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2019 Theme Narrative: 

TRIUMPH & TRAGEDY IN HISTORY
Amanda Hendrey, Assistant Manager, Programs & Contest, National History Day
Lynne M. O’Hara, Director of Programs, National History Day

During the 2018–2019 school year you and all National History Day students will dive into a topic based on the 
theme Triumph & Tragedy in History. You will ask questions about time, place and context, cause and effect, change 
over time, and impact and significance. You must consider not only when and where events happened, but also why 
they occurred, and what factors contributed to their development. You will describe your topic and then further 
develop it through analysis, drawing conclusions about how the topic influenced and was influenced by people, 
ideas, or events. 

Each year National History Day selects a theme that is intentionally broad enough so that you can select topics 
from anywhere in the world and any time period. After deciding on your research topic, you must investigate 
historical context, historical significance, and the topic’s relationship to the theme by conducting research in 
libraries, archives, and museums; through oral history interviews; and by visiting historic sites. Also remember to use 
evidence from your research to explain how your topic has influenced history. How did your topic create change?

Does every project need to include both triumph and tragedy? That depends on the topic you select. Look closely—
most topics will include elements of both triumph and tragedy. History is inherently uneven, and there will not 
always be an equal split between the two sides. Do not ignore connections to both aspects of the theme when they 
exist, but do not force your topic to fit into both sides of the theme. 

The Triumph & Tragedy in History theme is complex and requires you to view history through multiple perspectives. 
Can one person’s triumph be another’s tragedy? Can the same person or group suffer from tragedy and triumph 
at the same time? How does one ultimately triumph after tragedy? Can triumph lead to tragedy? Throughout this 
academic year you will ask yourself these questions and more, always looking for how and why.

What is triumph? According to Merriam Webster, the definition of triumph is “a victory or conquest by or as if 
by military force, or a notable success.” What does that mean in history? How can you define a historical event as 
a triumph? The first definition listed is victory by military force. Looking at military battles provides examples of 
triumphs, and tragedies, throughout history. Also contemplate the second definition, “a notable success.” How 
would you define a notable success in history? Consider the first organ transplant, or the first time Alexander 
Graham Bell spoke into the telephone and someone heard him at the other end. Does history remember those 
events as triumphs? If so, why? What makes them triumphant? 

What is tragedy? Merriam Webster defines tragedy as a “disastrous event.” What are some examples of disastrous 
events throughout history? You could look to England in the mid-1500s. Many remember Lady Jane Grey as a tragic 
figure, but what makes her situation tragic? Or think back to America’s Trail of Tears. What decisions allowed that 
event to come to fruition? What was the impact of those decisions? Who suffered the consequences? Examine the 
Tiananmen Square Protests of 1989. What were the consequences of those Beijing protests? 

Can one person’s triumph be another’s tragedy? Whether an event is considered a tragedy or a triumph depends 
on one’s perspective. Often a triumph for one is a tragedy for another. The American Civil War offers numerous 
opportunities for in-depth research on a single aspect of the war. There were many triumphs, the North over the 
South, unionism over sectionalism, freedom over slavery, but what tragedies resulted because of this conflict? Did 
everyone feel that those were triumphs? Why or why not? How did one side view the events and consequences 
compared to the other side? If you are interested in architecture, perhaps you might choose to research the San 
Francisco earthquakes of 1906 and 1989. How did the consequences of the 1906 earthquake influence changes in 
engineering and design that would lessen the damage of the 1989 earthquake?
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Can a person or group suffer both tragedy and triumph from a single event? Did Frederick Douglass triumph 
when he escaped from slavery? How did he use his freedom? What tragedies did he continue to face? Was he ever 
treated as an equal during his lifetime? Nuclear scientist Robert Oppenheimer triumphed with his most famous 
creation, but what tragic outcome came out of his invention? How did he view his work throughout his lifetime? 
Mahatma Gandhi led India to independence with his strategy of passive resistance, triumphing over violent protest. 
What impact did that movement have on the Muslim-Hindu relationship? What tragedies occurred and what 
ultimately caused them? How did independence affect the people living in the region?

How does one ultimately triumph after tragedy? Consider the tragedy of Pompeii. An entire community 
was tragically eradicated by a volcanic eruption, but what about the archaeologists who discovered it? How 
would you characterize their discovery? How have their discoveries affected life today? Are these discoveries 
important? If so, why? Think about the settlement of the American West. The settlers faced tragedy along the 
way, dealing with harsh weather, inhospitable terrain, and violent conflicts as they traveled west. How did 
their journey end? Did they eventually triumph in the face of such tragedy? How did their journey affect the 
future of America as a nation? 

Can triumph lead to tragedy? Consider Neville Chamberlain’s efforts to appease Adolf Hitler. What did people of 
the time think of that policy? What tragedies eventually resulted because of it? Many Russian people lost faith 
in Tsar Nicholas II’s government and believed it was corrupt. Why did they decide it was corrupt? Nicholas was 
forced to abdicate his throne. What were the short-term effects of his abdication? The long-term impacts? Was his 
abdication a triumph for the Russian people? Did they achieve the change they were hoping for, or did it later lead 
to tragedy? 

Sometimes the best stories are in your own backyard. Local history can open the doors to amazing stories. Check 
your libraries and historical societies for collections in your neighborhood, town, city, or state. In addition, the 
National Park Service, with historic sites throughout the United States, is a rich source of local history. For example, 
the Whitman Mission National Historic Site tells the story of Marcus and Narcissa Whitman, their Methodist mission 
in southeastern Washington, and their murder in 1874 by Cayuse Indians. That series of events reflects the interaction 
of cultures, religions, ideas, and perspectives.

Whether you decide to research ancient history, a local topic, or anything else, you must always place your project 
within its historical context. Examine the significance of the topic in history and show development over time. 
Your research should start with secondary sources, and then you can look for available primary sources. Using your 
research skills, you should clearly explain the topic’s relationship to the theme Triumph & Tragedy in History. Always 
remember to support your interpretations of your topic’s significance in history with evidence. With the knowledge 
and understanding gained from your research, you can develop quality papers, performances, exhibits, websites, 
and documentaries for National History Day. 

To access more theme resources, go to nhd.org/themebook.

http://www.nhd.org/themebook
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U.S. HISTORY SAMPLE TOPICS 

• The Winter of Valley Forge: Triumph and 
Tragedy in the Continental Army

• The Missouri Compromise: Unable to Hold  
Off the Tragedy of the Civil War

• Salem Witch Trials

• Smallpox and Inoculation 

• Posthumous Portraiture: Creating Artistic 
Triumph out of Tragedy

• The First Battle of Bull Run: Anticipated  
Union Triumph Leads to Tragedy 

• Mormon Migration to Utah

• Chicago: America’s Second City

• Hudson River Valley School: Triumph of Nature

• The Battle of Little Bighorn

• The Triumphs and Tragedies of the 
Transcontinental Railroad

• D-Day: Triumph Despite Tragedy

• Ford Motor Company’s Assembly Line: A 
Triumph for Capitalism

• Banning of DDT: Rachel Carson’s Triumph 

• Loving v. Virginia: Tragedy of Time,  
Triumph of Love

• The Great Raid on Camp Cabanatuan

• Rerouting the Chicago River: An  
Engineering Triumph

• Indentured Servants in Colonial Virginia

• The Creation of the Atomic Bomb:  
Scientific Triumph or Human Tragedy?

• Abstract Expressionism: American  
Artistic Triumph 

• Impressment of Sailors: An American Tragedy?

• The Tragedy of McCarthyism

• The Three-Fifths Compromise

• The Tet Offensive

• American Settlers Versus Native Americans

• Little Rock Nine: Triumph and Tragedy  
of Integration 

• Reconstruction: Tragedy Follows Triumph

• The Jungle and the Pure Food and Drug Act  
of 1906

• Alice Paul and the Woman Suffrage Movement

• Executive Order 8802: Security over 
Civil Liberties
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EUROPEAN HISTORY SAMPLE TOPICS

• The Triumph of Gutenberg’s Printing Press 

• Nazi Art Looting During World War II

• The Crusades: A Tragedy of Religious Proportion

• The Battle of Bosworth Field: The End to the 
Wars of the Roses 

• Edict of Nantes: Triumph or Tragedy? 

• Triumph and Tragedy of the French Resistance  
in World War II 

• The Protestant Reformation and the European 
Wars of Religion

• William Shakespeare: Triumph Through  
His Tragedies

• Treaty of Versailles: Triumph or Tragedy?

• Martin Luther, Pope Leo X, and the  
Reformation: The Triumph of Propaganda

• The Marshall Plan: Economic Reconstruction  
of Europe

• Isabella, Ferdinand, and the Spanish Reconquista

• Galileo: The Tragic Consequences of Triumph  
in the Skies

• The German U-Boats in the Battle of the Atlantic

• The Great Fire of London: Rebuilding Act  
of 1667

• The Easter Rising: The Triumphs and Tragedies  
of a Rebellion 

• King Charles I: A Tragic End for the Monarchy

• Mary Queen of Scots and John Knox: 
Reformation in Scotland

• The Founding of the European Union

• King Henry VIII Versus the Catholic Church

• The Division of Berlin After World War II

• Emmeline Pankhurst and her Struggle for 
Suffrage in Great Britain

• Catherine de’ Medici and the Huguenots

• Neville Chamberlain: The Tragedy of 
Appeasement

• Battle of Waterloo: New Beginnings from  
the End

• Marco Polo: Economy of the Silk Road

• Vincent Van Gogh: The Triumph and Tragedy  
of Genius

• Thomas Cromwell: Suppression of Monasteries

• Christopher Columbus: Triumph or Tragedy?
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WORLD HISTORY SAMPLE TOPICS 

• Athens, Sparta, and the Battle of Marathon

• The Shimabara Rebellion: Catholic Tragedy, 
Buddhist Triumph 

• Emperor Meiji’s Modernization of Japan

• Spanish Influenza: The Tragedy of a Deadly  
Virus in Wartime

• The Castle Hill Convict Rebellion: An  
Australian Tragedy

• The Triumph and Tragedy of the Japanese 
Invasion of Manchuria

• The Partition of India: Triumph of  
Independence, Tragedy of Division

• The Six-Day War

• The Iran Hostage Crisis

• Colonization: The French in Vietnam

• The Crown Lands Acts of 1861: An  
Australian Tragedy

• Emily Hobhouse and the Second Boer  
War Concentration Camps

• Creation of the State of Israel 

• Philippine-American War

• Cultural Revolution in China

• Joseph Stalin and the Purge of Russia

• Alexander the Great: Personal Triumph  
and Tragedy

• Anwar Sadat: Struggle for Peace

• South African Apartheid and the Division  
of a Nation

• Saladin: Military Triumph During the Crusades 

• Genghis Khan: Cartography and Power

• Chiune Sugihara: The Triumph of a World War II 
Japanese Diplomat

• Triumph and Tragedy of King Tut’s Treasure 

• Akbar I: The Triumph of Unification

• Arusha Accords of 1993: The Tragedy  
of Failure

• Tragedy of Blood Diamonds, Triumph  
of the Kimberley Process

• The Tragedy of Religious Conflict in  
1980s Nigeria 

Graduate credits offered through the University of San Diego

National History Day   

Graduate Courses for Educators

nhd.org/OnlineEducation

"I thought the course was fantastic! I learned many practical strategies to 
use with my classes and I look forward to implementing them."  

®

Summer 2018 - Courses run July 2 to August 20 
Introduction to Project-Based Learning in the National History Day Framework 

Registration Deadline: June 8

Fall 2018 - Courses run September 10 to December 10 
Conducting Historical Research in the National History Day Model 

Registration Deadline: August 24

Developing Websites and Exhibits to Facilitate Historical Thinking Skills 

Registration Deadline: August 24

Introduction to Project-Based Learning in the National History Day Framework 

Registration Deadline: August 24


