
Prof. Riney-Kehrberg   History 610  6:00-8:30, p.m., Monday 
  

Seminar on American Rural Life 
 
In this seminar, we will be studying the history of the rural United States, from the late 
18th century to the year 2000.  We will read and discuss books and articles on the 
subject, and will study the subject from a number of temporal and geographic 
perspectives.  The overriding question for the semester will be what is rural America, 
and what are the most effective ways to study this often neglected portion of the 
nation? 
 
Required Texts: 
 

Neth, Mary.  Preserving the Family Farm:  Women, Community, and the Foundations 
of Agribusiness in the Midwest, 1900-1940.  Johns Hopkins University Press. 

 
Ulrich, Laurel Thatcher.  A Midwife’s Tale:  The Life of Martha Ballard Based on Her 
Diary, 1785-1812.  Vintage Books. 

 
Valencius, Conevery Bolton.  The Health of the Country:  How American Settlers 
Understood Themselves and Their Land.  Basic Books. 

 
Articles, available on JSTOR: 
 

Clark, Christopher.  “The View from the Farmhouse:  Rural Lives in the Early 
Republic.”  Journal of the Early Republic 24, 2 (Summer 2004):  198-207. 

 
Fry, John.  “Good Farming – Clear Thinking – Right Living”:  Midwestern Farm 
Newspapers, Social Reform, and Rural Readers in the Early Twentieth Century.”  
Agricultural History 78, 1 (Winter, 2004):  34-49. 

 
Jensen, Joan.  “Sexuality on a Northern Frontier:  The Gendering and 
Disciplining of Rural Women, 1850-1920.”  Agricultural History 73, 2 (Spring, 
1999):  136-167. 

 
Kline, Ronald and Trevor Pinch.  “Users as Agents of Technological Change:  The 
Social Construction of the Automobile in the Rural United States.”  Technology 
and Culture 37, 4 (October 1996), 763-795. 

 
Readings will be assigned to specific weeks.  Since participation will account for a 
substantial portion of your grade, being prepared with each week’s readings is essential 
to your grade -- not to mention the success of the class. 
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September 5 Labor Day holiday, no class.  
 
September 12  Discuss Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Midwife’s Tale.  Paper proposals  
   due.  Be prepared to discuss yours with the class. 
 
September 19 Discuss Conevery Bolton Valencius, The Health of the Country.  

Discussion of research/writing for historians.  
 
September 26  Discuss Mary Neth, Preserving the Family Farm.  Progress reports 

from all students. 
 
October 3 Required individual fifteen minute conferences, either during office 

hours or class time.  Sign up.  
 
October 10 Work week, no class.  Professor available for consultation during 

office hour and class time.  
 
October 17  Work week, no class.  Professor available for consultation during 

office hour and class time.  
  
October 24 First drafts due by 6:00 p.m.  Papers to be handed in to professor 

and to class.   
 
October 31  Paper presentations/group critiques begin. 
 
November 7  Paper presentations/group critiques continue. 
 
November 14  Paper presentations/group critiques continue. 
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Students choosing this option should familiarize themselves with the form that 
historiographic essays normally take.  For example, please see the following, 
available in JSTOR. 
 
Robert P. Swierenga, “Theoretical Perspectives on the New Rural History:  From 
Environmentalism to Modernization,” Agricultural History 56, 3 (July 1982):  495-
502. 
 
David Blanke, “Consumer Choice, Agency, and New Directions in Rural 
History,” Agricultural History 81, 2 (Spring 2007), 182-203. 
 

Late policy: All assignments, unless otherwise noted, are due at 6:00 PM on the day to 
which they are assigned.  If you require an extension, you must notify me before 
missing the assignment, and will have to present a good excuse (meaning a verifiable 
family emergency or illness).  If I ask for verification, you must provide it. If you do not 
contact me ahead of time or your excuse is unacceptable, your assignment will lose 10 
points for every week day that it is overdue, beginning on the day it was due.  Plan 
ahead.  Last minute computer glitches are not acceptable excuses for lateness. 
 
Presentations:   
 
All seminar participants will be required to present their projects to the class, and 
participate in critiques of their colleagues’ work.   The presentation should be a ten 
minute discussion of the highlights of the paper – its thesis, materials used, problems 
confronted.  All students will read all of the papers being presented in a given week.  
Two students will be the discussants, and prepare careful critiques of the paper, using 
the guidelines for article referees used by the journal Agricultural History, as provided 
by the professor.  One copy of the comments will go to the paper’s writer, another to the 
professor.  The discussants will have a total of ten minutes to present their critiques, 
and will lead the rest of the class in up to ten minutes of critique, for a total presentation 
time of 30 minutes.  The discussants will prepare separate critiques, and will decide 
how to divide the 10 minutes between themselves. 
 
 
 
 
 
Plagiarism: 
 

Plagiarism is using the words or ideas of others without giving credit where 
credit is due.  The rule is that you must give prompt acknowledgment that you have 
used someone else’s ideas by means of an endnote or footnote that refers to the page or 
pages in question. Paraphrases of someone else’s ideas must also be cited.  You must 


