Choosing a Dissertation Topic
Some fundamental criteria for selection of a topic are:

1) That it be something you are deeply interested in and that you can imagine living with for the next ten years.  (It will probably take that long to finish the dissertation and then transform it into a book).

2) The research for the topic should suit your talents and interests.  No matter how interested you may be in the changing scale of industrial production in Britain, for example, it is not the right topic for you if you have no desire to work with quantitative sources. A comparative topic that, in order to do well, requires the use of a language of which you have no knowledge, should be approached very cautiously, if at all.  A topic in social history usually requires a strong taste for foraging in archives and finding sources in unlikely places.  Some topics really need an oral history component and should not be taken on if that doesn’t appeal to you, some require an interdisciplinary approach, or a strong interest in theory. And so on. 

3) It should be researchable – that is the necessary primary sources should exist and you able to gain access to them.

4) It should be of a scale such that you can do the research and writing within 3-4 years. 

5) The topic should be significant and of interest to the profession.  This is the hardest of the four criteria to assess.  On the one hand, I don’t think it makes sense to try to guess where “the profession will be” or what will be a “hot topic” in four years when you are looking for work.  On the other hand, some areas and topics have already been so much studied that it will be very hard to make a contribution.  Some topics are so likely to be judged trivial or marginal as to not be worth taking the risk.  

6) Least important, but worth some thought, is fit with your dissertation chair.  Some students end up working on topics very close to their chair’s expertise, some very distant.  If you choose a topic that is very distant you will have to assume the burden of figuring out the secondary literature and the archives.  But, you’ll also get to be very independent – your chair and committee will function more like critical outside readers, than guides on the topic. If you choose a topic close to your advisor’s area of expertise, you’ll get a lot more concrete help but may feel claustrophobic. 

If you’re at a loss…
If you’ve finished your oral examinations and still don’t have an idea for a dissertation, don’t panic!  This has happened to many people who have gone on to write great dissertations.  Take a deep breath and start making lists.  Lists of your favorite history books, lists of books that enraged you, lists of questions you had when you started reading for orals to which you still don’t have good answers, lists of the kinds of sources you like to use (or think you’d like to use), lists of the theories you’ve read that you’d like to see empirically tested… Do not ask a professor to give you a topic.  While other academic systems work that way, the U.S. – where originality is emphasized -- in general doesn’t.  The odds that you will feel passionate about someone else’s topic – which is inevitably what a “given” topic will be – are very small. DO, however, talk to the faculty you’ve worked with and brainstorm with them.   If you really can’t find anything you want to work on, think about changing occupations. 
Composing your Dissertation Committee
When you start to think seriously about your dissertation topic you will also need to start thinking about choosing a dissertation chair (or in a few cases, chairs) and other members of the committee.  A very good thing about the History Department here is the tradition of real involvement by all members of dissertation committees in the dissertation. (In some departments, it is only the chair who is involved before the defense.)  While your chair will be your most frequent interlocutor, the other members of the committee will be actively engaged.  It is, therefore, important to give serious thought to the composition of the committee. 

While each committee takes its own form and each student must take responsibility for knowing what each member of his/her committee expects of him/her as well as what s/he expects of their committee members, the following generalizations may be made:

The first step, once you are clear on your topic, is to think hard about your own research and writing style.  Do you like/need a great deal of feedback from faculty on early ideas or drafts?  In written or oral form?  Or, do you prefer to work by yourself, or in discussion with your friends and other graduate students, and only discuss your work or have it read by faculty once it is quite polished? Do you find advice about making your way in the profession helpful or anxiety provoking (or perhaps distracting)?  Most faculty will adapt –within limits—to what works best for you, but faculty also have their own styles, and, crucially, the faculty cannot adapt to you if you either do not know or can’t articulate what works best for you. 
All three (or four) members of your committee will participate actively in shaping the dissertation proposal, although the chair is usually the most interventionist, and all will write recommendations for you when requested. All will read and comment on the final dissertation and either attend the defense or send comments, or participate by videoconferencing or speakerphone, if they are unable to attend. During the years between the proposal and the defense, however, the different members of the committee generally play different roles:

a. The chair of your dissertation is the person with whom you work most closely. It should normally be someone who works in the same temporal and spatial field (e.g. Soviet Russia; modern Mexico; medieval Europe). By the current norms of the profession, it is better to work with a faculty member whose methodology and topical interests are distant from yours, but who works in the same time and space than vice versa.  Most dissertations are chaired by tenured faculty (associate or full professors).  In some cases then, the choice of chair – because of the size of the field or the nature of the topic – is obvious.  In other cases, there are a number of options, in which case relevant issues include:  

--Is the professor someone with whom you find it helpful and easy to brainstorm?

--Have you found the feedback on earlier work with that faculty member helpful?

--Is her or his intellectual and professional approach one you find compatible?

--Is his or her style of advising dissertations – this you can easily find out from other 


students – one that suits you? 

Your relationship with your thesis advisor will, hopefully, continue for many years.  S/he will see you through graduate school, into your first (and sometimes subsequent jobs), provide advice about publishing your first book, and write recommendations for you for a very long time.  You should not, therefore, choose a thesis advisor on the basis of who is on leave, or not, in a given year.  The other committee members will sometimes do the same, but not necessarily.
b. Dissertations may be co-chaired when there is a clear need for the equal participation of two faculty members with different expertise. Comparative, transnational, or international dissertations are obvious examples.  Co-chairing has its advantages and its disadvantages.  It tends to work best when there is a clear division of labor between the two chairs.

c.  Second, third and (occationally) fourth readers should be chosen together to compose a complementary dissertation committee. They are often chosen to provide thematic or methodological expertise. Or they may be faculty with whom you have a good “brain-storming” relationship, or who you find to be particularly good readers. One or more may be from another department within the University for from another University (it is important to note that if you choose a reader from outside, the University does not have the funds to bring them to campus for your proposal hearing or defense). The 2nd, 3rd (and 4th) readers should, in any case, be chosen in consultation with the chair of the dissertation committee.

Second, third, and fourth (if present) readers are not generally as involved as the first in the everyday progress of the dissertation.

Second readers often read the dissertation only in penultimate draft, often reading sets of chapters along the way, more rarely reading chapter by chapter, although they may do so if particularly expert in the topic.

Third and fourth (if present) readers often read only the completed dissertation before the defense, although they are available for consultation throughout the process and may be more closely involved in sections or issues in which they have particular expertise.

Final note:  Do not feel that you must or should include a faculty member on the committee because you have done coursework with them or read a field with them.  Students’ interests change in the course of graduate school, and sometimes the faculty with whom you worked the most closely in your first or second year turn out to be quite distant from your approach or topic once you reach the dissertation phase.  The purpose of the dissertation committee is to help you to write the best dissertation you can; its composition should be determined solely by that. 

If, however, you do choose to not ask someone with whom you have worked closely, you should have a conversation with her or him about that decision (and you should not expect them to continue to write recommendations for you, nor to read substantial segments of the dissertation). 

It is also, generally, not appropriate to ask a second or third reader to do the work of the chair – read multiple drafts of grant applications, chapters (aside from those for which they have particular expertise), and job letters.  That may happen in particular circumstances, but should be discussed.  
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