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THE STORY OF AMERICAN FREEDOM : TAKING COMMAND OF THE TEXT 
To begin this year’s work on the creation of an overarching narrative for lesson plans, we’ll first analyze how Eric Foner puts together his master narrative in The Story of American Freedom.
1. First, as in nearly all historical work, Foner employs the following structural elements to build his narrative: 
The overall subject or main topic: The subject matter or main topic of a book is simply what it is about, free of the author’s judgment or conclusions. The subject will be summarized in the title or subtitle of a work, which may also (usually in a subtitle) summarize the …. 
Thesis (also called the main point or argument). The thesis is what the author has to say about his or her overall subject or topic: capturing the author’s main conclusions regarding the significance of his or her work. The main point is best conceived as the author’s answer to a key (or essential) question. It usually appears in the “front matter” or introduction to a book and is reiterated in the conclusion or “back matter” to a book. It is also often divided into…
Themes. Themes form the links between a main point and overall subject. Themes are usually woven through the whole narrative. They are less “controlling” of the discussion than the thesis, but more active than the topic or …
Subtopics. Subtopics are the main components of the overall topic, divided into chapters; with sub-subtopics divided into paragraphs. Subtopics may seem to be the obvious sub-categories of an overall topic, but an author should choose them with care to make sense of his or her argument and to illustrate his or her themes. And fundamental to the whole structure are…
Topic sentences. These are the first sentences of each paragraph, and they link together the main point with the elements of the main topic. You can in fact “speed read” a non-fiction book by reading the topic sentences alone. This technique will also permit you to “proof” an historian’s argument (or your own writing for that matter). If a narrative doesn’t make sense through a reading of its topic sentences, the author has not made his or her case: i.e., his or her main point. 
2.  Second, historical narratives nearly all contain the following elements of content: 
Narrative. Narrative is the basic organizing principle in history. Story-telling is at the heart of this humanistic discipline: there is no history without narrative. But this is not to say that history is only narrative, or that there are not many ways to construct a narrative. History also entails...

Chronology.  Chronology is a shorthand way of accounting for change and continuity over space and time. Although chronology may also seem like a simple concept – one thing follows after another – history must be more than just one darn thing after another (to paraphrase a favorite historians’ saying). How an historian “organizes space and time” in the chronologies underlying his or book says a lot about what he or she thinks is important in the narrative. But of course there would be no narrative or chronology without…
Evidence. Evidence is the source material derived from the overall topic and subtopics and used to support the themes and thesis of a work. This can be either primary sources (produced in the time period under study) or secondary sources (produced after the time period under study). Given the great mass of evidence used in any work of history, historical writers also rely heavily on…

Concepts. Concepts are organizing ideas, often borrowed from other academic disciplines and used to clarify a thesis or themes. The most common concepts used by historians are political, economic, social, cultural, and intellectual. And sometimes these concepts may be elevated into, or by means of…
Theory. A theory is a strong, controlling premise, usually borrowed from another academic discipline, for analyzing evidence and themes: like Adam Smith’s theory of the “invisible hand” of the market, Karl Marx’s theory of class conflict, Sigmund Freud’s theory of the unconscious, or recent feminist theory regarding gender difference. Other theories often employed by historians include those relating to demographic differences among populations, cultural assimilation or resistance, racial difference or similarities, gender characteristics, rank versus class versus status, and the like.

3. So, finally, to take command of The Story of American Freedom, you’ll want to read “mindfully” for these various ingredients. 

In short: The more one comprehends how a history book is built, and with what materials and conceptual adhesives it is able to stand, the more productive and happy will be your stay once you step through its portal.  

