
HIS 1493: 010 (S18)  
Handout 1A: Taking Notes on Lectures 

While there is no single note-taking technique that works for everyone, the following 
guidelines may be useful, regardless of the pace at which you are able to take notes:  

a) Follow the syllabus and pay attention to the topic or theme of the day's lecture.  

b) PowerPoint lectures are posted on Canvas the evening before each M/W lecture. You 
can make a pdf copy (w/ 3-4 slides per page), print it out and bring a hard copy to class, 
or add your notes to a digital file on a laptop or tablet during lectures.  Spend your time 
taking notes on the actual lecture content and not re-writing the material on the 
PowerPoint slides, since that material is always available to you online.    

c) Arrive on time or early to class; arriving late forces you to play “catch-up” in note 
taking for the rest of the class session.  

d) Listen for key points in the lecture (underline or mark these points with an asterisk). 
Lecture 4, on M, Jan 29 (Wk. 3) is titled “A World of Clashing Darwinisms: 
Conservatism and Liberalism.” I have provided an outline of part of this lecture (see 
Appendix I), so you can determine whether you have noted and understood the key 
points. In Lectures 13 and 14, M & W, Mar 5 & 7 (Wk. 8) I will examine reactions to the 
First New Deal, and the key legislation of the Second New Deal (see Appendix II).  

e) Re-write your lecture notes after every lecture. This simple step will enhance your 
familiarity with and understanding of the lecture material and course readings. Re-writing 
class notes will help you determine if there are gaps in your coverage, or points you don’t 
understand, and the physical act of re-writing facilitates cognition and recall.  

f) Ask Questions! If you have questions about the lectures or readings ask in class, 
whether it is a lecture or a discussion class.  There are no stupid questions. If you do not 
fully comprehend a particular point, other students will also benefit from clarification.  

Appendix I: Lecture Summary, (M, Jan. 29, Wk. 3): 
Late 19th Century Conservatism ��� 

                                                                                                                                              
The lecture begins with the question, “If late 19th Century America was full of problems, 
then why did it take so long for those problems to be addressed and rectified by 
reformers?” The answer, I suggest, is that a strong body of conservative ideas acted as a 
barrier to change and reform. Some Americans had a vested interest in preserving the 
status quo, and found in the conservative ideas of the period an intellectual justification 
for defending their interests. In his book Rendezvous With Destiny (1952), historian Eric 
Goldman labeled those conservative ideas “the Steel Chain of Ideas.”  There were three 
main links in the Steel Chain of Ideas:  
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a) Social Darwinism: The English social scientist Herbert Spencer applied Charles 
Darwin’s ideas (about natural struggle and the “survival of the fittest,” or most adaptable 
species) to society. According to Social Darwinism, individuals were engaged in a 
struggle for survival and ascendancy, and those who succeeded did so naturally and 
deservedly, while those who failed were responsible for their own failure. In the United 
States the most influential Social Darwinist was William Graham Sumner, a professor of 
political economy at Yale. In his book What Social Classes Owe to Each Other (1883), 
Sumner argued that the social classes owed each other absolutely nothing except respect 
for each other's property rights. Sumner also contended that helping the needy was 
unnatural because it provided for what he called the “survival of the un-fittest.”  

b) Popular Calvinism: While Social Darwinism argued that those at the top of society 
deserved to be there because they were the fittest, Popular Calvinism provided a religious 
justification for the existing social order. According to Popular Calvinism wealth was a 
sign of God’s divine favor, thus those at the top of the social order were there because 
God felt they deserved to be. Furthermore, those at the bottom of the social order would 
not be there if they had behaved as good Christians. The most renowned Popular 
Calvinist of the late 19th Century was Russell Conwell, who delivered his sermon “Acres 
of Diamonds” more than six thousand times, to an estimated total audience of thirteen 
million people. Conwell argued that there was nothing wrong with making money; 
indeed, wealth accumulation was a holy enterprise because the money could be used for 
good purposes. Furthermore, Conwell criticized the poor, telling them to not be envious 
of the rich. In short, he provided a justification for extreme wealth and poverty.  

c) Constitutional Conservatism: The third link in the Steel Chain of Ideas was 
Constitutional Conservatism. The courts in late 19th Century America were particularly 
conservative. They generally ruled against labor and defended the rights of businessmen 
to run their enterprises as they saw fit and pay whatever wages they wanted to. Courts 
generally shielded businesses from government regulation by arguing that they were 
protected by the “due process clause” of the 14th Amendment (originally designed to 
help the former slaves). Furthermore, the courts argued that businessmen could set wages 
and working hours, without fear of government interference, because of the sanctity of 
the principle of “Liberty of Contract.” Workers were at liberty to sign or not sign 
contracts with employers, and employers were at liberty to establish the contractual 
conditions governing their employment.  

These three links—Social Darwinism, Popular Calvinism, and Constitutional 
Conservatism—together formed a powerful intellectual barrier to change. These ideas 
seemed to justify the existing order of things in American society. To change American 
society that Steel Chain of Ideas had to be broken down. However, even as those 
conservative ideas were providing a justification for the status quo, counter-ideas were 
developing that would provide the rationale for reforming social and economic 
conditions.  
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Appendix II: Lecture Summary (M, Mar. 5 and W, Mar. 7, Wk. 8): 
Reactions to the First New Deal  

Thunder on the Left                                                                                                     
Various individuals on the left criticized the First New Deal for not doing enough for 
those who had been hit hardest by the Great Depression. These critics are collectively 
referred to as the “Thunder on the Left” (“left” being the left wing of the 
political/ideological spectrum). It was not really a unified group, though various leftist 
critics of the New Deal did form a political party, the Union Party, in 1936. However, it 
should be noted that “populist” is perhaps a more accurate term than “leftist” for 
describing some of these critics.  

The key left-wing critics of the First
 
New Deal were:  

1) Radio priest Father Charles Coughlin, who vehemently criticized private 
banking ���interests and criticized FDR for not doing enough to help those Americans who 
were ���worst hit by the Depression. ��� 

2) Old age pension campaigner Dr. Francis Townsend, who won massive support 
among ���senior citizens in the West and in Florida for his plan to provide $200 a month to 
ever American over the age of 60, with the condition that they spend that money each 
month—their pensions would thus serve as a sort of stimulus to the economy. ��� 

3) Louisiana Senator Huey Long of Louisiana, the “Kingfish,” who proposed a highly 
controversial “share the wealth” program which involved confiscating large fortunes to 
provide funds to make “every man a King.” ��� 

4) California gubernatorial candidate Upton Sinclair, author of The Jungle (1906), and of 
I Governor of California, And How I Ended Poverty: A True Story of the Future (1934) 
(in which he outlined his EPIC plan of production for “use,” not “profit”) won the 
Democratic nomination for the California governorship and ran against the Republican 
incumbent, but without FDR’s support. ��� 

FDR needed to respond to the criticisms of these popular figures. The First New Deal 
focused on RELIEF and RECOVERY, but did not provide enough RELIEF, given the 
enormous scale of the Depression, and did not provide for actual REFORM of America’s 
social and economic systems. FDR, feeling pressured by the criticisms of and growing 
public support for the above-mentioned critics on the left, sought to “steal their thunder.”  

The Second New Deal                                                                                                   
Various Second

 
New Deal new measures, such as the Wealth Tax Act, the Banking Act, 

the Wagner Act, and the Social Security Act, were clearly reformist. We can draw a 
parallel between the First New Deal (with its emphasis on government co-operation with 
big business) and Theodore Roosevelt's New Nationalism platform of 1912.  We can also 
parallel the Second New Deal (with its anti-big business orientation) with Woodrow 
Wilson's New Freedom platform of 1912. The lecture emphasizes five major pieces of 
legislation from the 2nd New Deal:  
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i) The Social Security Act of 1935  
ii) The Banking Act  
iii) The Wealth Tax Act  
iv) The Wagner Act  
v) The Resettlement Administration/Farm Security Administration 

The Election of 1936                                                                                                           
The lecture then turns to the 1936 election, noting that FDR had effectively stolen the 
thunder of the left, thus ensuring that the 3rd Party (the Union Party) would not be 
influential. In addition, the Republican candidate, Alf Landon, was strongly influenced 
by conservatives in his party and lost public support by opposing the New Deal. The 
result of all this was a landslide victory for FDR. Many Americans felt that the President 
was directly responsible for saving their homes, or their mortgages, or providing them 
with a job.  The 1936 election victory demonstrates the strength of the urban coalition 
that Roosevelt had formed through his New Deal programs. The Democrats won a huge 
majority of the vote in the nation's largest cities, and still today, the Democratic Party’s 
strongest support comes from urban America.  


