, historic sites and places, and oral histories—record the development of American culture?

Third, what have been the changing patterns of social organization in American society (e.g., class structure, social mobility, social discrimination, family structure, neighborhood, and community)? How have these patterns been reflected in the daily lives of Americans?

Fourth, what have been the roles of men and women in American society? How and why have these roles differed across racial, ethnic, regional, and class lines? How and why have gender roles changed?

THEME 3: THE AMERICAN ECONOMY

Economic and Technological Changes and Their Relation
 to Society, Ideas, and The Environment
This theme covers the transformation of the American economy from the rural frontier to the industrial city and its impact on society, ideas, and the environ​ment. This includes the influence of geography and the development of business, labor, and the impact of science and technology, a market economy, and urbanization.

First, how did the United States develop from a rural, agricultural economy to an urban, industrialized superpower? Who and what shaped American economic development? What were the human and environmental benefits and costs of this development? How have state and national governments responded to issues raised by economic developments and how have they participated in the economy?

Second, what ideas, values, and practices (e.g., individual entrepre​neurship, private ownership of property, laissez-faire econom​ics, a cheap supply of labor, free enterprise, monopolies, and government regulation) contributed to the development of the American capitalistic system? What types of labor systems developed and how did they influence society and the econ​omy? How has the economic system, including its ideas and values, adapted to changing conditions and changing de​mands? What forms of prosperity and opportunity resulted? How have the work lives and economic opportunities of various groups differed (e.g., men and women, racial groups, and people in different regions)?

Third, how have geography and economic and technological devel​opments influenced society and its values? Who contributed to these developments? How have these developments influ​enced how Americans make a living, where they live, their quality of life, and their natural environment?

Fourth, what have been major American achievements and develop​ments in science and technology? Who played key roles? How have these developments influenced the economy, the envi​ronment, and the rest of the world? What caused these devel​opments? What have been the most pressing economic, scientific, and technological issues? What has been the impact of scientific and technological developments elsewhere on the United States?

THEME 4: AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY
The Changing Role of America in the World
The move​ment from isolation to worldwide responsibility. This includes the impact of geography, resources, interests, and ideals on American foreign policy; relations between domestic politics and foreign affairs; and the influence of the American example and specific policies on the rest of the world and of other nations on the United States, and religious traditions that have contributed

First, how have the geographical location and resources of the United States, its ideals, its interests, and its power influenced its role in the world? How and why has that role changed? Who are the people who have played significant roles in international affairs and what is the role of public opinion in shaping foreign policy in a democracy? What primary docu​ments and historical sources record the key developments?

Second, how have the interests, institutions, ideologies, individuals, power, and activities of other nations affected the U.S.?

Third, how have the interests, institutions, ideologies, individuals, power, and activities of the U.S. affected other nations?

Fourth, how has life inside the U.S. been affected by the nation’s role in the world?

