
 

1 

 

The City in American Political Life 1776 – Present, 

Level 6 Course Descriptor 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

 

COURSE SUMMARY 

This third-year special subject analyses the role played by cities in American political and social 

life from the Revolutionary era to the present. The central goal is to examine and understand 

how urban areas, as physical and imagined spaces, have been part of the processes that have 

defined the US historical experience. Consequently, central themes include debates about 

republicanism and democracy; mass immigration, industrialization and mass production; 

notions of race, ethnicity and gender; social movements and political change; the relationship 

between city, state and federal branches of government; national anxieties during globalization 

and de-industrialization. 

The course explores the role played by cities in the Early Republic - where they were variously 

seen as a destabilizing ‘mobbish’ threat to republican virtue and as bastions of a burgeoning 

participatory public democracy - before examining the role of the industrializing north in 

exacerbating sectional tensions. Focusing on cities in the first half of the twentieth century will 

illuminate how transformative processes of mass production, migration and consumer culture 

fed into the emergence of the ‘New Deal order’. In the post-war period, we assess how social 

conditions in cities shaped, and were in turn transformed by, the emergence of civil rights 

militancy and Black Power politics. Finally, the course examines how processes of 

suburbanization, deindustrialization and the growth of an urban ‘Sunbelt’ set the stage for the 

rise of the New Right, before interrogating how polarized understandings of declining post-

industrial cities are connected to the faultlines within modern American politics and society. 
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COURSE AIMS 

The course aims to: 

• Probe key stages in American historical development through a thematic focus on 

the importance of urban spaces 

• Advance students’ powers of analysis, of interpretation, and ability to devise, 

formulate and criticize arguments regarding modern history 

• Develop an active understanding of the distinctive role played by cities in 

processes of historical change 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

On successful completion of the course, students will: 

KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING 

K1c Have acquired a sophisticated understanding of the American national 

experience, commensurate to a third-year special subject. 

K2c Have interrogated the key ideas and processes that have defined US history 

(e.g. democracy, immigration, racial inequality, deindustrialization) through a 

focus on urban spaces. 

 

SUBJECT SPECIFIC SKILLS 

S1c Have debated and explained the historical importance of cities within the broad 

contours of American historical development. 

S2c Be able to combine a range of historical approaches (political, social and 

cultural) through a unifying focus on urban spaces. 

S3c Be able to demonstrate refined skills of historiographical analysis through 

exposure to some longstanding debates about American historical development 

(e.g. exceptionalism).   

 

TRANSFERABLE AND PROFESSIONAL SKILLS 

T1c Utilise an advanced level of technical proficiency of written English, while 

effectively applying scholarly terminology, to critically evaluate, analyse and 

make judgements and apply these appropriately to a range of diverse contexts. 

T1c Be able to respond to different types of evidence accurately and adeptly. 

T2c Marshal independent ideas with confidence in written and oral forms. 

 
TEACHING AND LEARNING 

Students will have the opportunity to engage with: 

• 1 x virtual learning environment (VLE) 

• 16 x large-group hours 

• 4 x tutorial hours (individual or group tutorial) 
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• Weekly office hours 

Students are required to attend and participate in all timetabled sessions for this course and, 

with the ongoing support available, to manage their directed learning and independent study. 

Total study hours for this course are: 300. 

 

EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS 

Completing this course will help equip students with the capacity to: 

• Think on one’s feet when feet when presented with new and unfamiliar themes 

and source material. 

• Communicate independent ideas with growing confidence to peers and subject-

specialists. 

 

ASSESSMENT 

FORMATIVE 

Students will be formatively assessed during the course by means of set assignments. These 

do not count towards the end of year results, but will provide students with developmental 

feedback regarding their historical understanding and essay writing technique.  

SUMMATIVE 

Assessment will be in one form: 

AE: Assessment Activity Weighting 

(%) 

Online 

submission 

Duration Length 

1 Exam 100 No 3 hours N/A 

 

The examination will consist of a number of questions from which the student will have the 

choice of answering a specified number. The examination will be assessed in accordance with 

the assessment aims set out in the Programme Specification.  

Feedback on examinations is provided through generic internal examiners’ reports and are 

made available to the student on the VLE. 

 

FEEDBACK 

Students will receive formal feedback in a variety of ways: written (including via email 

correspondence); oral (within one-to-one tutorials or on an ad hoc basis) and indirectly 

through discussion during group tutorials. Student’s will also attend the formal meeting, 

Collections, in which they will receive constructive and developmental feedback on their term’s 

performance.  

Feedback is provided on written assignments (including essays, briefings and reports) and 

through generic internal examiners’ reports, both of which are posted on the College’s VLE. 

 



 
NCHHI674 THE CITY IN AMERICAN POLITICAL LIFE 1776 – PRESENT, LEVEL 6 COURSE 

DESCRIPTOR 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

4 

INDICATIVE READING 

Note: Comprehensive and current reading lists for courses are produced annually in the Course 

Syllabus or other documentation provided to students; the indicative reading list provided below 

is used as part of the approval/modification process only. 

BOOKS  

Corey, Steven H. and Krissoff Boehm, Lisa, eds. (2011) The American Urban Reader: History 

and Theory. London: Routledge. 

Fairfield, John D. (2010) The Public and Its Possibilities: Triumphs and Tragedies in the 

American City. Temple University Press. 

Isenberg, Alison (2005) Downtown America: A History of the Place and the People Who Made 

It. Chicago: Chicago University Press. 

Krissoff Boehm, Lisa, and Corey, Steven Hunt. (2014) America's Urban History. London: 

Routledge. 

JOURNALS 

Bowling, K. (2002). ‘From "Federal Town" to "National Capital": Ulysses S. Grant and the 

Reconstruction of Washington, D.C. ‘Washington History, 14, 8-25. 

Self, R. (2000) "'To Plan Our Liberation': Black Power and the Politics of Place in Oakland, 

California, 1965- 1977," Journal of Urban History, 26: 759-92. 

ELECTRONIC RESOURCES 

David Sirota, "Our Addiction to Disaster Porn," In These Times, January 30, 2010. Available 

at http://www.inthesetimes.com/article/5487/  

 

INDICATIVE TOPICS 

• The city in Revolutionary-era America 

• Political practices in the Early Republic 

• The antebellum city and the causes of Civil War 

• The ‘discovery’ of urban poverty 

• Urbanization and the making of the New Deal 

• Racial protest in the twentieth-century city 

• Suburbanization and the rise of the ‘New Right’ 

• Post-industrialisation and twenty-first century politics 

______________________________________________________________________ 

  

http://www.inthesetimes.com/article/5487/
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