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Description

Introductory description

The vast majority of people living in the past did not leave extensive archival papers, memoirs, or 
collections of letters, but instead appear in the historical record only fleetingly, and often without 
their consent. In recent years, the archival fragments of peoples’ lives have been made 
increasingly available due to the growing genealogy industry, which has led to the mass 
digitisation of primary source databases including census rolls, newspapers, and medical and 
immigration records. This module asks: what can, and should, historians do with these readily 
available fragments of past lives? How do we tell their stories?

This module explores how historians can study the lives of people in the past using these online 
records, with particular focus on enslaved people, people of colour, women, and working class 
people living in nineteenth century Britain and the United States. It emphasises the ethical 
questions and methodological challenges posed by our access to these sources: just because 
they are available at the click of a button does not mean that we know the whole story, nor that 
that the people detailed on our screens would want us to tell it.



Module aims

This module takes as a founding principle that all people, regardless of status, lived lives worthy of 
historical study on their own terms, telling their own story, rather than as “case studies” or 
fragmentary evidence in larger social histories. The module encourages students to make use of 
cutting edge methodologies developed by Black feminist scholars, such as “critical fabulation” 
(Saidiya Hartman) and “reading along the bias grain” (Marisa Fuentes), to explore the archival 
evidence left by people in the nineteenth century US and Britain available through digitised 
records. Students will also engage with the ethical issues involved in the use of these records, as 
many people only appear in the digital archive without their consent, or as victims or (alleged) 
perpetrators of crimes. The module will guide students through a range of different types of digital 
sources, and students will be empowered to choose their own evidence to analyse and elucidate.

Outline syllabus

This is an indicative module outline only to give an indication of the sort of topics that may be 
covered. Actual sessions held may differ.

Students should be aware that this module will contain discussion of racial and sexual violence. 
Topics will vary, but may include:

Introduction1. 
Ancestry.com2. 
The Digital Panopticon3. 
Newspapers4. 
Databases of American Slavery5. 
Reading Week6. 
Asylum records7. 
Ways of Writing Stories8. 
Assignment workshop9. 
Conclusions10. 

Learning outcomes

By the end of the module, students should be able to:

Demonstrate a detailed knowledge of how historians can study the lives of people in the 
past, and the methodological and ethical challenges of doing so.

•

Communicate ideas and findings about people in the past, adapting to a range of situations, 
audiences and degrees of complexity.

•

Generate ideas through the analysis of a body of online primary source material.•
Analyse and evaluate the contributions made by existing interdisciplinary scholarship.•
Act with limited supervision and direction within defined guidelines, accepting responsibility 
for achieving deadlines.

•
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Subject specific skills

see learning outcomes

Transferable skills

see learning outcomes

Study

Study time



Type Required Optional

Seminars 9 sessions of 2 hours (12%)

Tutorials (0%) 2 sessions of 30 minutes

Private study 132 hours (88%)

Total 150 hours

Private study description

History modules require students to undertake extensive independent research and reading to 
prepare for seminars and assessments. As a rough guide, students will be expected to read and 
prepare to comment on three substantial texts (articles or book chapters) for each seminar taking 
approximately 3 hours. Each assessment requires independent research, reading around 6-10 
texts and writing and presenting the outcomes of this preparation in an essay, review, presentation 
or other related task.

Costs

No further costs have been identified for this module.

Assessment

You do not need to pass all assessment components to pass the module.

Assessment group A1

Weighting Study time

1500 word essay 30%

3000 word essay or equivalent 60%

Seminar Contribution 10%

Feedback on assessment

Written feedback via online system and tutorials

Availability

Courses

This module is Optional for:

Year 2 of UENA-VQ32 Undergraduate English and History•
Year 2 of UFRA-R1VA Undergraduate French and History•



Year 2 of UGEA-R2V1 Undergraduate German and History•
Year 2 of ULNA-R4V1 Undergraduate Hispanic Studies and History•
UHIA-V100 Undergraduate History

Year 2 of V100 History○

Year 2 of V100 History○

•

UPDA-Y306 Undergraduate History (Part-Time)
Year 2 of Y306 History (Part Time)○

Year 2 of Y306 History (Part Time)○

•

Year 2 of UHIA-V102 Undergraduate History (Renaissance and Modern History Stream)•
Year 2 of UIPA-V1L8 Undergraduate History and Global Sustainable Development•
Year 2 of UITA-R3V2 Undergraduate History and Italian•
Year 2 of UHIA-V1V5 Undergraduate History and Philosophy•
Year 2 of UHIA-V1V7 Undergraduate History and Philosophy (with a term in Venice)•
UHIA-VM11 Undergraduate History and Politics

Year 2 of VM11 History and Politics○

Year 2 of VM11 History and Politics○

Year 2 of VM11 History and Politics○

•

Year 2 of UHIA-VM13 Undergraduate History and Politics (with a term in Venice)•
Year 2 of UHIA-VL13 Undergraduate History and Sociology•
Year 2 of UHIA-VL15 Undergraduate History and Sociology (with a term in Venice)•
UVCA-LA99 Undergraduate Liberal Arts

Year 2 of LA99 Liberal Arts○

Year 2 of LA92 Liberal Arts with Classics○

Year 2 of LA73 Liberal Arts with Design Studies○

Year 2 of LA83 Liberal Arts with Economics○

Year 2 of LA82 Liberal Arts with Education○

Year 2 of LA95 Liberal Arts with English○

Year 2 of LA81 Liberal Arts with Film and Television Studies○

Year 2 of LA80 Liberal Arts with Global Sustainable Development○

Year 2 of LA93 Liberal Arts with Global Sustainable Development○

Year 2 of LA97 Liberal Arts with History○

Year 2 of LA91 Liberal Arts with Life Sciences○

Year 2 of LA75 Liberal Arts with Modern Lanaguages and Cultures○

Year 2 of LA96 Liberal Arts with Philosophy○

Year 2 of LA94 Liberal Arts with Theatre and Performance Studies○

•


