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History 206: History and Geography of Current Global Events

Spring Quarter 2009

Instructor:  Martin W. Lewis

226 Lane Hall (Bldg 200); 725-9424; mwlewis@stanford.edu
Office Hours: Wed. 9:00-11:00. Thurs., 1:00-3:00

Course Goals

To understand most contemporary global issues and events, one must have a good grasp of underlying historical processes and geographical patterns.  Such an understanding should be specific, avoiding the kinds of broad-brush generalizations that are so commonly employed in the media.  Consider, for example, the communal rioting that occurred in several Nigerian cities two years ago.  A superficial reading might attribute these problems to a global “clash of civilizations” that pits Islam against Christianity, secularism, or some combination of the two.  A nuanced reading, on the other hand, would look at a multiplicity of factors, including the creation of Nigeria through British colonial rule, the indirect nature of that rule, the prior military power of northern Nigeria’s Sokoto Caliphate, the failure of post-colonial “nation building,” the post-colonial decay of the Nigerian state occasioned by massive oil-fuelled corruption, the demographic, educational, and resource imbalances of the country as well as its division into a large array of separate ethnic groups, and such international aspects as the global oil business, the spread of new Islamic institutions, the on-going Christian missionary endeavor, as well as global regulatory regimes and public opinion.  A geographical approach to such issues as the putative “clash of civilizations” would also entail examining areas – such as Ethiopia and Eritrea – where the idea fails altogether (here the lines of discord bear no relationship to the religious division of both countries between Christianity and Islam).  To put it simply, a tremendous amount of both historical and geographical knowledge is required to make basic sense of virtually all global issues.  Such knowledge, however, is often by-passed or unreasonably assumed in our otherwise admirable quest for general principles and over-arching theoretical constructs. 


The topics addressed in this class will depend on whatever issues happen to present themselves at the moment.  While we will certainly examine the major concerns of the day – conflict in Iraq, provocations in North Korea, and so on – we will by no means limit ourselves to them.  Seemingly minor issues – those that sometimes appear in single-paragraph articles in such sources as the New York Times (“Renewed Violence in Northeastern India”) – will sometimes be examined in some depth.  The concern here is with truly global coverage, rather than with the “war of the hour” outlook that so often skews our perceptions of international events.  


There is but one essential “text” for this course. You will be required to read The Economist each week. (You are responsible for finding the weekly edition yourself, whether through subscription, newsstands, libraries, or whatever.)  The Economist is a British-based newsweekly noted for its comprehensive global coverage in a convenient magazine-format.  Weekly discussions will be largely prompted by articles appearing in this periodical.  You are also recommended to purchase a world atlas. If you do not have an atlas, I would recommend Goode’s World Atlas, which is inexpensive (for an atlas) but generally quite good.  It is available in the campus bookstore.  We will be spending quite a bit of time looking at maps, and it is essential that you familiarize yourself with the basic contours of world geography.


It is important to note that The Economist – like all other periodicals – has a distinct political bias.  Its particular slant is that of classical liberalism, which in contemporary U.S. terms would translate as moderate conservatism with libertarian leanings.  For this reason, it is essential that other news sources also be examined.  Alternative political positions are especially important, as are views carried by periodicals published in other parts of the world.  Internet resources are vital here.  Students will also be asked to use their own linguistic resources to examine non-English sources on a regular basis. 


This course has three main components: classroom discussions, oral presentations, and research papers.  Each week of the class will constitute a distinct unit.  On Thursdays we will discuss whatever global events have occurred, and have been reported on, during the previous week.  I will attempt to elicit essential information from the class, supplying necessary background myself as needed.  Tuesdays, on the other hand, will be devoted to oral presentations by students.  Each student will be required to report on a particular part of the world, focusing on recent events that have brought the area to global attention.  Students are to provide analysis as well as background information culled from a variety of sources.  Such presentations must be succinct and must be orally delivered: you can certainly use notes, but DO NOT read a written report.  Be prepared for interruptions by the instructor; I will frequently ask for additional information or clarification, which will often turn your oral presentations into dialogues. Presenters should provide handouts for the class, containing (but not limited to) at least one map and a timeline.  Presenters should also provide me with a list of sources that were used in preparing the oral presentation.


Students are also required to a write research paper on an issue of global concern. Papers are to be focused on a particular region that has, for one reason or another, come to the attention of the international media. Papers are to explore both the historical and geographical backgrounds of the issue in question, and also to examine how it is being portrayed differently in local media sources. Note that History 206 is a WIM (“writing in the major”) course. As a result, the course will be writing intensive, with a number of preliminary deadlines for separate components of your papers.  Final papers must be at least 12 pages in length.

Research Paper Schedule: 

April 14: Topics due

April 28: Preliminary bibliographies and paper outlines due

May 12:  First drafts due

June 2:  Final papers due
Grading: 

Paper:  50% (25% for drafts and other preliminary materials; 25% for final paper) 

Class participation:  50% (25% for oral reports; 25% for general comments and discussion). 

