
PAPER 1 PROMPT – THE IMMISERATION QUESTION 

Capitalism’s Impact on Free White Workers 

Due by the beginning of class on Thursday, 5 March 2015. 

(4-6 typed pages, 1” margins, 12-pt. Times New Roman, double-spaced)  

Please submit in both HARD and ELECTRONIC copy (.doc or .docx ONLY) via ANGEL 

For your first paper assignment, you will consider whether the economic and social transformations 

of the early nineteenth century had a positive or negative impact overall on free white artisanal, 

industrial, proletarian, domestic, and/or sex workers, both male and female. This is an old and 

important question in American labor history, with important implications for how we conceptualize 

capitalist transformation, not only in American history, but in the so-called ‘Developing World’ 

today. 

Your sources for this paper will be as follows: 

 Paul E. Johnson, Sam Patch: The Famous Jumper; 

 Jeanne Boydston, introduction to Home and Work: Housework, Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in 

the Early Republic (available on ANGEL). 

 Christine Stansell, “Women on the Town: Sexual Exchange and Prostitution,” City of Women: 

Sex and Class in New York, 1789-1860 (available on ANGEL). 

 Seth Rockman, introduction and “Dredging and Drudgery,” Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery, 

and Survival in Early Baltimore (available on ANGEL). 

 Richard Stott, “Artisans and Capitalist Development,” Journal of the Early Republic (available 

on ANGEL). 

 Leslie T. Chang, “The Voices of China’s Workers,” TED (link here) 

In a 4-6 page essay, you must:  

 Provide 2-4 reasons why the transformations in the working lives of free whites resulted in 

either a net improvement in their quality of life or in their overall immiseration;  

 Clearly define what you mean by ‘quality of life,’ attending to both material and 

psychological / spiritual aspects of the phrase; 

 Take a definitive stand. While I expect your argument to be nuanced, you must ultimately 

argue for or against immiseration, and; 

 Discuss the implications of your conclusions for the present. Do not overstate your case. 

The past always speaks to the present, but it rarely speaks directly.  

To support your claims, please cite course texts and/or lectures using simple parenthetical citations, 

e.g. (Johnson, 36). 

A successful essay will: 

https://www.ted.com/talks/leslie_t_chang_the_voices_of_china_s_workers?language=en


 have a title that addresses / summarizes the argument and themes of the paper; 

 have a strong, incisive, and well-defined thesis; 

 have a graceful, well-crafted introduction and conclusion; 

 have strong paragraph topic sentences that summarize the content of the following 

paragraph, and demonstrate strong, clear links to the overall argument of the paper; 

 demonstrate mastery of the ideas and concepts described in the books and lectures above; 

 include meaningful citations of course materials; 

 be effectively organized; 

 show signs of close and careful proofreading. 

*** PLEASE NOTE *** 

For Paper 1, I WILL take off points for grammar and spelling mistakes (every three 

corrections will result in a loss of one point from your grade). You are now in college; sloppy 

writing is no longer acceptable.  

With that in mind, I’d like to offer several tips for writing and organizing your papers effectively: 

1. Do not try to sound smart (i.e. write in an affected academic fashion). You are smart. And 

that will come across. Bloated vocabulary will only make you sound desperate (and more 

often than not, students who try to inflate their vocabulary end up using such words 

incorrectly). You may even consider writing your essays by hand before typing them. I find 

that many undergraduates write more clearly and effectively when they trade in the 

keyboard-and-screen for pen-and-paper.  

 

2. Outline your argument first, then translate it into prose. This will help you figure out the 

structure of your essay before you have to worry about word choice, grammar, and spelling. 

Please do not dismiss this as a juvenile exercise! Many, if not most, books and dissertations 

begin with detailed outlines.  

 

3. Read your essay aloud to yourself. If and when you stumble over a sentence or phrase, 

rewrite it. Repeat this process until you stop stumbling. 

 

4. Most importantly, consider making use of Penn State’s many writing-related resources 

(including making an appointment with a Boucke writing tutor: 

https://pennstatelearning.psu.edu/tutoring/writing). 

Please aim to have a complete draft of your paper ready by Thursday, 26 Feb. This will give 

you an opportunity to discuss your argument in class. I will also be happy to discuss the contents of 

your papers and read polished drafts during office hours (see syllabus for details).  

Paper 1 will be worth 10% of the final grade. The grading scale is available on the course syllabus. 

https://pennstatelearning.psu.edu/tutoring/writing

