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� Preface � 

This book introduces the challenges of writing history. It  contains 
technical advice, but it is more than just a style manual; it shows 
how historians select topics, analyze sources, and build arguments. 
In short, it is a practical guide for beginning historians. 

Writing History had its origins in the Harvard Writing Project, a 
collaborative effort between Harvard's Expository Writing Program 
and other departments to improve undergraduate writing. Between 
1995 and 1997, while I was teaching writing courses at Harvard, my 
chair, Nancy Sommers, put me in contact with professors from the 
History Department and the History of Science Department who 
were reforming the ways in which their departments taught writing. 
As I worked with faculty members, especially with Mark Kishlansky 
and Mark Madison, it became clear that both students and teach
ers would benefit from a short guide . I wrote two booklets for Har
vard , and as I circulated drafts to friends and colleagues at other 
universities, I began to realize that there was a wide demand for a 
guide to writing history.  

While working on the first edition, published in 1999, I bene
fited from the advice , comments, and criticism of Tony English, J im 
Goodman, Gordon Harvey, Maura Henry, Bill Kirby, Mark Kish
lansky, Susan Lively, Mark Madison, Everett Mendelsohn, Nancy 
Sommers , Mary Terrall ,  and Jon Zimmerman. S ince that time, I 
have been teaching with the book at Millsaps College, where my 
students and colleagues have made a number of suggestions for im
provement . The second edition, published in 2004, incorporated 
important revisions, including expanded sections on plagiarism, in
terviewing, topic selection, and the use of the Internet in historical 
research. In preparing the second edition, I was helped by several 

ix 



x PREFACE 

anonymous reviewers , as well _as Jan Beatty , Christine Lutz , Ellen 
Stroud, and, once again, Mark Kishlansky. 

In recent years it became clear that the second edition did not 
go far enough in embracing the Internet as a tool for historical re , 
search. In the third edition I have added more material on how to 
conduct research on the Internet. I have also rearranged the first 
chapter, "Getting Started, " to take into account the ways in which 
history students begin their research projects onl ine . I made other 
changes, too, including recommendations for history students on 
how to become better peer editors. The book has been reformatted 
as well ,  to make it easier to use as a reference. I received excellent 
advice about making these changes from five anonymous rev iewers 
and also from my editor, Brian Wheel. 

One thing has not changed since the first edit ion. I still wish to 
acknowledge the six people who have done the most to encourage 
me to learn how to write history . They are my teachers , Philip 
Curtin, Robin Kilson, and Scotty Royce; my parents , Bill and Mary 
Storey; and my wife,  Joanna Miller Storey. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Writing history is about making decis ions. Historians choose from 
a broad range of subjects, selecting those they think are most im, 
portant .  They choose source materials carefully, assessing evidence 
that may support or contradict the ir arguments. And they choose 
ways to write , balancing respect for the ir subjects with the needs of 
the ir audience . 

The best historians make choices so well that they can transform 
painstaking research into seamless arguments and narratives. But 
don't be fooled . On the surface history may seem straightforward, but 
the process of writing is filled with difficult decisions. As Peter Novick 
says in That Noble Dream, writing history, even with the best sources 
and methods , can be like trying "to nail jelly to a wall."1 For this rea, 
son, historians experiment with many approaches to the past. Still, in 
the end they must choose an approach that suit5 their subject. 

Ever since the days of the ancient Greeks , the process of selec, 
tion has guided Western historical writing. Around 404 B.C.E. , when 
the Athenian general Thucydides composed his history of the Pelo, 
ponnesian Wars , he could not write about everything that had oc, 
curred in the thirty years of battles and defeats . Instead, he wrote 
an account that emphasized decisive moments , such as Pericles' fa, 
mous eulogy for the Athenian dead. According to Thucydides, Per, 
ides said: 

I have no wish to make a long speech on subjects familiar to 
you all : so I shall say nothing about the warlike deeds by 
which we acquired 0ur power or the battles in which we or 
our fathers gallantly resisted our enemies, Greek or foreign. 

1 



2 INTRODUC...llON 

What I want to do is, in the first place, to discuss the spirit in 
which we faced our trials �nd also our cunstitut ion and the 
way of life which has made us great. After that I shall speak 
in praise of the dead. . . . 2 

Thucydides did not just include Pericles' eulogy because it was mov
ing; he recounted the speech because he found it instructive . 

Like Thucydides, modern-day historians also choose topics that 
shed l ight on contemporary problems. In 1 987 Paul Kennedy , a his
tory professor at Yale, published a book called The Rise and Fall of 
the Great Powers , in which he argued that great powers rise relative 
to other powers when they can harness powerful armies and nav ies 
to dynamic economies . Kennedy looked to the rise and fall of Habs
burg Spain, Bourbon France, and the Brit ish Empire to illustrate his 
point. The implications for American politics were clear, particu
larly in the 1 988 election year: if America did not preserve its eco
nomic power, then it would lose its international dominance. 3 

Like Kennedy and Thucydides ,  historians choose subjects that 
they find important, and they explore these important subjects to 
seek the causes of change over time. To do this, historians choose 
from many possible methods. Enter the stacks of a l ibrary and browse 
through any shelf of history books. Not ice that historians who work 
in narrow geographical and chronological spec ialties approach the ir 
subjects from a wide variety of perspect ives. When historians write, 
they incorporate methods and insights from the work of other his
torians as well as from scholarship in the humanities, the natural 
sciences, and the social sciences. For example , in The Columbian Ex
change Alfred Crosby depended on agronomy, anthropology , and 
epidemiology to explain early contacts between Aztecs and Spanish 
conquistadors.4 Historians choose from so many different approaches 
that it is difficult to place historical writ ing in facile categories. 

Despite the diversity in historical writing, most historians share 
a commitment to good writing. Historians learn how to find sources 
and they know how to report on sources faithfully .  Us ing their 
sources , they make inferences about the events of the past, then 
they develop their inferences into sustained arguments and narra
tives. These must, in tum, be shaped by the conventions for writ
ing good sentences and choosing appropriate words. Historians as
pire to communicate their ideas about the past. They try to do so 
accurately and honestly. 
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GETTING STARTED 

There are many reasons to write history. Historians may be inter, 
ested in explaining a particular source, in which case they must as, 
sess its s ignificance in l ight of other sources. Perhaps they begin 
with an analytical problem that they have noticed in some body of 
historical l iterature , and they must seek out sources as a way of ex, 
ploring the problem. Or, more prosaically , an instructor may assign 
them to write about a particular source or analytical problem; in 
this case the choices are l imited. In any case , the only way to write 
history is to engage with source materials and other writers . This is 
challenging because it is not always a s imple matter to find suitable 
sources and to engage the right writers . 

I .A. Find a H istorical Conflict 

Good writing starts with careful reading. While you are reading, 
look for conflicts . Two historians writing about the same topic 
rarely come to the same interpretation. Why are their views con, 
flicting? Did they consider different evidence ? Do they have differ, 
ent political commitments ? Is there a way for you to test their ar, 
guments on a different set of data and come to a different conclusion? 
There are many possible conflicts to resolve . You may find yourself 
in conflict with other historians. Maybe all historians writing about 
a topic agree about some things, but your personal knowledge of the 

3 



4 1. GEITING STARTED 

subject causes you to doubt their findings. Can you support your 
conflicting v iew with ev idence! 

l.B. Explore Your Interests 

People are probably asking you about your interests all the t ime . At 
a party, you might find that the best approach is to condense your 
interests into a crisp one- liner. When you write history , you w i l l  
grapple with topics and quest ions that cannot be summarized so 
neatly. Writing projects present opportunities to clarify and deve lop 
your interests . 

Historians become interested in research topics for all sorts of 
reasons . The history of medicine may interest you because you want 
to become a doctor; the h istory of physics may interest you because 
you are concerned about nuclear prol iferation. Perhaps some histo
rians have inspired your interests , either through their teaching or 
their writing.  Or an instructor may be requiring you to write about 
a specific topic (which means that you may not wish to read the fol
lowing section on how to begin a research proj ect ) .  When you work 
on any writing project, use your sources to address quest ions that are 
significant to you. 

l .C. Focus Your Interests Early 

As you begin to read and write about a topic, recognize that you 
cannot adequately address a very broad topic in a relatively short 
essay. Even an essay that is twenty - five pages in length cannot 
cover, say,  the history of the United States dur ing the Second 
World War. Such topics usually are approached best by scholars 
who have more experience and time than do students . If you sense 
that your interests already are too broad, try the following exercise , 
which will help you to narrow down your topic. 

If you are interested in the Second World War, fill in the blanks 
in the following sentence: "I am writing about the role of [blank] in 
[blank] during the Second World \Var." One possible answer might 
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be " I  am writing about the role of Japanese .. American soldiers in 
Italy during the Second World War." Another answer could be 
"I am writing about the role of women in U.S. aircraft factories dur .. 
ing the Second World War." The variations on the exercise are end .. 
less . They can help to bring some topical and geographical specificity 
to the beginning rounds of historical research. 

I .D .  Move from a Historical Interest 
to a Research Topic 

There is so much history to write about, and so little time for writ .. 
ing. Deadlines put pressure on everyone, but it is possible to use this 
pressure to your advantage. The first thing to do is to convert your 
historical interests into a feasible research topic. Find a small story 
within your broad range of interests , and select only the best sources ,  
especially i f  you have a strict page limit. 

There are ways to l imit your topic if you find a lot of sources. 
Think about what it is, specifically, that you enjoy learning about. 
Let us say that during your first year in college your favorite course 
was a survey of the history of astronomy. As a child you learned the 
names of the stars , and when you were a teenager you were capti .. 
vated by Carl Sagan's television series , Cosmos . Your course in the 
history of astronomy built on this interest, introducing you to the 
scientific and practical consequences of astronomical knowledge, 
and also to the ways in which this knowledge has changed over 
time.  Navigation, for example,  depends on the accurate measure .. 
ment of the motion of the earth, sun, and stars, but before the eigh .. 
teenth century it  was very difficult to determine an exact position 
on land or at sea. Wouldn't it be great to write an essay on the his .. 
tory of navigation ? 

Unfortunately, this is the sort of topic that is best suited to a 
massive textbook and not to a short essay . Chances are that 
you have l imits to your time and number of pages. How can you 
find a topic that will help you explore your interests but that will 
also accommodate your limitations ? The resources available on 
the Internet and in the library can help you to narrow down your 
topic. 



6 1. GETIING STARTED 

I .E. Start with a General Search 
on the Internet 

Most scholars with access to a computer will begin a research pro, 
ject by using a high,quality search engine such as Google , located 
at http://www.google.com. Enter your keywords in the search box 
and Google "looks" for them on the Internet. Google then takes 
" h d  . " " h " f  h l d cac e copies or snaps ots o eac re evant pagt: an reports 
them back to you, in order of the ir relevance to your search. 

Search by choosing distinctive keywords.  In  some cases ,  you 
might want to cast a wide net and search for a general term. In 
other cases, you might want to search for specific names and titles .  
Let us begin our search on the history of nav igation by simply en, 
tering the word navigation in the search box . In this case , Google 
unearths quite a few websites that are helpful and even more web, 
sites that are useless for a historical essay . Some of the more use, 
less websites include advertisements for automobile navigation sys, 
terns,  inexpensive handheld devices, and computer flight simulators . 
For our purposes, more cons istently he lpful Internet sites wil l  be 
found by searching for the keywords navigation his tory . This search 
turns up some results that are not likely to be helpful,  such as "The 
History of Navigation-Boat Safe Ki<ls!" However, the other re , 
sults are more promising. 

I .F. Scrutinize the Search Results 

How do scholars know which webs ites are most promising ? The l ist 
of titles on the first page of the search results may be evaluated by 
asking the following questions: 

1 .  What Institution Publishes the Website? The author should 
represent a reputable institution that is interested in the dissemina, 
tion of objective information, and that inst itution's administration 
should support the Internet s ite and oversee its content. If that is 
not the case, and the website was published in order to entertain, 
to make money, or to spread disinformation, it must be approached 
more cautiously. 



1 .F. Scrutinize the Search Results 

Web Jmuu Mui r!Di Shmiping .t2miil .ID.OJ'.l T 

· - 'M•41tmh 
� r••nw 

Gps Navlaatlon 
www.BestBuy.co"! Shop Best Buy,... for GPS System Receilie". Compare Prices Todeyl 

Navigation - Wikipedia. the free encyclopedia 
Navlgadon is the procnss of planning, recording, and controlling the movement of a craft or 
vehicle from one place to another. (1] The word navigate is ••• 

en wikipedia.org/wiki/Navlgadon • 96k ·�·Similar pages 

Celestial navigation - Wikioedia. the free encyc!ooedia 
Celestial navigation, also known as astronavigation, is a position fixing technique that was 
devised to help sailors cross the featureless oceans without ... 

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Celestial_navlgadon • 45k • � • Sjmjlar pages 

MagellanGPS 
Recognized as an industry innovator, the Company is the creator of the award-winning 
Magellanl RoadMateTM series portable car navlgadon systems, ••• 

corp.magellangps.com/ • 3k ·�·Similar pages 

Latitude: The Art and Science of Fifteenth-Century Navigation 
The art and science of fifteenth century navlgadon. 
www.rice.edu/latitude - 12k • � • Sjmj!ar pages 

ESA - Navigation 
ESA Navigation homepage , features the latest news on spac•based navlgedoa systems 
and Galileo and EGNOS. www esa. intlesaNAlinde><. html - 34k • � - Similar pages 

The Columbus Navigation Homepage 
This award-winning website explores the history, navigation, and landfall of Christopher 
Columbus. www columbusnavigation com/ - 9k • � • Similar pages 

INTERFACE DESIGN: Navigation 
,._ rich set of graphic navigation and interactMly links within your Web pages wiU pull usn' 
11tention down the page, weaning them from the ••• 

webstyleguide com/interface/navigate html· 14k. �·Similar pages 

US. Coast Guard Navlaatton Center 
News, updates and ad¥isories. Links to local US Coast Guards sites. Downloadable 
publications . .w.w navcen uscg.gov/ · 18k - � • S1mjlar pages 

Figure 1.1: © 2008 Google 

7 

2. What Are the Domain Names? A quick way to learn about 
an institution that publishes a website is to examine the domain 
name, the abbreviat ion that occurs after the institution's name. 
Websites that contain .edu, .ac,  and .gov were created by people 
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Web Jmuu. Mi&1I � Shoppjng � mm. T 

Google 1 ..... u .. mot.., 

The Na'iigators - Navigation - History of Navigation 
The Navigators - A look at the history of Navigation from the early Greeks to the time of 
Flinders. 
www.abc.net.au/na-.igators/navigation/histo1y him· 19k ·Cached - S1m1l«r pa9es 

The History of Navigation - Boat Safe Kids! 
Navigation is the art of getting from one place to another, safely and efficiently. Whenever 
you find a store in a mall or walk home from school, ••• 
wwwboatsafe com/kids/navigation.him· 21k. ( 1.:ht«i- S•m1lar pages 

BBC - History - A History of Navigation 
Flash animation plotting the history of navigation through the ages from the BBC. 
www bbc.co.uk/histo1y/british/empire_c;eapower/lz1unch_am_n.wigation shtml. 27k -
� - Similar pages 

Hlatorv of Navigation 
Here is some general information about the history of navigation. I hope you will find the 
collected information useful, and if you have any comment or ... 
pip.dknet.dk/-pip261/navigation html - 46k - Cachi;-_rJ - :;;;!illii:.tr pages 

Hlstorv 
I haven, found a wealth of material on the Internet on celestial navigation history, though 
there is some. There are links suitable for students in the •.• 
www.celestialnavigation.net/history.html - 10k · L�b.tQ - :�1mdar pages 

Navigation- Wikipedia. the free encyclopedia 
Methods of navigation have changed through history. 17) Each new method has enhanced 
the mariner's ability to complete his voyage safely and expeditiously. 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Navigatlon - 98k - �-"'-�l]g_q - ::;tn:i1L:i1 p.:ig_e�. 

Navigation at Sea. Historv of 
Throughout the history of navigation, latitude could be found relatively accurately using 
celestial nllvigadon. However, longitude could only be estimated, ••• 

www.waterencyclopedia.com/Mi-Oc/Navigation-at-Sea-Histo1y-of html - 23k -
� - Similar pages 

Hlstorv of Navigation and Cartography 2002 
6 or7) The True History of Terrestrial Magnetism (it's all about the map) and the Invention of 
the Astrolabe (celestial navigation) ••• 

www.ruf.rice.edu/-feegillatitude2002.html - 15k - Cached - Similar� 

Figure 1.2: © 2008 Google 

affiliated with academic and government institutions. At the very 
least, the authors of the sites had to be accepted or hired by the 
institutions. At most, these websites represent the institution's offi, 
cial views. Nonprofit organizations publish websites under the do, 
main name .org. Quite a few of these websites contain legitimate and 
useful information, but it must be noted that it is very easy to obtain 
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a .org domain name. This is also the case for websites ending in .net, 
.com, and .co. Anybody with a credit card may obtain one of these. 
These websites tend to be either commercial or personal, which 
means that history students must treat them with great skepticism. 

I .G.  Get a Quick First Impression 

The first click on a Google search result will reveal much about the 
reliability of the site .  The following criteria will help us to arrive at 
a quick, critical assessment of our search for navigation history on 
Google. 

1. Who Is the Author? The more that you know about the au
thor, the more likely it is that he or she is willing to stake his or her 
reputation on the contents. When an author is identified, do a follow
up search on the name, in order to verify credentials and affiliations. 
ls the author an authority on the subject of the Internet site? 

2. Has the Website Also Been Published in Print? There are 
many s ites that began as print sources or are published in both 
print and electronic editions. In these cases the quality is likely to 
be higher because printed information tends to have higher costs 
and therefore higher quality controls .  Typically, it takes a great 
deal of time and effort to publish a printed book or journal article. 
Works of history that are publ ished in these ways usually must 
meet with the approval of editors and peer rev iewers before they 
are printed and distributed. For this reason, many students have 
gotten into the habit of trusting printed sources .  By contrast, pub
l ishing on the Internet can be done cheaply and quickly, often 
with no controls for quality .  There are v irtually no barriers to pub
l ishing one's own website . 

3 .  Is the Information on the Website Available in "Hard Copy"? 
There are now many outstanding websites published by historical 
archives . In these cases, it would be possible to travel to the archives 
to verify the information that is published online. 

4. What Is the Tone of the Website? To a degree , objectivity 
may be determined by the website's tone. Many websites are written 
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to entertain viewers or to advocate a particular point of view. Other 
websites are more objective, but are written with a different audi ,  
ence in mind, say, readers who are young, 01 who are afic ionados 
and hobbyists . Assessing the tone of a website can be an important 
component of a preliminary evaluation. 

5. Does the Website Provide References? In historical schol, 
arship, it is important for others to be able to follow in an author's 
footsteps. That allows us to confirm or contradict an author's find, 
ings. If there are no references, it is difficult to verify the informa, 
tion. It may not be reliable and therefore should not be used in a 
historical essay. 

l.H.  Critically Assess Sources on the Internet 

Let us now assess the websites that our Google search uncovered for 
navigation history . Some of these sources are promising, others are 
not. 

1 .  "The Navigators-Nav igation-History of Navigat ion . "  
This material was produced at http ://www.abc .net .au. The caution 
about comrnercial .net sites applies here , although a quick cl ick on 
the l ink reveals that this is the Internet site of the Australian Broad, 
casting Corporation, a reputable source of information. The website 
contains much useful background information on navigation tech, 
niques and on the exploration of Australia. The tone indicates that 
it is aimed at middle school and high school students . Even so , the 
"Site Credits" page gives the names of the authors plus a bibliogra, 
phy of printed books, which could be very useful .  

2. At first glance , "Boat Safe Kids ! "  does not sound very promis, 
ing for academic research. But a cl ick on the website reveals an ar, 
t iculate essay about the history of navigation. This com�s as a sur, 
prise , given the t itle of the webs ite . Even so, the art ic le  does 
not provide references, nor does it indicate the name of the au, 
thor. For these reasons it  cannot be used as a source for historical 
writing. 
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3 .  The next website , "BBC-History-A History of Naviga
tion," comes from a .co website published by one of the world's 
most famous broadcasters , the British Broadcasting Corporation 
( BBC ) .  I t  contains a moving sl ide show about navigation, plus 
l inks to BBC documentaries, each of which is supported by his
torical references. The authorship of these linked sites is apparent. 
They all l ist authors or give the names of their institutions. This 
will be an excellent starting point for research on British naviga
tion, but it does not appear to cover the history of navigation in 
many other countries. 

4. "History of Navigation" has a .net domain name. The first 
sentence has a chatty tone, which indicates that this is a personal 
website. The information on the website addresses the history of nav
igational techniques in some detail. I t  appears to be a useful website, 
but scroll down to check the authorship. The author is an individual 
from Denmark who admits he has taken this web page directly from 
the 1 996 Grolier Encyclopedia. This eyebrow-raising reference reveals 
that this website may not be used for scholarly purposes. 

5. A quick cl ick on the "History" website at www 
.celestialnavigation.net reveals an eclectic collection of links and 
bibliographies , ranging from navigation manuals by the U.S. Navy 
to works of theology and literature . The website , which does not 
name its author, calls itself a "clearinghouse ." Indeed, some of these 
links and references could prove useful,  even if the organization of 
the website is hard to follow at times. 

6. "Navigation-Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia." Wikipedia 
is now being used as a first point of reference by many history 
students because the first page of Google search results often refer
ences Wikiped ia articles . Wikipedia is an Internet encyclopedia 
whose articles are written by thousands of volunteer contributors. 
Contributors may help to revise , update , and edit articles in order 
to ensure qual ity, but there is no board of editors to verify accuracy. 
Wikipedia contains mistakes. It is for this reason that some history 
instructors prohibit their students from citing it as a source in their 
assignments . Other instructors have taken the opposite approach: 
they have encouraged their students to contribute to Wikipedia in 
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order to make it better. Stil l ,  it is best not to cite Wikipedia in a 
formal writing assignment. Reading a Wikipedia article , l ike read
ing an encyclopedia article , provides a superhcial orientation to a 
subject. Good research requires more of the rLsearcher. In the case 
of the Wikipedia article about navigation, it contains good descrip
tions of basic aspects of the history of navigation. This information 
will have to be checked carefully and more will need to be found in 
other sources. 

7. The next website , "Navigation at Sea, History of," is part of 
an online encyclopedia devoted to nautical matters. I t  contains use 
ful descriptions of navigation instruments and several references 
that may prove helpful in further research. 

8. "History of Navigation and Cartography 2002" turns out to 
be the website for a course about navigation developed by a history 
professor, Patricia Seed. The website turned up by Google , www . ruf 
. rice .edu/-feegi/latitude2002 .html is a subsid iary website of the 
main course website ,  http ://www. ruf. rice .edu/-feegi/index .html , 
which contains a wealth of informat ion and references about the 
history of navigation, particularly on the "site map."  This would 
also be a good place for starting an inquiry into the history of 
navigation. The website indicates that Professor Seed is an au 
thority on the history of navigation and exploration. This is ap
parent from the comprehens ive references on the website .  It is 
also apparent from the informed and occas ionally humorous style 
of writing. It  is possible to confirm her expertise by searching for 
her on the Internet and check ing her publications and academic 
experience. 

I .I. Follow Up on the In itial Search 

It is at this point in the search where your curiosity about certain 
problems and topics must be weighed against the availability of 
sources on the Internet. Thus far the most re liable and i!1formative 
websites were the ones published by Professor Seed, the Australian 
Broadcasting Company ( the ABC) ,  and the BBC. Let us begin fur
ther searching with the BBC's "A History of Navigation."  While 



1.J. Search Preselected Databases on the Internet 1 3  

the website tends to focus on British navigators to the exclusion of 
others , it is broader than the ABC's website. While the ABC web
site contains references to books, the BBC provides l inks to books 
and to the websites of reputable institutions. The Internet makes it 
easy to follow up on one's curiosi ty. 

Let us say that in the past you have enjoyed reading about the 
adventures of e ighteenth-century sea captains like Bligh, Cook, and 
Vancouver. The ABC and BBC websites contain numerous refer
ences to these great explorers . On the BBC website, there are direct 
l inks to several "External Web Links ,"  including two websites de
voted to the appreciation of Captain Cook, one describing the ex
plorers of Austral ia who followed Cook, and a link to the Natural 
History Museum's collection of botanical drawings made on Cook's 
first voyage . 

The BBC website also contains references-without links-to 
institutions that are l ikely to have the ir own websites. The BBC ac
knowledges ass istance from Britain's National Maritime Museum. A 
click on those words gives the museum's street address, but a Google 
search for National Maritime Museum reveals a website packed with 
information and sources .  I t  contains rich descriptions of Britain's 
maritime history, plus reproductions of primary sources, including 
documents and illustrations . This is a gold mine of reliable histori
cal information. As you find websites like this, add them to your list 
of "favorite" websites, so that you may come back to them when you 
have narrowed down your topic. 

I .J . Search Preselected Databases 
on the I nternet 

Thus far we have used a search engine to identify a broad range of 
sources on the Internet for a research essay on the history of nav
igat ion. Our search turned up many items . A Google search for 
navigation his tory results in mill ions of pertinent websites in a frac
tion of a second. The most relevant websites are listed first, and it 
is probably only worth looking at the first forty or fifty. 

The sheer amount of information that is available online can 
be overwhelming. Thankfully, scholars , l ibrarians, and archivists 
have selected specific collections of information that are worthy 
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of cons iderat ion by scholars and that may be accessed onl ine . 
Some of these sources are available free to everybody . Some of 
them require payment or subscription, either by indiv iduals or by 
l ibraries . 

1 .  Search for Books in Online Library Catalogues . Most l i ,  
brary catalogues are now digit ized . Many are available online . The 
best way to search them is to use W orldCat, a digital l ibrary cata, 
log that l inks l ibrary catalogues around the world. This is a sub, 
scription service that is used widely. Search results will indicate if 
your own library owns the book that you are looking for. If it does 
not,  a click of the mouse will take you to a page where you can or, 
der the book through Interlibrary Loan. If your local library does 
not subscribe to WorldCat, search the l ibrary's catalog first ,  then 
turn to a large online catalog, such as the U.S .  Library of Congress 
at http://catalog. loc.gov, where you may identify most of the books 
that are available on any particular subj ect .  The key to searching a 
digital catalogue is understanding the way in which the information 
is organized. Most items in the l ibrary have an author, a title , or a 
subject heading. In order to find the right headings , start with a key, 
word search. In a keyword search , it is important to use dist inctive 
words. Type in navigation history and you will get too many entries . 
A more specific search, l ike longitude, wil l  still produce too many 
entries. A narrower set of entries will be revealed if your keyword 
search includes the following unique words: longitude history Harri, 
son. This keyword search will bring you to several works, each of 
which will have subject headings . Click on the subj ect headings to 
l ink to other works on the same subj ect .  Please note that subj ect 
searches are different from keyword searches .  Keyword searches may 
turn up your word or words in many different orders . By contrast, 
subject headings are fixed by the Library of Congress. You will only 
"hit" a subject heading if you type in its exact wording. (J ust ask a 
l ibrarian. All l ibrarians will be able to explain to you how to search 
for Library of Congress subject headings . )  Once you come across a 
useful subject heading, follow l inks to other subj ects . Click on au, 
thor and title l inks to help identify related works . 

2. Search Journals in Online Databases . Articles and re , 
views from scholarly journals can often provide helpful guideposts 
to a field. Many libraries now subscribe to databases that allow users 



1 .J. Search Preselected Databases on the Internet 15 

to search online indexes .  These include ProQuest and EBSCO 
Host. Both these serv ices sometimes grant users access to full .. text 
versions of articles. These will search through multiple databases 
that used to exist only in print form, such as Books in Print, Dis .. 
sertation Abstracts , Humanities Index, and Social Science Index. 
When articles are not available through the databases,  ProQuest 
and EBSCO Host give citations that allow users to find "hard copy" 
versions of the articles or to order them through Interlibrary Loan. 
Full,text versions of journal articles from before 1997 are available 
through JSTOR, another subscription service , while Project Muse 
and the History Cooperative together provide subscribing l ibraries 
with access to recent issues of more than 300 journals . 

3 .  Google Book. Google has embarked on an effort to digi .. 
tize many of the world's books. They are doing so with the coop .. 
eration of some of the world's most important l ibraries. Google is 
making available the entire texts of books that were published be .. 
fore 1 922 ,  because they are no longer subj ect to copyright. Books 
that were publ ished after 1 92 2  may be purchased through Google 
or through other vendors . Go to http : //books .google .com and 
search for navigation history. This search yields many results . A 
more spec ific search wi l l  be needed when you have narrowed 
down your topic. A search for navigation his tory captain cook still 
yields quite a few results. 

4. Search Historical Websites . Ten years ago, the first edition 
of this book disparaged the Internet, saying that it was filled with 
garbage and advising students to stay away from it. Today there are 
thousands of excellent Internet sites for scholars interested in his .. 
tory. Archives have placed documents and images online, as have 
newspapers and institutions. Many scholars have assembled websites 
that are informative and even interactive . The Center for History 
and New Media at George Mason University at http://chnm.gmu 
.edu contains traditional scholarship and source materials as well as 
new digital media. The Valley of the Shadow at http.//valley.vcdh 
. virginia.edu allows scholars to explore in detail the history of two 
Virginia communities during the Civil War. The Victorian Web at 
www.victorianweb.org contains hundreds of articles and documents 
pertaining to all aspects of life in Victorian Britain. Sites l ike these
and many more-are making it possible for scholars to study about 
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subjects that once requ ired expensive research trips to distant loca, 
tions. Now much of the work q1n be done at home. Even so, it can 
be difficult to find good historical websites. � fany college libraries 
have begun to list websites that have become favored resources for 
historical researchers. Many library reference collections also own a 
book that l ists hundreds of the best Internet s ites for historians , 
arranged by subject: The History Highway : A 2 1 s t Century Guide to 
Internet Resources , edited by Dennis A. Trinkle and Scott A. Merri, 
man (Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, 2006 ) .  

I .K. Use Print Sources to Begin a Project 

Visit the reading room of any good library and you will find funda, 
mental reference work.3, including encyclopedias , dictionaries, and 
textbooks that survey a broad range of interests and topics. lncreas, 
ingly , encyclopedias and dict ionaries are becoming avai lable as 
CD,ROMs, and many references are accessible over the Internet .  

1. Encyclopedias. A strong encyclopedia can help you to get 
an early, broad understanding of a topic. It will contain bas ic ex, 
planations as well as hints about related subjects . Just keep in mind 
that encyclopedias can only provide an introduction. If you write a 
paper based on encyclopedia articles ,  you wil l  not impress your 
readers. 

Nevertheless, the Encyclopedia Britannica does contain a useful, ten, 
page summary of the history of navigation, stretching from the earli, 
est development of marine navigation to the recent development of 
global positioning satellites. The encyclopedia article contains general 
and technical overviews of the basic problems of navigation and their 
solutions, as well as illustrations and a bibliography. In this instance, 
an encyclopedia article could help to jump,start a research project. 

2. Dictionaries . Dictionaries also provide a quick way to ex, 
plore some topics. Be aware that there are three different types of 
dictionaries, each of which has its own special uses .  Prescriptive die, 
tionaries like Webster ' s  will tell you how words should be used ; de, 
scriptive dictionaries like American Heritage w ill tell you how words 
are actually used; historical dictionaries l ike the Oxford English Die, 
tionary will tell you how words have been used over time . 
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In the case of navigation, dictionaries probably have little to offer, 
but they are still worth a look because you never know what you might 
find. The meaning of "navigation" is clear enough, and so are its ori, 
gins, from the Latin navis for ship. As it turns out, the Oxfard English 
Dictionary describes e ight different shades of meaning for the word 
"navigation," some dating to the sixteenth century. Even so, in this 
case the dictionary does not raise any interesting research questions. 

3 .  Textbooks. Text books often contain useful surveys of a topic, 
and they also contain bibliographies. For information on navigation, 
for example, various types of textbooks might prove to be useful. A 
world history textbook or a history of science textbook might make 
reference to changes in navigational methods over time. A textbook 
on astronomy or navigation might provide you with helpful technical 
explanations. Check textbook bibliographies for further references. 

I . L. The A.H.A. Guide 

A good way to learn about reference sources is to look in The Amer, 
ican His torical Association' s  Guide to His torical Literature, edited by 
Mary Beth Norton and Pamela Gerardi .  5 I t  is the most useful printed 
reference guide for almost every historian beginning a new project, 
and it is owned by almost every college l ibrary. The A.H .A .  Guide, 
as it is called , is organized into commonly recognized historical 
fields of spec ial ization, such as "Central Asia," "Colonial North 
America," and "International Relations Since 1 920." Open to the 
table of contents to find your own area of interest, then tum to the 
part of the guide that contains your broad area of interest. First you 
will find a short essay by a specialist, describing the main research 
problems in the field .  Next you will find a table of contents for the 
field ,  and you will also see that the field is broken down into sub, 
categories. Under each subcategory the editors have listed the most 
significant works of scholarship in the field. They provide biblio, 
graphic details , but they also summarize each work briefly. 

Naturally, these are subjective selections on the part of the edi, 
tors , but the works l isted in the bibliography can give a beginning 
researcher a strong head start . And each section of the A . H .A .  
Guide begins with a list of other reference works that might help 
you if you cannot finJ clues within �he Guide. Almost every broad 
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subject in history has its own special reference works, and these 
might help you to find more sources. 

Conduct a search for "Navigadon" in the A . H .A .  Guide. The main 
table of contents indicates that there is a section on "Science , Tech
nology, and Medicine" on page 77. Tum there, and the first thing you 
will find is an essay by Robert Dekosky that provides a broad survey 
of the main issues in the history of science , technology, and medicine .  
Then, on page 8 1 ,  Dekosky provides a table of contents for the sec
tion, listing subheadings. Some are definitely worth checking. Your 
first stop should be the subheading on reference works, and next take 
a look at several other subheadings that might be related to naviga
tion: "Modem Astronomy, Cosmology, and Astrophysics," "Scientific 
Instruments," and "Naval and Maritime Technology." 

Tum next to each of these subheadings. The descriptions of other 
reference guides seem especially promising. You learn that historians 
of science and technology are fortunate that the editors of the schol
arly journals Isis and Technology and Culture compile annual b ibli
ographies on all subjects relating to the history of science and tech
nology. The indexes for Isis and Technology and Culture may be searched 
at their respective home pages, http://www.joumals.uchicago .edu/lsis 
and http://www.historyoftechnology.org/tc .html. If you were conduct
ing research on another topic, you would find that other specific bib
liographies are listed, such as Historical Abstracts and America : History 
and Life . No matter what you are researching, use the A . H .A .  Guide 
to identify the principal bibliographies and works in the field. 

Look carefully through the A . H . A .  Guide . After scanning the 
reference subheading, you find that the "Modern Astronomy, Cos
mology, and Astrophysics" section does not seem to contain any ref
erences that can help you , and ne i ther does the subhead ing on 
"Naval and Maritime Technology. "  But the subheading on "Scien
tific Instruments" does l ist a number of interest ing titles .  Based on 
what you have found in the A . H .A .  Guide , i t  is now t ime to search 
for the most promising works, and also to search the bibl iographies 
from Isis and Technology and Culture . 

I .M .  Speak with a Librarian 

Librarians are the unsung heroes of the historical world . Historians 
depend on librarians heavily, and together with l ibrarians historians 
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share a commitment to preserving information. Librarians know 
how to organize that information, and can therefore help historians 
find things. When in doubt ,  ask a l ibrarian. 

In the case of navigation, almost any librarian would have known, 
without looking in the A.H .A.  Guide, that the main bibliographies in 
the history of science and technology are compiled by Isis and Tech, 
nology and Culture. Librarians would probably not be familiar with the 
other sources listed in the A.H .A .  Guide, but they would have known 
to tell you to look in the A.H .A .  Guide. Librarians also know other 
ways to search for bibliographies and basic reference works, even in 
the absence of an A.H .A .  Guide. College and public librarians have 
been in the forefront of efforts to organize and make available online 
information. They usually can offer help with online searching, too. 

l .N .  When in  Doubt, Speak with 
Your Professor 

None of the criteria listed above can be used as the sole determinant 
of a website's reliability. Taken together, they can help. If you still 
have doubts about historical sources that you have found on the In, 
ternet or in print, present your source to your professor, even just by 
sending an e,mail message containing the Internet address of the web
site in question. It is better to ask about a source before you write the 
paper, than to be asked about it after you have turned the paper in. 

1 .0 .  Approach Your Topic from 
a Particular Angle 

A library at a large univers ity will probably contain more than a 
thousand items on navigation, and it may also have special collec
tions of manuscripts and artifacts. Even a small library may have 
several dozen items on navigation. Don't be discouraged. You sim
ply need to bring more focus to your topic. 

Think back to the books you have read and the courses you have 
taken. If you like to read biographies, then you might want to iden
tify an individual who made a significant contribution to the field. If 
you like to read social history, you might wish to explore a topic along 
the lines of class, gender , or race. You 

_
might be partial to the history 
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of a particular place or time period. Keep working in the library ref
erence room until it seems that you have a manageable number of re
sources with which to write an essay on a reasonably focused topic . 

Imagine that you are still interested in wri c ing about the history of 
navigation. In the past you enjoyed reading about the adventures of 
eighteenth-century British sea captains like Bligh, Cook, and Van
couver. While searching your library catalogue, you decide to find a 
biography of one of these captains , to see if it tells anything about nav
igation. You search the catalogue for Captain James Cook, which re
veals many items. You skim the list, looking for a substantial , recent 
biography, and you find J .  C. Beaglehole's The Life of Captain James 
Cook, published in 1 974. This book might contain important clues . 

I . P . Go to the Library and Do Some 
Background Reading 

Searching cannot be done exclus ively from a computer terminal or 
a card catalogue. I t  is time to go to the stacks of the l ibrary . Locate 
Beaglehole's book on Captain Cook and skim the index to see if it 
mentions the science of navigation. You will find that on pages 1 09 
to 117, Beaglehole d iscusses how eighteenth-century sea capta ins 
had a very difficult t ime calculat ing the ir longitude . Here is a spe
cific problem in the history of navigat ion: how to use celestial ob
servations and mathematical calculations to determine a pos it ion 
and plot a course . Now you might have a specific topic. You also 
have an additional word for searching, " longitude ."  

As you define your topic, you will find yourself moving back and 
forth between searching in the catalogue and reading in the stacks . Go 
back to the catalogue and search under "Longitude. "  Here you also 
find many items, but as you work your way through the entries, you 
notice, under the subject "Longitude," a promising subheading: "Lon
gitude-Measurement-History."  Here there are only a few items, 
one of which meets your needs particularly well. It is Dava Sobel's 
small book, Longitude: The True Story of a Lone Genius Who Solved the 
Greatest Scientific Problem of His Time (New York: Walker, 1 995) . 
When you find it in the library stacks, you see that it is a concise book 
that summarizes the scientific problems surrounding longitude. It also 
tells the story of John Harrison, the clockmaker who struggled against 
great odds to build the first marine chronometer, the essential instru-
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ment for calculating longitude. Sobel's book is a popular account that 
lacks footnotes, but it does contain a useful short bibliography. 

Under the same subject heading , you also find a book called The 
Quest for Longitude, edited by William Andrewes, which summarizes 
the proceedings of a historical conference held at Harvard in 1993 . 
The book contains numerous illustrations and technical discussions, 
but most important for your present purposes ,  it also contains a 
number of scholarly articles on longitude, as well as substantial foot
notes and an extensive b ibliography. Now you have two recent 
sources that can point you in further directions. 

1 .Q .  Browse for More Sources 

There is only one way to make an informed choice about a topic: go 
back to the Internet and back to the library stacks and browse through 
the potential source materials. Look for both quantity and quality. 
Are there enough sources to write this paper, or are there so many 
sources that the topic must be narrowed further ? I t  is also important 
to consider when your sources were publ ished. Are you finding the 
most recent scholarship, or do your sources seem old enough to be out 
of date ? Are your sources so old that they are from the period of time 
that you are studying ? 

In the case of longitude , the Sobel and Andrewes bibliographies 
are sufficient to be used as guides to identifying sources. Both books 
were publ ished recently, and both contain fairly comprehensive 
bibl iographies . It is probably a good idea to start with a narrow base 
of sources and build it into a broader base . Therefore , try to find 
some of the sources in Sobel's short bibliography, and as you dig 
more deeply, draw on Andrewes's longer bibliography. As you search 
for sources in the l ibrary stacks, you will find more clues that will 
lead you to further sources . Just keep in mind that there are limits 
to your time and there are limits to your paper. In the early stages 
of research you do not need to find everything. 

1 .R. Form a Hypothesis 

An essay based on historical research should reach new conclusions 
about a topic. This is a challenging prqposition, and by now you may 
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be wondering if it is worth writing a paper about longitude at all. 
Sobel and her predecessors have already written plenty about the 
subject. Can you bring a unique perspective to bear on longitude ? 

While you are identifying a topic ,  you should begin forming a hy
pothesis, one of the most important steps in wnting a research paper. 
A hypothesis is not an ordinary question; it is the question that can 
guide you through the research. As you read through your sou...-ces you 
will ask for answers to your hypothesis , and as you get answers you will 
refine your hypothesis. As you do this over the course of your research, 
you will find that you are getting closer to forming an argument. 

How does one arrive at a hypothesis ? Start to j ot down some 
questions. In the case of longitude , you may be wondering about the 
following things: ( 1 )  What sort of person was Harrison ? ( 2 )  What 
distinguished Harrison's clocks from other clocks ? ( 3 )  How seriou� 
was the problem of finding longitude ? ( 4 )  Was Harrison really a 
lone genius, as Sobel says , or did he have collaborators ? 

Now ask yourself two more things: Can you build an argument 
around the potential answer to one of the quest ions , and does the 
question address some broader issue in history ? Questions 1 and 2 
might yield only descriptions and not arguments . Question 3 could 
produce a debate (Yes,  longitude was a serious problem; N o ,  i t  
wasn't so serious ) ,  but such a debate , although i t  might have been 
important during the eighteenth century ,  would not occur today 
among historians. Question 4 seems a bit  more promising. Answers 
to it could e i ther support or rej ect Sobe l ' s  interpretation. They 
might also help you to ask questions about the soc ial d imensions of 
scientific research, a common approach for a historian. 

I . S . Craft a Proposal 

After you have completed your preliminary research, craft a one

page proposal. Your teachers and friends wil l  probably be happy to 

read it and comment on it . Even if they are not, the process of writ

ing the proposal will still help you to sketch out your ideas .  The pro

posal is an early opportunity to think critically about your topic. 

Every proposal should answer these quest ions : 

1 .  What is your topic ? Describe it briefly. 

2 .  What is your hypothesis ? Tell which question is driv ing your 

research. 
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3. What will your readers learn from this proje
_
ct ? Will you be 

bringing new information to light, or will you be interpreting 
commonplace knowledge in a new way ? 

4 .  Why is your project s ignificant or interesting? Discuss the re
lationship between your project and some broader issue in his
tory . 

5 .  Wh<1t are your principal sources ? Give a short bibliography. 
6 .  What methods will you use to evaluate your sources ? Will you 

be reading library books or will you be using archival materi
als ? Will you be analyzing objects and paintings ? Are any of 
your sources in foreign languages, and if so, can you under
stand them? Will you be using methods from another disci
pl ine , such as sociology ? 

I . T. Write an Annotated Bibl iography 

Your object at the next stage of your project should be to compile 
an annotated bibl iography. This exercise will help you assess the 
breadth and significance of your sources .  Arrange your sources ac
cording to the instructions for a bibliography given at the end of 
Chapter 3 of this volume . After each entry in your bibliography, 
summarize the source and state why you will be using it in your pa
per. Describe any special circumstances surrounding the source. You 
should keep your notes on sources concise , but you may wish to say 
more about some sources than others . 

An annotated bibliography on longitude might contain the fol
lowing entries: 

Quill ,  Humphrey . John Harrison , the Man Who Found Longitude. 
London: Baker, 1 966. Quill has written a biography of John 
Harrison, the eighteenth-century English clockmaker. Har
rison built the first marine chronometer, thus solving the 
problem of how to calculate longitude . Quill respects Har
rison's  achievements but also crit icizes the clockmaker's 
irascible behavior, particularly during his interactions with 
professional astronomers. 

Sobel ,  Dava. Longitude : The True S tory of a Lone Genius Who 
Solved the Greatest Scientific Problem of His Time. New York: 
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Walker & Co. ,  1 99 5 .  Sobel has written a b iography of Har, 
rison that is dramatic and fi lled with adulation. Sobel argues 
that Harrison was a hero who triumphed in the face of un, 
reasonable oppos it ion from profess iona l astronomers . 

l .U .  Talk to People About Your Topic 

Don't be bashful .  Talk with other people about your topic ,  inc lud, 
ing your teachers and friends . I t  can also be interesting to seek out 
experts in your area of interest .  Experts are usually happy to d iscuss 
specific research problems with other researchers, espec ially when 
they are presented with thoughtful questions and written proposa ls . 

If the experts happen to be history professors , v is i t  them dur ing 
their office hours , or make appointments to see them. You may a lso 
wish to seek out experts in other departments of a univers ity ,  and 
outside of universit ies too. For example , if you were to conduc t re, 
search on longitude , you might w ish to write to some of the authors 
working in the field. You might also try to find some nav igat ional 
equipment, and ask someone to show you how to use it .  

I .V. If  You Have to Abandon a Topic, 
Do It Early 

The process of finding sources , forming a hypothesis, and craft ing a 
proposal will test the v iabil ity of your top ic. If at the end of a week 
or two you no longer want to work on your topic, then find another 
one. There are plenty of reasons to stop working on a topic .  You 
may not find enough sources, or you may decide that the topic is 
less interesting than you had thought. It is better to bail  out of a 
bad project early than to go down in flames later. 
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I NTERPRETING SOU RCE 

MATERIALS 

When you write history, you will  know that the sources all relate to 
a particular topic , but you will have to decide how to interpret and 
assemble them. At first you might find the sources confusing and 
even contradictory. Historical writing resembles detective work be .. 
cause sources often raise more quest ions than they answer. Some .. 
t imes they lead historians on exhilarat ing wild .. goose chases that 
culminate in dead ends . Other t imes they enable historians to slowly 
recover unexpected tales from the past .  Fortunately there are many 
ways to assess source materials . 

2 .A. Work Systematical ly 

Historians do not make random choices . H istorians work as sys .. 
temat ically as possible , and they even share rules for selecting evi .. 
dence with writers across the disciplines. Some of these rules date 
back to the ancient Greeks . Hippocrates' advice to Greek doctors 
might well apply to today's historians : 

In Medicine one must pay attention not to plausible theoriz .. 
ing but to experience and reason _together . . .  I agree that 

25 
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theorizing is to be approved, provided that it is based on facts , 
and systematically makes its deductions from what is observed 
. . . But conclusions drawn by the unai<lcd reason can hardly 
be serviceable ; only those drawn from oh�i.!rved facts .6 

Ever since the days of the ancient Greeks , historians and other 
writers have debated some of these fundamental notions : What is 
plaus ible theorizing ? Is the d ifference between reason and irra, 
tionality simply a matter of objective systematization, or does rea, 
son have to be subj ectively "approved ," "observed," and "aided" by 
people ? Historians have often written about these questions, not 
only to understand ancient Greek sc ientists but also to understand 
how to write history. 

2.B.  Distinguish Primary Sources 
from Secondary Works 

Sources drive all histories, but all sources are not created equal .  As 
a matter of convenience , historians d ist inguish between primary 
sources and secondary works. 

1. Primary Sources . Primary sources originate in the time pe, 
riod that historians are studying. They vary a great deal . They may 
include personal memoirs, government documents , transcripts of le, 
gal proceedings, oral histories and trad it ions, archaeological and bi, 
ological evidence , and visual sources l ike paintings and photographs . 
I t  is l ikely that these types of primary sources will be very important 
to your project. 

Each kind of primary source must be considered on its own terms . 
Historians used to think that some source materials were inherently 
more reliable than others . Leopold von Ranke, the founder of mod, 
em, professional history, considered government documents to be 
the gold standard of all primary sources. But even government doc, 
uments are subj ective in some way. Like all sources , they reveal 
some things but remain silent on others . 

2. Secondary Works . Secondary works reflect on earlier times . 
Typically, they are books and articles by writers who are interpret, 
ing the events and primary sources that you are studying. Secondary 
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works vary a great deal, from books by professional scholars to jour
nal istic accounts. Evaluate each secondary work on its own merits , 
part icularly on how well it uses primary sources as evidence. 

In some cases this d istinction between primary sources and sec
ondary works may be confusing. If you are writing about historical 
writers , you may find yourself us ing a secondary work as a primary 
source . For example , during the 1 840s and 1 850s Thomas Babing
ton Macaulay wrote The History of England. His book describes the 
origins and outcome of England's Glorious Revolution of 1 688. For 
historians of seventeenth-century England, Macaulay's book is a 
class ic secondary work. But for historians of Victorian Britain, The 
His tory of England is a rich primary source that tells historians a 
great deal about intellectual life in the 1 840s and 1 850s. 

2 .C .  Refine Your Hypothesis with Who, 
What, Why, Where, and When 

While you are reading each source , you should be asking how the 
source might support or contradict your hypothesis. Pretty soon, you 
will have a lot of information that re lates to your hypothesis. Or
ganize your answers around the j ournalist 's questions : who, what, 
why, where , when. 

Newspaper reporters tell beginning reporters to ask these ques
tions when they are reporting a story. H istorian Richard Marius be
gan his career as a journalist, and in his Short Guide to Writing about 
History he advises students to ask these reporter's questions when 
they read source materials . I t  is good advice . Answers to these ques
tions can be very complex, depending on the sources and the story. 7 
Take notes and use your answers to help you form ideas for your 
essay. 

Imagine for a moment that you are writing a biography of George 
Washington, and that your sources consist mainly of e ighteenth
century archival materials . To get through these sources , you have 
formed a hypothesis : that Washington was a weak leader who made 
many poor decisions, some of which are still controversial. As you 
read about all of Washington's decisions, consider organizing your 
research around the reporter's questions. When you start to get an
swers , take notes. 
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The "Who" Question . H istorians ask "who" to learn bio
graphical information about s ignificant actors , to learn who bore 
the brunt of historical changes, and to learn who caused things to 
happen. In your biography of Washington, you could use the sources 
to make yourself familiar with all the main characters .  Who were 
Washington's fam ily members , and did they support his decis ions ? 
Who supported Washington when he commanded the Continental 
Army? Who opposed him ? 

The "What" Question. Different sources often describe the 
same events differently . Know each vers ion of events so that you 
can compare accounts . Let us say that you are focusing momentar
ily on Washington's decis ion to cross the Delaware . What did  
Washington know about the strength of the Brit ish forces ? What 
did his troops do to surprise the Hessian troops on the other s ide of 
the river ? What were the strategic and political consequences of 
Washington's decision ? 

The "Why" Question. Why did some things change whi le 
others remained the same ? Using each source , make a l ist of poss i 
ble causes. Try to distinguish the most significant causes of events 
from the background causes. Why d id a responsible Virginia planter 
l ike Washington decide to rebel against the king of England ? Did 
he support independence because h is farm would be more l ikely to 
prosper without British trade restrict ions , or did he truly bel ieve in 
representative government ? Why did Washington accept the com
mand of the Continental Army? Did he want to serve his new coun
try, or did he simply enjoy the trappings of power ? 

The "Where" Question. Sometimes you wil l  find fairly self
evident answers to the "where" question. Other times geographical 
considerations will open your eyes to unexpected c ircumstances. 
You might even find it helpful to draw a map of your subj ect. Where , 
for example, is Valley Forge ? Was it a wise idea for Washington to 
ask his troops to spend the winter in such a cold , miserable place ? 
Where else could they have gone , g iven the problems of trans
portation in eighteenth-century America, and given the locat ion of 
British forces ? 
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The "When" Question. Historians analyze ch�nge and conti
nuity over time .  Not surpris ingly, it becomes quite important to 
know when historical events happened. Depending on the topic, 
you may get an easy answer or no answer at all. Try as much as you 
can to determine when things happened. Use this information to 
place events in a chronological relationship. Try to make one time
line from aJl your source materials so that you may understand the 
order of events. When, for example, did Washington decide to at
tack the Brit�sh general Cornwall is at Yorktown? Could he have 
won the war sooner rather than later, or did too much depend upon 
timely assistance from the French army and navy ? 

2.D. Be Sensitive to Points of View 
in Your Sources 

As you use your hypothesis to work your way through the source 
materials , you will  come to see that many sources present history 
from a certain point of view. Even photographs show only the per
spective of the photographer. Photographers have even been known 
to arrange the ir pictures, and their mere presence with a camera 
changes how their subjects behave. How then do historians know 
which sources to trust ? 

Historians must be sensitive to the ways in which sources come 
to be available . Why is only some information available ? Chroni
clers record events as they happen but they describe only the things 
they consider to be important .  For example , in a book called Si
lencing the Past, Michel-Rolph Trou illot mentions that Caribbean 
slave-owners usually kept detailed records of their plantations, but 
sometimes the slave-owners neglected to record births. Infant mor
tal ity was so high on some plantations that it was not worth the 
trouble to add a new slave child to the registers until the baby sur
vived to a certain age . Therefore, these records lack important data. 
Historians may wish to reconstruct the history of Caribbean slave 
famil ies ,  but the plantation chronicles make it a difficult task. 
Chroniclers use their own contemporary standards when they de
cide to record certain events and to keep silent about others. 8 

The process of producing sources does not end with the selections 
of the chroniclers .  Al l sorts of factors determine whether or not 
chronicles will survive. Sometimes wars, fires, and floods can silence 



30 2.  INTERPRETING SOURCE MATERIALS 

the past. But most of the time,  collectors , archivists , and l ibrarians 
decide to preserve some chronicles and to discard others. They have 
their own visions of the past, and politics and economics can influ
ence their decisions in many ways. For example , during the 1 960s 
Loren Graham began to collect

. 
information about a Soviet engineer 

named Peter Palchinsky, who was executed by Stalin in 1 929 .  Gra
ham believed that Palchinsky had made significant contributions to 
early Soviet engineering , but the Soviet government was hid ing 
Palchinsky's papers from researchers because the engineer had crit i 
cized the regime. Graham had to wait almost thirty years , but when 
the Soviet Union collapsed he finally gained access to Palchinsky's 
papers . Then, in a nice twist of fate , Graham found that the Palchin
sky papers could help him to write a book that explained , in part , the 
Soviet Union's failure . His quest for sources became a subplot of his 
history, The Ghost of the Executed Engineer.9 But even in Graham's 
case, the selections of chroniclers influenced the writ ing of h istory .  

2.E. Select the Most Important Source Materials 

You cannot include everything in your essay . You must se lect the 
information that you need to make your point, even if that means 
neglecting potentially interesting tangents. Historians are not just 
collectors of facts , they are selectors and arrangers . They function 
like the human memory, remembering some things and forgett ing 
others. Try not to be l ike the main character in Jorge Lu is Borges's 
story "Funes, the Memorious" :  

He remembered the shapes of the c louds in the south at dawn 
on the 30th of April of 1 882 ,  and he could compare them in 
his recollection with the marbled gra in in the des ign of a 
leather-bound book which he had seen only once , and with 
the lines in the spray which an oar raised in the Rio Negro on 
the eve of the battle of Quebracho . . . He told me . . . My 
memory , sir , is like a garbage disposal. 1 0  

Historians exercise selectivity with sources so  that they may avoid 
producing garbage disposals. Some information will be significant to 
an essay,  but much will be insignificant. Don't  feel bad if you spend 
a lot of time interpreting a source, only to find that it does not con-
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tribute to your essay 's main idea .  I t  is tempting to include such 
sources, if only to show your readers how hard you have been work
ing, but some sources are bound to be irrelevant. In the end, a co
herent essay will impress readers more than a garbage disposal. 

2 .F. Take Notes by Being Selective 

When you first begin to analyze your sources, you will need to take 
notes . When historians take notes, they take advantage of a num
ber of techniques : some historians use index cards and notebook pa
per, while others use word-process ing programs or even database 
programs. Choosing a method of taking notes depends to a great ex
tent on the type of research you are conducting, and it is often a 
matter of personal preference . As you conduct more research, you 
will get a better sense of how you prefer to take notes. 

All note- taking methods, whether low-tech or high-tech, present 
a common difficulty : how to select the most important material for 
your notes . Usually, you do not want to copy your sources word for 
word . You want to write down only the information that is l ikely to 
be useful in your essay . But how do you know what is going to be 
useful before you even write the essay ? Reaching this decision is the 
most difficult part of note-taking. You want to write down useful in
formation, but you recognize that some information that appears to 
be useless now may turn out to be useful later. 

It is difficult to know in advance which notes will be useful. It is 
for this reason that you should use your hypothesis to help you read 
sources. Ask yourself how a source relates to your hypothesis, and 
jot down notes from the source that answer fundamental questions 
about your hypothesis. Use your hypothesis to help select the most 
important information from your sources .  

The trickiest thing about using a hypothesis during note-taking 
is that your hypothesis is likely to change . This is as it should be. 
Over the course of your research you will refine your ideas about 
your sources ,  and your hypothesis will get closer and closer to a the
sis or argument. Unfortunately, this also means that your early notes 
will be more extensive and less useful than your later notes. Don't 
be disappointed if, at the end of a project, you find that you have 
taken some extraneous notes: it is a natural consequence of refin
ing a hypothesis and b� ing selective . 
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WRITI NG  H ISTORY FAITH F U LLY 

I n  the first century B.C. E . , Cicero said , "The first law for the histo
rian is that he shall never dare utter an untruth. The second is that 
he shall suppress nothing that is true . " 1 1  The spirit of these laws re
mains the same , even if some of the conventions for writing history 
have changed . 

Good historical writers always question authorities, even formi
<.fable ones l ike Cicero . One question comes immediately to mind: 
how do historians know what is true ? Historians may never know 
the answer to such a question because sources often present con
tradictions and s ilences. Even so , historians recognize certain rules 
of representing the past faithfully. Like the law, these rules are writ
ten down but they are also subject to variation and interpretation 
over t ime . Historians do not take a Hippocratic oath to uphold any 
particular body of rules , but a broad consensus exists among histor
ical writers about what is right and what is wrong. 

3 .A. Col lect and Report Your Sources Careful ly 

There is more to honesty than simply having good intentions. His
torians must be faithful to sources by collecting and reporting them 
carefully .  Scholarship relies heavily on trust because scholars all 
build on the work of others . Above all, it is important to report ac
curately on the people and events of the past. 

33 
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Sloppy note, taking can cause you to misrepresent history .  Even 
if your misrepresentat ions are inadvertent, readers may still accuse 
you of dishonesty. To avoid any such misunderstanding , apply some 
basic rules to your note,taking: 

1. Every Note Should Contain a Citation . Every time you j ot 
down a note , write the b ibl iographic reference next to it .  Each note 
card , each computer entry ,  and each piece of paper should indicate 
where you got the information. Always include page numbers . If 
you are pressed for time , do not cut corners in your notes: work out 
a system of abbreviations . 

2. Make a Clear Distinction Between Your Words and Your 
Source's Words . Always put direct quotations in quotat ion marks .  
When you paraphrase someone else's words, make sure that your 
own words are d istinct. 

3 .  Watch Your \\lord Processor .  Ages ago , when histori am 
wrote with rock chisels, quil l  pens , and manual typewriters ,  writ ing 
and revising drafts was a painful process . Nowadays , word process
ing makes it easier to compose and rev ise while you consult sources .  
This is convenient, but word processors do present some organiza
tional challenges .  Always keep your notes in a separate fi le from 
your writing. Be especially careful when cutt ing and past ing source 
materials from the Internet .  If you keep notes and text in the same 
file , you will run the risk of confus ing your own words with some
one else's .  Writing technology has changed , but the standards for 
evaluating plagiarism have remained the same . 1 2  

3 .B. I ncorporate the Ideas of Others 
with Care and Respect 

When you conduct research and write papers , you wil l have to en
gage the ideas of fellow scholars. Much of the t ime you wil l  be in
terpreting subjects that others have interpreted before you . Even if 
you are the first person to write a history of something, chances are 
you will have to place your own ideas in the context of a broader 
historical literature . 
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All historians know that writing is hard work. Therefore it is im
portant to acknowledge the work of others in a respectful way. His
torians have conventions for quoting, summarizing, and paraphras
ing the works of other scholars . Keep these conventions in mind 
while you are taking notes. That way you will not have to go back 
and check your sources while you are writing. 

3 .C.  Summarize and Paraphrase Fairly 

Technically speaking, a paraphrase restates another writer's words 
in about the same number of words; a summary reduces another 
writer's words to a more concise number of words. Historical writ
ers often paraphrase and summarize the ideas of others . Paraphrase 
when you think that it is important to discuss someone else's work 
but you think you can say the same thing more clearly in about the 
same number of words. Summarize when you think you can say it 
more clearly and more concisely , or when the longer version is in
appropriate . A summary or a paraphrase indicates to your reader 
that you have digested another author's work to the point at which 
you are able to restate it in your own words. 

In historical writing, paraphrases are not as common as sum
maries, but paraphrases still have the ir uses. They are particularly 
helpful when you must translate an archaic or complex quotation 
into standard English. For example , in To Keep and Bear Anns: The 
Origins of an Anglo-American Right, historian Joyce Malcolm ana
lyzes passages from Will iam Blackstone's Commentaries on the Laws 
of England, the eighteenth century's most famous interpretation of 
the law. Blackstone wrote , " In a land of l iberty, i t  is extremely dan
gerous to make a distinct order of the profession of arms." Malcolm 
precedes this slightly archaic quotation with her own paraphrase: 
"As for standing armies , Blackstone recommended they be treated 
with utmost caution." 1 3  Malcolm's paraphrase helps readers to un
derstand Blackstone's somewhat old-fashioned terminology. 

A summary of someone else's work is usually inorc convenient 
than a paraphrase because historians write to express the ir own orig
inal ideas , even when they are engaging the ideas of others. Sum
maries are everywhere in historical writing ,  and they are most com
mon in works of synthe�is. In a recent survey of colonial American 
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social history , Pursui ts of Happiness , J ack Greene summarizes the 
work of Perry Miller, an earl ier historian who wrote some classic 
studies of New England : 

Although, as Perry M iller has emphasized , New England rel i 
g ious culture remained vital and adaptable throughout the 
years from 1 670 to 1 7 30 ,  i t  lost its former preeminence in 
community l ife. 

Greene then summarizes some of Mil ler's evidence in a few more 
brisk sentences. Even though Miller's work was both stimulating and 
extensive , Greene has a limited amount of space to devote to it. Sti l l ,  
he has given a fair summary . Readers who want to know more about 
Miller may use Greene's citations as a guide to further reading. 1 4 

3 .D. Quote Occasionally 

Most often, historians demonstrate the ir famil iarity with sources by 
summarizing and paraphrasing, but occas ionally they find that a di
rect quotation is the best way to make a point . Use a direct quota
tion when the language of your source is vivid and you cannot pos
sibly do j ustice to it by summariz ing or paraphrasing it. Also quote 
a source directly when key points of interpretation depend on the 
exact wording in the source . Otherwise , try to l imit your use of quo
tations. Readers are reading your writ ing principally to find out your 
own original ideas. 

There are two different kinds of quotat ions . Most of the time 
when historians quote , they run the quotation into the ir own text .  
Typically , they begin the sentence by te l l ing the reader who i s  
speaking; then they insert the quotation. Imagine that you are writ
ing about the nineteenth-century French philosopher Pierre Joseph 
Proudhon. You write , 

At a time when the French bourgeoisie was growing, Proud
hon was quite brave to declare that "property is theft. "  

Notice that in this sentence i t  was not necessary to separate the 
body of the sentence from the quotation by using a comma or a 
colon. These punctuation marks should be used with a quotat ion 
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only when the punctuation i s  necessary for the grammar and syntax 
of the sentence . 

The second kind of quotation is called a block quotation. When 
historians need to quote a passage that is longer than three lines, 
they indent ten spaces from the left margin and type the quotation 
in a block set off from the text. The sentence before the quotation 
should introduce it, and the sentence after the quotation should 
l ink it to the text that follows . For example, in his pioneering so
cial history, The Making of the English Working Class, E. P. Thomp
son used block quotations to give readers a flavor of English dis
course on the subj ect of labor during the late eighteenth century 
and early nineteenth century. Thompson used the words of the ac
tivist Francis Place to define some key terms. Thompson wrote: 

Such diversity of experiences has led some writers to question 
both the notions of an " industrial revolution" and of a "work
ing class . "  The first discussion need not detain us here. The 
term is serviceable enough in its usual connotations. For the 
second , many writers prefer the term working classes , which 
emphas ises the great d isparity in status , acquisitions , skills ,  
conditions within the portmanteau phrase. And in this they 
echo the complaints of Francis Place: 

If the character and the conduct of the working people are 
to be taken from reviews, magazines, pamphlets, newspa
pers, reports of the two Houses of Parliament and the Fac
tory Commissioners, we shall find them all jumbled to
gether as the "lower orders," the most skilled and the most 
prudent workman, with the most ignorant and imprudent 
laborers and paupers, though the difference is great indeed, 
and indeed in many cases will scarce admit of comparison. 

Place is, of course , right: the Sunderland tailor, the Irish_ navvy, 
the Jewish costermonger, the inmate of an East Anglian vil
lage workhouse , the compository on The Times-all might be 
seen by the ir "betters" as belonging to the "lower classes" 
while they themselves might scarcely understand · each other's 
dialect. 1 5  

Thompson connects his own ideas to the ideas of Place by seam
lessly integrating the block quotation with the preceding and fol
lowing paragraphs. 
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3 .E. Use El l ipses and Brackets, but 
Do Justice to Your Sources 

When historians insert quotat ions in their  writ ing , they often 
abridge the quotation so that it reflects the needs of their own writ
ing more precisely. H istorians indicate these changes by marks of el
l ipsis, which look l ike three periods ( . . . } and also by using square 
brackets l ike these : [ ] . One basic rule governs the use of ell ipsis and 
brackets: any abridged quotation must be faithful to the original , 
full quotation. 

This is not as easy as it sounds. Marks of ellipsis and brackets can 
be tricky to use faithfully. Imagine that you are writing a five-page 
essay about Thomas Jefferson's "Declaration of Independence ."  You 
have decided to analyze J efferson's complaints about how King 
George III  treated the American colonial legislatures. J efferson enu
merated the following complaints : 

• He has refused his Assent to Laws , the most wholesome and 
necessary for the Public Good. 

• He has forbidden his Governors to pass laws of immediate and 
pressing importance ,  unless suspended in the ir operation ti l l  
his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has 
utterly neglected to attend to them. 

• He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of 
large districts of people , unless those people would re l inquish 
the right of Representation in the Legislature , a right ines
t imable to them and formidable to tyrants only . 

• He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, un
comfortable, and distant from the depository of their Public 
Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compli
ance with his measures .  

• He has d issolved Representative Houses repeatedly,  for op
posing with manly firmness his invasions on the rights of the 
people. 

• He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause 
others to be e lected; whereby the Legislative Powers, inca
pable of Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for 
their exercise ; the State remaining in the meantime exposed 
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to all  the dangers of invasion from without, and convulsions 
within. 

Jefferson's language is unique and vivid; therefore you wish to use 
quotations to support your point. But as much as you would like to 
quote Jefferson in full, you are writing a short essay, and a full quo .. 

tation would take up too much space. For this reason, you decide to 
convey Jefferson's main points by abridging his writing with marks 
of ellipsis : 

Jefferson listed five complaints about the ways in which King 
George I I I  treated the colonial legislatures: "He has refused his 
Assent to Laws . . . He has forbidden his Governors to pass 
laws of immediate and pressing importance . . . He has re .. 
fused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large dis .. 

tricts of people . . . He has cal led together legislative bodies 
at places unusual . . .  He has dissolved Representative Houses 
repeatedly . . . He has refused for a long time . . . to cause 
others to be elected . . . " 

But notice that your sentence does not flow well into the quota .. 
tion: there is a j arring difference between your verb tense and Jef .. 
ferson's .  You could el iminate the problem by removing the word 
"has ," except that you would be stuck with the incorrect form of the 
verb "to forbid ."  In addition, writing "King George" and then hav .. 

ing the quotation repeat "he" as the subject sounds unnatural .  To 
solve these problems, you may wish to insert some bracketed words 
so that your sentence flows naturally into the quotation from Jef .. 
ferson. The brackets say to your readers that these are not Jefferson's 
exact words , but they still convey Jefferson's exact meaning. You 
may decide to write : 

Jefferson listed five complaints about how King George I I I  
treated the colonial legislatures, namely that he "refused his 
Assent to Laws . . .  [forbade] his Governors to ' pass laws of 
immediate and pressing importance . . . refused to pass other 
Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people . . .  
called together legislative bodies at places unusual . . . dis .. 
solved Representative Houses repeatedly . . .  [and] refused for 
a long time . . .  to cause others to be elected . . .  " 
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This quotat ion is faithful to J efferson' s  exact meaning, even 
though it abridges his quotation with ellipses and brackets . I t  would 
have been unfaithful to use ellipses in the following manner: "He 
has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large dis
tricts of people . . . for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into com
pliance with his measures ."  This would be unfair to Jefferson, be
cause the first portion of the original quotat iun was followed by an 
entirely different set of ideas : "unless those people would rel inquish 
the right of Representation in the Legislature , a right inestimable to 
them and formidable to tyrants only ."  

It  also would have been unfaithful to Jefferson to use brackets in 
the following manner: "He has forbidden his Governors to pass [ im
portant] laws . . .  " This changes the sense of the original quotat ion, 
"He has forbidden his Governors to pass laws of immediate and 
pressing importance . . . " If you need to be so concise , summariz
ing Jefferson in your own words would be preferable to inserting dif
ferent words directly into Jefferson's original writing. 

3 .F. Learn How to Use Quotation Marks 

After apostrophes ,  quotation marks probably cause more confusion 
than any other form of punctuation. This is partly because Ameri
can practice differs from Bri tish practice . You probably read histor
ical works from all over the Engl ish-speaking world, and when it 
comes to your own writing you may indeed have grounds for con
fusion. 

1 .  American Style for Quotation Marks . When you run a 
quotation into your text, place the words of the quotation inside 
double quotation marks: 

Eisenhower warned against the "mil i tary- industrial com-

] " p ex. 

For a quotation within a quotation, use s ingle quotation marks : 

In his history of the Space Age, The Heavens and the Earth , 
Walter MacDougall writes that Eisenhower feared "the as-
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sumption of inordinate power and influence by a 'military
industrial complex' and a 'scientific-technological elite . '  " 1 6  

4 1 

Notice also how the other forms of punctuation are placed in rela
tion to the quotation marks. Periods and commas should be placed 
inside the quotation marks. If you use question marks and exclama
tion points 1 place them inside the quotation marks only when they 
formed part of the original quotation. If you are adding your own 
question marks and exclamation points after the quotation, then 
place them outside the quotation marks. Colons and semicolons 
also go outside the quotation marks. 

2. British Style for Quotation Marks. The British use quota
tion marks in the opposite way from Americans. When a quotation 
is run into the text, the words of the quotation are placed in single 
quotation marks : 

Eisenhower warned aga inst the 'mi l itary- industrial com
plex' .  

For a quotat ion within a quotation, double quotation marks are 
used: 

In his history of the Space Age , Walter MacDougall writes 
that Eisenhower feared ' the assumption of inordinate power 
and influence by a "military- industrial complex" and a "scien
tific-technological elite" ' . 1 7  

Notice also that in British usage all other punctuation marks are 
placed outside the quotation marks. 

3 .G. Don't Plagiarize 

Historians find unfaithful quotations disturbing, but they reserve 
the harshest condemnation for plagiarists .  In the ancient Mediter
ranean world , plagiarii were pirates who kidnapped young children, 
among other misdeeds . 1 8  When plagiarists claim someone else's 
ideas as their own they steal someone else's brainchild. And contrary 
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to folk wisdom, there is no honor among thieves . Historians do not 
tolerate plagiarists , and universities punish them. 

Cases of plagiarism happen infrequently because there is such a 
powerful consensus against it .  It  is so pleasurable to share ideas hon
estly and to write history faithfully that rea l historians should never 
feel an urge to plagiarize . Historians share this commitment to hon 
esty with writers across all the d iscipl ines. 

1. Direct Plagiarism. Direct plagiarism occurs when one writer 
takes another writer's exact words and passes them off as his or her 
own. Direct plagiarism is very easy for an informed reader to spot .  

2. Indirect Plagiarism. Indirect plagiarism is more difficult to 
recognize and it is also more insidious. Indirect plagiarism occurs 
when writers paraphrase someone else's work too closely. The bas ic 
structure of the sentence or paragraph is retained, and the plagiarist 
substitutes an occasional new word or phrase to make the writ ing 
slightly d ifferent. For example ,  here is an original passage taken 
from Thomas Holt's book about emancipated slaves in J amaica, The 
Problem of Freedom. Holt writes: 

Presiding over this sparkling court was Elizabeth Vassall Fox , 
who had inherited her estates in 1 800 from her grandfather Flo
rentius Vassall. Yet Lady Holland was as staunch a Whig as her 
husband and shared many of his libertarian sentiments . 1 9  

The following passage i s  an overly close paraphrase that would he 
an example of indirect plagiarism: 

Elizabeth Vassall Fox presided over this brilliant court. In 1 800, 
she had inherited several plantations from her grandfather, and 
yet, like her husband, she was a Whig and a l ibertarian. 

This would be indirect plagiarism even if the author gave a citation 
to Holt. The paraphrase is too close to Holt's original text to be 
considered the author's original writing. 

3. Inadvertent Plagiarism. What if you accidentaliy forget to 
put quotation marks around a passage from someone else 's writ ing ? 
What if you forget to prov ide a c i tat ion when you summari ze 
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someone e lse's writing ? Think for a minute about your audience. 
When they read your work, all they see are the words in front of 
them. They do not see how you were frantically putting your essay 
together at two in the morning. By the time you tell them that you 
were in a rush and made some mistakes, they will not care. When 
your readers detect a misstep on your part, they will instinctively 
form the worst possible impression of you. 

Recently, two popular historians , Stephen Ambrose and Doris 
Kearns Goodwin, have had to defend themselves against plagiarism: 
they have admitted to sloppy research practices. This is a common 
defense against charges of plagiarism. It is also an embarrassing way 
to defend oneself. In the case of Ambrose and Goodwin, the "slop, 
piness" defense highlights the relationship between plagiarism and 
lack of self,discipline . Historians must avoid situations that may be 
conducive to plagiarism. Do not wait until the last minute to re, 
search and write historical essays . Be sure that there is plenty of 
time to document historical sources correctly. 

In history you are guilty until proven innocent. To make matters 
worse , it wil l  be easy for your readers to prove your guilt, and it will 
be difficult for you to prove your innocence . Perhaps this is not fair, 
but this is how your audience thinks. 

4. Academic Dishonesty. Plagiarism means that you are passing 
off someone else's work as your own. Therefore, it should go without 
saying that you should not submit an essay that someone else wrote 
for you. This includes buying a paper from a disreputable company, 
downloading a paper from the Internet, or submitting a paper from a 
fraternity file . If you do these things you are a plagiarist because some, 
one else did your work for you. According to most university regula, 
t ions , anyone who supplies you with such a paper is also a plagiarist. 

There are other acts of academic dishonesty that closely resem, 
hle plagiarism. Submitting the same paper in two courses means 
that you are passing off work done in one course as work done in 
another course . Usually, dual submissions require the permission of 
hoth instructors . In addition, an instructor's permission is usually re, 
qu ired if you want to submit a paper that you wrote in collabora, 
t ion with another student. You should not pass off the other stu, 
dent's writ ing as your own writing. It is usually appropriate for you 
to d iscuss a paper assignment with another student, but when it 
comes to writing, do it alone . 
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3 .H .  Be Honest, but Don't Give 
Unnecessary Citations 

It is conceivable that after reading the preceding sect ion on plagia, 
rism and dishonesty, you will be so frightened that you will provide 
a citation in every sentence you write . Don't go overboard with ci, 
tations. Provide a citation when you quote directly , when you para, 
phrase or summarize someone else 's ideas, or when you are con, 
sciously imitating the structure of someone e lse's writing. There is  
no need to provide a c itation for a piece of information that rea, 
sonable people consider to be general knowledge , for example ,  that 
the Allies landed at Normandy on J une 6, 1 944 , or that railroads 
played a s ignificant role in Brit ish industrial ization . These pieces of 
information should be obvious to everyone who has studied history . 
Of course , if you are unsure whether something is common know l 
edge, play it safe and provide a citation. 20 

3 . 1 .  Choose a Citation System That 
Suits Your Audience 

All scholars agree to use sources respons ibly . Two ru les apply to 
all c itation systems : be cons istent and make it  easy for your read 
ers to check your sources . There is less agreement among scho l 
ars about specific formats for cit ing source materials . This i s  for a 
variety of reasons . Some publ ishers and editors may requ ire spe
c ial methods for c i t ing sources ,  and some col lege instructors may 
have special requirements , too . For this reason it is important for 
historians to find out which format the ir aud ience expects them 
to use . 

Students sometimes find citing sources to be confusing, often be
cause history instructors have d ifferent rules from teachers in other 
disciplines .  For example, many social scientists use a system where 
they place an author's name, date of publication, and page number 
in parentheses after a quotation, summary, or paraphrase . Some
times historians find this system suits an essay or book particularly 
well. Nevertheless, most historians use sequential footnotes or end, 
notes .  

Several guides to citations exist, but there i s  one guide that i s  
widely recognized by historians : Kate L. T urabian, A Manual for 
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Writers of Term Papers , Theses , and Dissertations, 6th ed. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1 993 ) .  "Turab ian, " as . it is called, is a 
shorter version of the -rules contained in the Chicago Manual of 
Sty le ,  which most historians consider to be the authoritative guide 
for preparing manuscripts . You will find that historians and their ed
itors usually follow Turabian and the Chicago Manual in their pro .. 

fessional publications. 
Most history instructors prefer that students use footnotes or end

notes, which are easy to create in word-processing programs. The 
following rules apply to them. For special or unusual circumstances, 
refer to Turabian or the Chicago Manual , both of which can be 
found in any academic library . 

1. Formatting Footnotes and Endnotes on a Word Processor. 
It  is usually possible to format a word-processing program to handle 
some aspects of noting automatically. Notes should be single-spaced 
in the same font size as the main text .  The first line of the note may 
hegin with an indentation from the left margin, or it may also be
gin with a hanging indentation . The note number should be writ
ten as an arabic numeral. After it ,  insert a period and a space. 

2. Citing a Book. Endnotes and footnotes to books should be 
written like this : 

4 .  Robert K .  Mass ie ,  Dreadnought :  Britain , Germany , and the 
Coming of the Great War (New York: Random House, 1991 ), 
83-8 5 .  

Notice the following things that distinguish a footnote or end
note from a bibl iographic entry: the author's first name comes first ,  
information about the publisher is placed in parentheses ,  and a 
comma precedes the page numbers. There is usually no need for a 
"p ." or a "pp." in front of the page numbers, unless there are grounds 
for confusion with other numbers in the citation. 

3. Citing Different Kinds of Books . Not all books have such 
simple publication information. In fact, the possible permutations 
are endless . G iven below are some standard types of books that his
torical writers often cite : a multi-author book, a multi-volume book, 
an edited volume , and a revised edition. 
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1 1 . Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Afr, 
Pump : Hobbes , Boyle , and the Experimental Life ( Princeton: 
Princeton Univers ity Press , 1 985 ) ,  244. 

1 2 . Noel Deerr, The His tory of Sugar, 2 vols. (London: Chapman 
and Hall, 1 949-50 ) ,  2 : 1 84 .  

13 .  Maroon Socie ties : Rebel Slave Commun ir ies in the Americas , ed. 
Richard Price (New York: Anchor Press, 1 9 7  3 ) ,  1 1 2-1 5 .  

1 4. Roland Oliver and Anthony Atmore, Africa since 1 800 (Cam, 
bridge : Cambridge University Press , 1 967 ;  4th ed. ,  1 994 ) ,  6 7 .  

4. Citing Scholarly Articles . Scholarly articles by historians 
are usually published in e ither scholarly journals or edited callee, 
t ions. The form for edited collections resembles a book citation: 

3 7. Bernard S. Cohn, "Representing Authority in Victorian India," 
in The Invention of Tradition, ed. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1 983 ) ,  1 69 .  

Journal articles are cited somewhat differently. The author and title 
are given, followed by the title of the journal, its volume and number, 
the date in parentheses, and a colon followed by the page number.  
Here is a simple citation and one that is more complex. 

38 .  Jessica A. Coope, "Rel ig ious and Cultural Conversion to I s ,  
lam in N inth,Century Umayyad Cordoba," Journal of World 
History 4, no. l (Spring 1 993 ) : 63 . 

39 .  Amy Wiese Forbes, " 'Let's Add the Stomach' :  Satire , Ah, 
surdity ,  and July Monarchy Politics in Proudhon's What Is  
Property ?" French Historical S tudies 4,  no. 24 (Fall 200 1 ) :  68 1 .  

Ordinarily, an article title is s imply placed in quotation marks , fol, 
lowed by the underlined or italic ized journal title , and the publ ica, 
t ion information. Observe that in the example above , we can see 
special punctuation marks. In the first part of the title , there is a 
quotation, placed in single quotation marks within the double quo, 
tation marks. In the second part of the title , there is a book title , 
which should be underl ined or italicized. 

5. Citing Works of Journalism. Articles in newspapers and 
magazines may provide less publication information than scholarly 
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articles, but historians should still provide as much information as 
poss ible , in the following order: author, title of article, title of mag
azine or newspaper, date, and page number. For example, 

40. Diana Tril l ing, "A Visit to Camelot, "  The New Yorker, 2 
June 1 997 ,  56. 

6. Citing Unpublished Secondary Works. Sometimes you will 
need to provide a citation to an unpublished secondary work. It is 
not unusual to discover useful unpublished theses and dissertations 
during the course of your research, although you may need to have 
the author's permission to read or cite one. (Ask the librarian if you 
need permission. ) Cite theses and dissertations according to this 
format: 

8.  Kristen Anne Tegtmeier, "Bleeding Borders : The Intersection 
of Gender, Race , and Region in Territorial Kansas" ( Ph. D. 
diss . ,  University of Texas at Austin, 2000 ) ,  1 44.  

Historians also circulate unpublished papers or manuscripts to 
each other. Professional courtesy dictates that these may be used 
and cited only when the author permits it .  

33 .  Will iam K. Storey, "Science and the Making of a British Ide
ology of Development in Post-Emancipation Barbados" {un
published manuscript in the author's possession) ,  1 4. 

7 .  Citing Interviews , Lectures , and Oral Presentations . 
These kinds of citations should give the name of the source and the 
place and date on which he or she gave you the information. Cour
tesy dictates that private conversations should not be cited unless 
you have the permission of the person you interviewed. 

76 .  Ernest Hemingway, interview with the author, Key West, 
Florida, 6 September 1 932 .  

8 .  Citing Archival Sources . Each archive is organized differ
ently , but citations should be provided that will allow readers to 
trace your sources . Some archives , such as Britain's Public Record 
Office ( PRO ) ,  even provide readers wi.th standard guidelines for cit-
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ing sources from the ir collection. The following source was found 
in the PRO, in the Colonial Office (CO) files labeled number 1 67 :  

6 1 .  Lees to Knutsford, with minutes by Wingfield, 9 J an.  1 89 1 ,  
PRO CO 1 67/66 1 .  

If you are conducting research in an archive , be sure to ask if there 
is a correct way to cite their sources. If not, be sure that your read
ers understand any abbreviations you may choose to use . 

9. Citing the Internet. Standards for citing sources on the In
ternet have not yet evolved completely. Even so, Internet citations 
follow the same principles as other citations: they should give read
ers all the information they need to find a source. Internet citations 
should give the fullest possible Universal Resource Locator (URL) 
address of the source, not j ust the homepage. 

As much as it is important to follow the same principles as with 
other citations, it is also important to acknowledge that Internet c i 
tations are different from print sources. Print sources are usually per
manent; they can almost always be located in a major research l i 
brary. Internet sites may change or  disappear. 

Should a reader challenge your use of a source , it will be helpful for 
you to have a printout of the Internet site from the day on which you 
used it. When you consult a website that you expect to change or dis
appear, be sure to give the date of retrieval at the end of the citation . 

There are also minor ways in which the Internet is different for 
purposes of citation. First you may give conventional citation in
formation, such as author, title , and date of publication. But then 
you must also provide the URL Complete URLs are desirable , al
though steps may be taken to avoid URLs longer than two lines .  

Let us take a look at a well-known historical website , Valley of 
the Shadow: Two Communities in the American Civil War, edited by 
Edward Ayers, Anne Rubin, William Thomas, and Andrew Target .  
This website contains reproductions of many primary sources, in
cluding photographs, letters, and newspaper articles that pertain to 
the U.S. Civil  War. When citing a newspaper article from the Val
ley of the Shadow, use the follow ing method for the first citation : 

42.  "Lincoln's Fiendish Proclamation, " S taunton Spectator, 7 Oct . 

1 862,  p .2 ,  col. I .  In "The War Years : Newspapers . "  Valley of 
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the Shadow : Two Communities in the American Civil War , 
Virginia Center for Digital History, University of Virginia, 
http ://valley.vcdh.virginia .edu/newspapersp2 .html. 

In this case , the actual URL of the article ran to s ix lines. An 
overly long citat ion was avoided by pointing the audience to the 
l inks indexed at "The War Years :  Newspapers . "  

1 0. How to Repeat a Citation Without Using Latin Abbrevia
tions . In the olden days , when historians wanted to cite a work 
for the second time ,  they used "Ibid." if the citation followed the 
original citat ion immediately, and they used "Op. cit. " and "Loe. 
cit ."  when the citation came after c itations to other works. 

No more ! The Chicago Manual now considers op. c it .  and lac. cit. 
to be archaic and obsolete . Ibid. may still be used, but when you re
v ise an essay by cutting and pasting paragraphs, you may find that 
us ing Ibid. in your notes will make it d ifficult to keep track of your 
sources. There is an easier, s impler system for shortening references. 
The first time you cite a source , give the full citation, but after the 
first t ime give an abbreviation: author's last name, abbreviated title, 
and page number. Here are some examples : 

1 1 . Denis J udd, Empire : The British Imperial Experience from 1 765 
to the Present (New York: Basic Books, 1 996 ) ,  79. 

1 2 . Judd , Empire , 80. 
1 3 .  Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modem, trans. Cather-

ine Porter (Cambridge : Harvard University Press, 1 993 ) , 90. 
1 4 . Latour, Never Been Modem, 9 1 .  
1 5 . Judd, Empire , 84. 
1 6 . Latour, Never Been Modem, 9 1 .  

1 1 . How to Place a Superscript Note in the Main Text. When 
you read , notice that most historians place a note at the end of a 
sentence , not in the middle. Notes in the middle of a sentence are 
annoying and distracting. They should be used only when they are 
absolutely necessary to distinguish one person's ideas from another. 
Here is an example of a poorly placed note: "Will iam Mcfeely sug
gests4 that racism is an insidious problem in American l ife."  The 
note number really belongs at the end of the sentence, because at 
that point you are still discussing M�Feely and his book, Sapelo' s 
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People (New York: Norton and Co. ,  1 994 ) . The only way that it 
would be appropriate to place the number in the middle of the 
sentence would be if you had to distinguish McFeely's ideas from 
someone else's :  "Will iam Mcfeely suggests that racism is an insidi
ous problem in American life.,4 but other writers feel differently ." 

12. Citing a Quotation of a Quotation. Historians prefer to 
quote from original sources. If you see a primary source quotation in 
a secondary work and you want to quote it yourself, check the pri
mary source and assess the accuracy of the quotation. When you go 
back and find the original primary source, this entitles you to cite 
the primary source . 

Sometimes it may not be possible for you to find the original pri
mary source. In this case , acknowledge the primary source but say 
"as cited in" or "as quoted by" the secondary work. Imagine that you 
are reading about the execution of Louis XVI in Simon Schama's 
book, Citizens : A Chronicle of the French Revolution . Schama de
scribes the scene , in part , by quoting from a memoir by Louis 
Sebastien Mercier: 

His blood flowed and cries of j oy from eighty thousand armed 
men struck my ears . . . . I saw the schoolboys of the Quatre 
Nations throw the ir hats in the air; his blood flowed and some 
dipped their fingers in it ,  or a pen or a piece of paper; one 
tasted it and said Il  est bougrement sale . . .  

You may wish to use this colorful quotation in your own work, but 
unless you have access to a very large university l ibrary , you may 
have difficulty tracking down the original source. You are still wel
come to use the quotation if you attribute the quotation in a cit a 
tion that follows this format: 

27. Louis,Sebastien Mercier, as cited in S imon Schama, Citi
zens : A Chronicle of the French Revolution (New York: Knopf, 
1 989 ) ,  670. 

13 .  Discursive Notes . When you read works of history , you 
will notice that some authors use endnotes or footnotes to introduce 
and clarify points of interpretation, or even to take digressions from 
their subjects. These discursive notes may be fine from the author's 
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point of view, but readers often find them annoying. If something 
is important enough to say, why not say it in the main body of the 
text ? Discursive footnotes should be restricted to comments about 
difficulties readers might have in locating or interpreting source ma
terials . 

14 .  Know the Difference Between �lote Fonnat and Biblio
graphic Format. Sometimes you will need to add a bibliography 
to an essay, especially if it is a long one. If you have been using foot
notes or endnotes, the following bibliographic format is appropriate 
for books : the author's last name comes first because bibliographies 
are alphabet ized ; a period comes after the author's name and after 
the title; and there are no parentheses around the publication in
formation. With articles , add the full number of pages after the fi
nal colon. Bibliographies also usually have a hanging indent, mean
ing that the first l ine of an entry is five spaces to the left of the 
following l ines : 

Esherick, Joseph W. Refonn and Revolution in China: The 1 9 1 1 
Revolution in Hunan and Hubei. Berke ley and Los Angeles: 
The University of California Press, 1 976 .  

Harrel l ,  Steven. "Ethnicity ,  Local Interests , and the State: Yi  
Communities in Southwest China," Comparative Studies in 
Socie ty and His tory 3 2 ,  no .3 (July 1990) :  5 1 5-48. 

For further questions about bibliographies and citations, see either 
T urabian or the Chicago Manual . These are the authoritative guides 
for historians. 

In addition to providing guidance on footnotes and endnotes, 
these guides will also provide advice on alternative styles of citation 
that are used less frequently in research-based historical essays . 
These include the Modern Language Association (MLA) style of 
in-text citat ion , commonly used in l iterature , and the American 
Psychological Association ( APA) style of in- text citation, com
monly used in the social sciences. 
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USE  SOURCES TO 
MAKE INF ERE NCES 

I t  is impossible to know exactly what happened in the past, but that 
has not stopped people from writ ing about it. Walt Whitman wrote 
in Specimen Days that the "interior history" of the American Civil 
War "will not only never be written-its practicality, minutiae of 
deeds and passions, will never be even suggested."2 1  That may be 
so , but Whitman still tried to interpret the Civil War. He did so by 
making reasoned inferences. 

An inference is more than just a hunch. I t  is an intelligent con
clus ion based on the examination and comparison of evidence . 
When Whitman examined the wounded soldiers in a Washington, 
D.C. , army hospital , he concluded that the Civil War was inde
scribably brutal . Whitman wrote this about the war, and people be
l ieved him, even though the poet had not seen every casualty and 
every battlefield . He had seen enough wounded men to build his in
ference into a persuasive argument. Like Whitman, historians also 
suggest probable interpretations by using their sources to make in
ferences. 

What is it ,  then, that makes an inferential argument interesting ? 
Good writers make inferences by j uxtaposing sources in a new,  
provocative way. Whitman recognized that during the Civil War 
not everyone wanted to hear a mess�ge from a pacifist. People on 

53 
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both sides were mobi l iz ing armies to kil l  and maim each other, 
without fully considering the evidence that Whitman saw in the 
army hospital . Whitman hoped that his evidence , built by infer, 
ences into an argument ,  might change the way people thought 
about the war. New ev idence , or a new approach to old evidence, 
called into question the rece ived wisdom of the day. 

Inferential reasoning is based on thoughtful comparison. When 
modem,day historians write about the past, they assess source ma, 
terials by cross,checking information. Historians never read sources 
alone. Even when historians have j ust one source on a given sub, 
j ect, they will read it in the context of their own general knowl, 
edge, and they will try as hard as they can to compare a source with 
other works . 

4.A. Be True to Recognized Facts 

All inferences begin with a consideration of the facts . Some facts 
are easy to recognize , but occasionally you may encounter people 
who are unduly skeptical about recognized facts . Some polemic ists 
posing as historians make extravagant claims about facts . M ill ions 
of people witnessed, documented, and experienced the Ho locaust , 

but there is an organization that denies that the Holocaust eve r  
happened. It  even has i ts  own j ournal dedicated to "proving" i ts 
point. 22 Real historical writers probe factual uncertainties but they 
do not invent convenient facts and they do not ignore mconve,  
nient facts. 

4.B. Transform Facts into Evidence 

Facts do not just exist by themselves and conveniently prove things . 
Historical writers do not just collect facts , they make inferences from 
them. There is more to writing history than simply gathering facts 
l ike the detectives on Dragnet. ( "J ust  the facts , ma'am, j ust the 
facts .")  Even on television crime dramas, facts are examined and in, 
terpreted in the courtroom. Like "expert witnesses, "  historians de, 
termine the authenticity of factual information. They select only the 
most reliable and informative facts, and they use only these to make 
inferences. 
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4.C.  Check Your Facts 

Sometimes the facts are . not what they seem, and it is not always 
easy to discern where "the facts" stop and interpretation starts. At 
the end of the 1 960s many professional historians believed that Eu
ropean ships delivered at least 1 5  million African slaves to the New 
World . How d id these figures become a fact ? Philip Curtin sus
pected that the figure was erroneous. He checked a chain of mis
gu ided citations and discovered that the figure of 1 5  million rested 
upon the speculations of an obscure American pamphleteer who 
wrote during the 1 850s. Curtin inferred from these miscalculations 
that it would be useful for a modern-day historian to count the 
number of slaves anew. He conducted his own research, which he 
publ ished in The Atlantic Slave Trade : A Census. In this book, Curtin 
estimated that 9 .5  mill ion slaves were imported.23  Historians should 
fol low Curtin's example and take an informed but pragmatic ap
proach to facts . Most often facts wil l  be self-evident, but sometimes 
historians find that facts rest on nothing more than received wis
dom. Historical writers must check their sources. Be aware of the 
processes for establ ishing things as factual .  

4.D. Check the Internal Consistency 
of Primary Sources 

A document will  not often contradict itse lf, and if it does, there 
might be a reason. For example, the richest sources for rural north 
China in the early twentieth century are the written reports of the 
J apanese government's South Manchurian Railway Company from 
1 940 to 1 942 . These reports contain many contrad ictions , for a 
good reason: during the J apanese occupation, the company sent 
teams of sociologists to interview large numbers of vil lagers. Not 
surprisingly , the peasants of occupied China mistrusted the occu
piers ,  and sometimes they l ied to them. Even so, several historians 
have used the interviews as sources to reconstruct the economy, so
ciety ,  and polit ics of the region.24 Historians have done this through 
the use of internal inferences, in other words, by comparing discrete 
parts of the sources with each other. Individual peasants may have 
l ied to the J apanese on specific issues, meaning that all their state
ments must be checkeJ against each other. These records can still 
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reveal a great deal when used skeptically and responsibly , but his, 
torians have not stopped there : they have used them in l ight of 
other sources about rural north China, too. All sources have been 
subject to some biases in creation and selection, but that does not 
mean that historians cannot try to determine what happened . 

4.E. Check Primary Sources Against Each Other 

Comparing source materials can lead to important new inferences. 
To illustrate such a breakthrough inference , it is instructive to ex
amine the well,known l ife of Louis Pasteur, who made some of the 
most significant contribut ions to nineteenth,century biology. After 
Pasteur died in 1 895 , his col leagues, admirers ,  and relatives pub, 
l ished chronicles of his l ife .  Historians used these sources skept i 
cally , but  they had few alternative accounts that were critical of 
Pasteur. One of the only crit ical accounts was written by Pasteur's 
nephew and laboratory assistant ,  Adrien Loir. He int imated that at 
the public trials of the anthrax vaccine , Pasteur misled the j udges . 
However, Loir presented l i tt le ev idence to support h is c la im,  s o  
most historians continued to trust the positive accounts of Pasteur ' s 
supporters . But recently,  Gerald Geison became the first h istorian 
to gain access to Pasteur's laboratory notebooks . When he read 
them, he found that they confirmed Lair's account. Geison then 
used the notebooks to reevaluate Pasteur's experimental pract ices ,  
leading him to move Loir's account from the background to the 
foreground. A s imple comparison of sources made i t  possible t o  
make a significant inference about  Pasteur, which provided Geison 
with a motive to write a book, The Private Science of Louis Pas teur. 2 5  

4.F. Compare Primary Sources 
with Secondary Works 

Historical knowledge changes incrementally as new interpretations 
of primary sources alter historians' understanding of the past. Histo 
rians often find themselves using primary sources to  refine or  con
tradict the ideas that other historians present in secondary works. 
One recent example comes from the fie ld of environmental history. 
In Guinee in West Africa, numerous patches of forest can be seen 
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in  the grasslands surrounding Kissidougou. From the 1 890s until the 
1 990s, European scientists vis ited the area. They believed it was a 
fact that the local inhabitants were converting forest to grassland; 
the patches of trees were obviously remnants of old forests. They 
wrote up their opinions in secondary works about the forests. It was 
only in the 1 990s that two outside historians, James Fairhead and 
Melissa Leach, took the trouble to interview the local people and ask 
them to explain the patches of trees. They learned some surprising 
information: for all these years, the villagers had been planting the 
forest patches in the grasslands. The European scientists had been 
reading the history of the landscape backwards. The interviews were 
a primary source that forced a fundamental reconsideration of the 
secondary works. In their book, Misreading the African Landscape , 
Fairhead and Leach showed what every good historical writer knows: 
that historians must cast a skeptical eye on their sources. 26 

Fairhead and Leach uncovered a primary source that called into 
question a secondary work. The reverse is possible , too. Historian 
Jan Vansina used a familiar body of secondary works to find a way 
to look at some new and unfamil iar  pr imary sources . In 1 953 , 
Vans ina was vis i t ing the Congo for the first time .  He had been 
studying medieval European history ,  and he had even written his 
master's thesis on Latin funerary dirges. He knew a lot about the 
historical literature on medieval Europe ,  but very little about African 
history ,  a subject that few Europeans studied in those days. Vansina 
met a Kuba village historian named Mbop Louis who told him, "We 
too know the past ,  because we carry our newspapers in our heads."  
Mbop recited a historical poem, which Vansina thought resembled 
one of the Latin dirges he knew so well .  He used his knowledge of 
medievalist scholarship to formulate an approach to this oral pri
mary source . 2 7  Vansina went on to write some of the pioneering 
works in African history , based on his insight that all sources could 
be compared , no matter how unusual the comparison might be. 

4.G. Conduct Interviews Systematical ly 

Interviewing people can be one of the most exciting aspects of his

torical research. When you are working on a history ,  an interview 
can bring a sense of immediacy to the research and the writing. But 
an interview is more than just a conversation: it is a way to seek 
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critical information about the past. Be as systematic as possible in 
your interviewing. Here are some guidelines: 

1 .  Do Your Homework. Before you conduct the interview, 
learn what you can from writt�n sources . Then make a list of ques
tions that you want to ask your subject . If you do not know some 
basic information about your history ,  you will waste your time and 
your subject's. Your subj ect will also think that you do not know 
what you are talking about and will not trust you. 

2. Be Considerate . Tell your subjects about your project and 
ask for permission to quote . They may only be willing to share in
formation with you anonymously. You must respect their wishes be
cause their position may be more delicate than you think. If you are 
a student, your univers ity may also have published ethical guidel ines 
for conducting research with other people as subjects .  Ask your in
structor if this is the case , and be sure to follow the guidel ines .  If you 
are a graduate student,  a postdoctoral researcher, or a faculty mem
ber, you will almost certainly be obliged to follow your university's 
standards for research on "human subjects ."  Detailed advice about 
interviewing can be found in Donald Ritchie's excellent book, Do
ing Oral History : A Practical Guide (New York: Oxford Univers ity 
Press, 2003 ) . All warnings aside , you will find that many people en
joy being interviewed for a history: it  can be very flattering to know 
that one's experiences have been historically significant. 

3 .  Be Patient. I t  takes t ime to interview people, and i t may 
even be difficult to get in touch with some subj ects . Often you wil l  
find that it i s  a good idea to have references, or even to mai l  your 
potential subject a resume and a brief description of your project .  It 
might also take two or three interviews before your subject trusts 
you enough to share interesting information with you. If you plan 
to interview people , start work early so that you can meet your 
deadlines. 

4. Take Scrupulous Notes . Always take written notes during 
an interview. You may also want to use a tape recorder, but batter
ies can die and the wrong buttons can get pressed. Back up your 
work with written notes. Technical problems happen, but they are 
not the only problems with tape-recorded notes. A tape recording 
gives you a more accurate record of the interview, but it can also 
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frighten your subjects . If you notice that the tape recorder is inter
fering with the interview, shut it off. 

5. Think Critically About Oral Sources . Interviews are often 
reliable , but they should be subject to critical evaluation. Be aware 
that your subj ects may not remember events exactly as they hap
pened. If it is possible, compare their stor ies with the stories that 
other people tell you, and also compare oral sources with any avail
able written sources. Written sources are not necessarily more reli
able than oral sources, but writing can often be a more effective way 
to preserve a version of history .  

6. Cultivate Your Skills as an Interviewer and as an Inter
preter of Interviews . It takes a lot of pract ice to learn how to 
work with sources , and interviewing is no different . The best inter
viewers are usually the most experienced. There are also a number 
of good guides to interviewing. For a formal introduction, see Don
ald Ritchie's book, mentioned earl ier. For a less formal introduc
tion, see Richard Rhodes, How to Write : Advice and Reflections (New 
York: Quill , 1 995 ) ,  72 to 75 . For further discussion of how to in
terpret oral testimony, see Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition as History 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press ,  1 985 ) .  For a contrasting 
view, see David William Cohen, The Combing of History ( Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press , 1 994 ) .  

4.H.  Juxtapose Sources to Make Inferences 

During the course of your research and writing, you will be constantly 
reading sources in the context of other sources. You will need to check 
primary sources and secondary works for internal consistency. You will 
also need to compare primary sources and secondary works against 
each other. How might all this advice work together in practice ? 

Imagine that you are beginning with a primary source , a song by 
Robert Johnson of the Mississippi Delta called "Crossroads Blues," 
recorded in the 1 930s: 

I went down to the crossroads, 
Fell down on my knees. 
I went down to the crossroads, ·  
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Fell down on my knees. 
Ask the lord above for mercy, 
Say boy, if you please . 

What can historians tell from only the text of this song ? The 
singer goes to the crossroads to pray, and even as he asks God for 
mercy, he employs a somewhat irreverent tone. Historians know that 
Johnson sang it in the Delta, but the song itself does not seem to 
make any particular reference to the place .  Standing by itself, this 
song may not be very interest ing, at least from a historical stanJ
point. 

The "Crossroads Blues" might only refer to praying, but historians 
might be able to ga in a better understanding of the song if they knew 
something about Robert Johnson. In a book called Standing at the 
Crossroads, historian Pete Daniel writes that as a young man, John
son knew the blues artists Son House , Will ie Brown, and Charley 
Patton. During the 1 920s ,  all of them worked and played in the 
vicinity of the Dockery plantation in the Mississippi Delta. Johnson 
could not play as well as the others , and at one point he simply dis
appeared, seemingly leaving for good. But several months later John
son reappeared, and he had become a much better guitar player. The 
legend developed that Johnson had gone down to the crossroads and 
sold his soul to the Devil so that he could play the blues . This leg
end casts some light on how Johnson's audience understood the 
song.28 Historians might reasonably make the inference that John
son played the song to perpetuate a legend among his audience . 

Pete Daniel makes it possible to interpret the "Crossroads Blues' ' 
in the context of the legends surrounding Johnson's l ife, but it  m igh t 
be possible to make some further inferences about the song from 
some other comparisons. The references to the Devil are fascinat ing, 
and it might be possible to find a source that would place Johnson's 
song in the context of African�American religious practices . In a his
tory of the Delta called The Most Southern Place on Earth, J ames 
Cobb argues that blues musicians ,  like other African Americans, had 
a different concept of the Devi l  from European Americans . The 
Devil was not a sinister Satan but a playful trickster who resembled 
the African god Legba. When Johnson associated himself with the 
Devil, he was advertising himself as dangerous, but not �.s European 
Americans might conventionally understand it. 29 
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Is  there any validity to  this position ? Could Robert Johnson's 
song have anything to do with African religious practices that were 
retained in African-American culture ? Tracing a few footnotes 
makes it possible to draw further inferences from textual compar
isons . Several essays in a collection edited by Joseph Holloway, 
Africanisms in American Culture, substantiate the case that African 
religious and musical practices were indeed retained and developed 
in African-American culture . One essay by Robert Farris Thomp
son shows plenty of evidence to suggest that crosses and crossroads 
were considered to be sacred by the Kongo people, and that these 
symbols remained important in African-American art and folklore. 
Another essay, by Margaret Washington Creel, tells more about the 
significance of the cross in Kongo religious practices. Archaeologi
cal evidence and oral histories suggest that the cross was a symbol 
in Kongo religion long before the introduction of Christianity to 
the region, and that during the Christian era Kongo ideas about re
ligion can be found in coastal Georgia and South Carolina. 30 When 
read in the context of this information, Robert Johnson's song be
comes a significant piece of evidence for building the case that some 
elements of African culture survived the experience of slavery. 

Creel supports her argument partly by making reference to John 
Janzen and Wyatt MacGaffey, who publ ished a collection of Kongo 
oral histories during the 1 9 70s. One of MacGaffey's recorded texts 
is particularly interesting to compare with the "Crossroads Blues." 
In it , a man named Kingani describes how he went to the crossroads 
and prayed to the spirits of his ancestors for the health of his child.3 1  

This Kongo text bears an obvious resemblance to Robert Johnson's 
song. Such a comparison does not show that J0hnson was necessar
ily conscious of African religious traditions . It does suggest the in
ference that Johnson may have been drawing on a folk tradition 
that had its origins on the other side of the Atlantic. Making such 
inferences by comparisons can make it easier to appreciate any dis
crete piece of evidence . 

4. 1 .  Make Inferences from Material Sources 

Most academic writers analyze written source materials . Therefore, 
it takes some practice for historians to learn how to approach ob-
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jects as sources . But many historians, including historians of science 
and technology, archaeologists , and art historians , do work fre
quently with objects . Learning to analyze objects can give you new 
perspectives on things , but it is not easy to learn how. Try to fol
low these guidelines , which are borrowed from an article by Jules 
Prawn called "Mind in Matter." These are common methods used 
by writers across the disciplines to analyze materials. 

1 .  Describing the Object. What can you observe in the object 
itself? Give a physical description of the object. How is it shaped ? 
If you can measure it, what are its dimensions ( size , weight ) ?  If you 
cannot measure it , estimate the dimensions. Can you find any ob
vious symbols on the object, such as markings , decorations, or in
scriptions ? 

2 .  Thinking About the Object. At this very moment, what is 
it l ike to interact with the object ? What does the obj ect feel l ike ? 
When you use the object , do you have to take into account its size , 
weight, or shape ? What does the object do, and how does it do it ? 
Does it work well ? What is it l ike to use it? How do you feel about 
using this object ? Do you like it ? Does it frustrate you ? Is it puzzl ing ? 

3 .  Making an Argument About the Object. Can you analyze 
the object imaginatively and plaus ibly ? Review your descriptions 
and deductions. What sorts of hypotheses can you make about the 
object ? Can you make a historically s ignificant argument about the 
object ? What might it have been l ike for someone to use this ob
ject in the past ? Use other sources as a lens for interpreting the ob
ject. What other evidence can you use to test your hypotheses, spec
ulations, and deductions ?32 

4.J. Move from I nferences to Arguments 

The process of making inferences allows historians to say some
thing new. This can be an intimidating proposition, especially if 
you are working on a topic that has been studied extensively . But 
judging by the contents of most bookstores, historians are always 
finding something new to say about old top ics . J ust when you 
think the Second World War has been studied to death , a new 
book appears. 
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There are many ways to say something new. Experienced histo
rians know that new ideas come out of close and careful compar
isons of primary sources and secondary works . A new idea in one 
field can shed l ight on an old source; the discovery of a new source 
can inspire historians to rethink some old ideas. In fact, every indi
vidual historian brings a unique personal perspective to all sources. 

Still ,  novelty is not enough. Small inferences must be built into 
larger arguments , and arguments must be made persuasively. When 
you read your sources, start thinking about ways to compose your es
say. How can you move from asking questions about events and 
sources to composing a story and an argument of your own? This is 
the most chal leng ing aspect to writing any history. You must con
sider the arguments of your primary sources and secondary works, 
then engage them constructively and responsibly. 

4.K.  Make Reasonable Inferences from 
Your Sources 

Source materials impose healthy constraints on historical writers. 
You may have a hunch that space al iens helped the Egyptians to 
bu ild the pyramids , but after careful review of primary sources and 
secondary works , you will find no evidence to support your hypoth
esis .  Don't worry . You thought that you could make a breathtak
ingly novel argument, but it is much more important that you rec
ognize the l imits of your sources. Do not expect too much from your 
sources ,  and do not read into them what you hope to find. Some
t imes you can even write an essay about how little you can tell from 
the sources .  Even so , if you cannot use a source to support your ar
gument, you must be prepared to either redefine your questions or 
move on to another set of sources . 

4.L. Make Inferences That Are Warranted 

Some inferences are better than others , but how do historians know 
what makes a good inference ? Historians must have a reason to be
l ieve an inference . For this reason, it is important to try to answer 
the following question :  under which circumstances are inferences 
warranted ? 



64 4.  USE SOURCES TO MAKE INFERENCES 

The ancient Greeks div ided arguments from inferences into 
two categories :  deduction and induction. When you are reading 
and writing history , use the categories of deduction and induction 
to he lp you decide which arguments from inferences are war
ranted . 

I .  Deductive Reasoning. In deductive reasoning, a wri ter 
makes an inference based on a l imited amount of evidence , but the 
inference is still trustworthy because it is consonant with conven
tional wisdom. In other words ,  deduction means that we are apply
ing general rules to particular c ircumstances. 

Writers understand deductions by breaking deductive warrants 
down into their stated and unstated components . Here is an example 
of a historical deduction: "The gaps in the Watergate tapes must 
mean that Nixon was trying to hide something." What sort of evi 
dence do historians have to support this statement ? The Watergate 
tapes do contain large gaps, but N ixon never admitted to hiding any
thing-he said that his secretary accidentally erased portions of the 
tapes. Why didn't anybody bel ieve N ixon? Common sense indicates 
that Nixon erased key, incriminating passages from the tapes. Most 
people would argue that N ixon had a motive, and he also had access . 

Break this argument down into its deductive components , and 
this is what it looks l ike : 

• Evidence: The Watergate tapes contain large gaps. 

• Commonsense warrant :  People erase tapes in order to destroy 
information. 

• Inference: When Nixon del ivered the incomplete Watergate 
tapes to investigators, he must have been hiding something . 

Usually writers do not state the ir reasoning in such a schematic 
way, but a commonsense deduction can provide a warrant for be
lieving an inference based on a limited source . 

In some cases common sense is obvious , but sometimes it is de
ceptive. It is possible to challenge the inferences of historical writ
ers by testing whether their warrants really are based on common 
sense . All historians have heard the story about how Columbus 
wanted to prove that the Earth was round and not flat . According 
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to the legend, Columbus's contemporaries believed the Earth was 
flat because they had a weak commonsense warrarit: 

• Evidence: The Earth appears to be flat. 

• Commonsense warrant: People can distinguish between flat 
objects and round objects. 

• Inference: The Earth is flat, not round. 

Obviously, people may not actually be able to distinguish flat ob
jects from round objects , at least not on the planetary scale. If your 
commonsense warrant does not make sense, then there must be a 
flaw in your reasoning. Take care to test your warrants , especially if 
they are unstated. If you don't test your own warrants, your audi
ence surely will . 

2. Inductive Reasoning. Historians commonly associate in
ductive reasoning with scientific methods. This is because inductive 
reasoning begins with many particular bits of evidence and gener
alizes from them. During your read ing and research you may observe 
many facts, perceive relationships between them, and draw conclu
sions about them. 

Induction operates on the following warrant: that plenty of data 
can help historians to reach l ikely conclusions. Take the following 
statement: "Census reports indicate that between 1 890 and 1 990 
American l ife spans increased significantly ."  What are the compo
nents of this inductive statement ? 

• Evidence : Census reports from 1 890 to 1 990 show that Amer
icans died at increasingly older ages. 

• Inductive warrant: Plenty of data help people to reach likely 
conclusions. 

• Inference : Based on the evidence , American life spans in
creased significantly. 

The most common way to test such an inference is to question 
whether the evidence is sufficient. The underlying inductive war
rant is difficult to challenge . 
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4.M .  Avoid Unwarranted Comparisons 

Comparisons l ie at the heart of historical reasoning, so be careful 
when you make them. Some comparisons help historians to make 
strong inferences about the past; other comparisons are pointless or 
even irresponsible . In a book called The Unmasterable Past ,  Charles 
Maier writes about how German historians have interpreted Nazism 
and the Holocaust. While surveying his topic ,  Maier makes the 
point that some historical comparisons are "l icit" and some are not .  
The Holocaust will probably always be understood in the context 
of other genocides and acts of brutality, but Maier critic izes those 
historians who compare the Holocaust to other genocides because 
they want to allev iate German guilt . 33 Historians must use compar, 
isons to build inferences that are appropriate . 

4.N .  Avoid Anachronistic I nferences 

When historians write history they speak on behalf of peop le who 
l ived in the past. This is a tremendous responsibil ity and chal le nge , 

which is the reason why anachronistic interpretations have no place 
in historical writing. Historians can bring latter,day interpretations 
to bear on their subjects , but historians cannot place the ir subj ec t s  
in situations they would never recognize . 

Some anachronisms are easy to avoid. No sens ible person wou ld 
ever write this sentence : "Just before Caesar crossed the Rubicon , 
he glanced at his wristwatch and wondered if it would ever be t ime 
for tea ."  Obviously , Caesar did not have a wristwatch or tea . Even 
so, anachronisms often present problems that are more subt le . For 
example, historian Georges Lefebvre wanted to use Marx ist theory 
to explain the origins of the French Revolution. But when Lefeh, 
vre wrote the book The Coming of the French Revolution, he knew he 
could not argue that the French working classes intended to form a 
communist party and establ ish a d ictatorship of the proletar i a t .  
Such an anachronistic claim would not have been true to  the ex, 
perience of e ighteenth,century French people,  who had never heard 
of such things as the communist party or the d ictatorship of the pro, 
letariat. Instead, Lefebvre gained a he ightened awareness of class 
conflict from reading Marx, then used this awareness to ask new 
questions of his sources. 34 
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Many students get interested in history because they want to ex, 
plain the origins of contemporary problems. This is a common way 
to ask questions about the past, but historians must also respect the 
outlook of people who lived in the past. For example, historians 
may see the origins of modem physics in Newton's Principia, but 
Newton must be understood in the context of the seventeenth cen, 
tury . Like many of his contemporaries, Newton had interests in 
alchemy and religion that bear little relation to modem physics and 
that may seem bizarre and even fool ish from a modem perspective. 
As Betty Jo  Teeter Dobbs shows in her book, The Janus Face of Ge, 
nius , it is important for a historian to understand Newton's own per, 
spective and to ask how his understanding of mechanics related to 
his understanding of alchemy and religion. 35 The power of hind, 
sight makes it perfectly legitimate for historical writers to ask con, 
temporary questions about old materials, but historians must remain 
faithful to the perspective of the people who lived through the 
times under study . 





5 

GET WRITING !  

After spending days , weeks, or months gathering and analyzing in, 
format ion , the t ime will come when you have to start writing. Mak, 
i ng the trans it ion from research to writ ing is often the most diffi, 
c u l t  stage of a proj ect ,  but it must be done . Scholars facing the 
hlank computer screen would do well to heed the advice of Samuel 
El iot Morison, one of the greatest historians of navigation. In an ar, 
t ide called "History as a Literary Art : An Appeal to Young Histo, 
r ians , "  Morison advised students to avoid the temptations to find 
that one last source or to brew another pot of coffee. Instead of pro, 
crast inating, Morison insisted that his students should "First and 
foremost, get writing! "36 Once you start to write, you will have to 
think more rigorously about what it is that you want to say. 

5 .A. Consider Narratives and Analysis 

Morison wrote , "get writing ! "  but how, exactly , should you start ? 
You need to find a suitable framework for your argument, so think 
about how you want to organize your writing. 

By now, your hypothesis has become a thesis, which is the main ar, 
gument that you wish to sustain throughout your essay. You should also 
know which pieces of evidence you will be using to support your main 
argument. But chances are that you do not know yet whether you will 
organize the essay as one long narrative that touches on analytical top, 
ics , or as an analysis that uses short narratives to illustrate specific points. 

69 
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5.B. Create a Draft Outline of an Analytical Essay 

In the early stages of writ ing, it is usually a good idea to make an 
outl ine of your essay. Here you will merely sketch out the broader 
organization of an essay in order to test its feasibil ity . 

If you are still writing a paper on the hi5tJry of longitude , a draft 
outline of an analytical essay might look something l ike thi s :  

I .  Introduction: science , culture , and longitude 
IL John Harrison 

A. H is background 
B. His invent ions 
C. The chronometer trials 

I I I .  Nevil Maskelyne 
A. His background 
B. His inventions 
C. His bias against Harrison 

IV. Conclusion 
A. George I I I  decides the case 
B.  Significance of the case 

This is an analytical essay because it is organized around an analyt 
ical point: the relationship between science and culture . I t  does not 
tell one narrative , but it compares several narratives : the story of 
Harrison and the story of Maskelyne ; the story of how Maskelynl' 
tested Harrison's clocks and the story of how George I I I  tested 
them. This organization highl ights an analytical problem-in th is  
case, whether scientists are biased .  

5.C. Create a Draft Outl ine of a Narrative Essay 

It is also possible to organize your longitude essay around one nar
rative . In this case, you may have enough information about John 
Harrison to use his life's story as  a narrative that contains within i t  
important analytical points. Here is a possible draft outl ine of a nar
rative essay: 

I. Harrison's youth 
A. Education and training 
B. Becomes aware of longitude problem 
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I I .  Harrison's early solutions to the longitude problem 
A. Builds the clock H, 1 
B. Builds the clock H,2 
C. Builds the clock H,J 
0. Builds the clock H,4 

I I I .  Harrison at the end of his life 
A. Wins the longitude prize 
B. Harrison dies 

5 .D .  Complete Your Analytical Outl ine 

7 1  

The draft outl ines above only provide skeletal frameworks for either 
an analytical essay or a narrative essay. They may be useful as be, 
ginnings , but they do not do much to help you articulate your ar
gument. If you want a complete outline of your analytical essay, add 
some flesh to the bones. A complete outline of an analytical essay 
would explain why you are moving from one analytical topic to an
other. 

I .  Introduction: The struggle to find a solution to the longitude 
problem shows that science is influenced by culture. This 
topic is significant for two reasons: 
A. Finding longitude was a significant problem in the eigh

teenth century. We know this from the story of Anson's 
voyage of 1 74 1 .  

B. A number of social scientists are now arguing that cul
ture influences science , and we can use this case to test 
their position. 

I I .  John Harrison produced four marine chronometers, each of 
which met the criteria for winning the longitude prize. 
A. Brief discussion of the role of artisans in eighteenth, 

century London's economy and society, with brief bio, 
graphical narrative about John Harrison. 

B. Tell the narrative of how Harrison built his clocks, H- l ,  
H,z ,  H,J , and H,4, all of which solved the longitude 
problem because they embodied new mechanical innova
tions in clockmaking. 

C. Tell the narrative of how Harrison had difficulty per, 
suading the j udges on the .Board of Longitude to believe 
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that he had solved the longitude problem, even though 
his chronometers worked.  

I I I .  The members of the Board were mostly well-educated as
tronomers , in other words, they were from a culture that 
was d ifferent from Har:rison's .  
A.  Discuss the role of astronomers i n  the intellectual l ife 

of e ighteenth-century England, with specific reference 
to univers i t ies and government. 

B.  Tell the narrative of how the astronomer Maskelyne 
had solved the longitude prob lem in a d ifferent way , hy 
creating cumbersome tables that ships' captains could 
use to measure the distances from the moon to the 
planets and stars . 

C. Tell the narrative of how Maskelyne's behav ior toward 
Harrison during the trials of the c locks i l lustrates his 
cultural b ias against Harrison. 

IV. Conclusion: Harr ison triumphed in spite of cultural obsta
cles. 
A. George I I I  intervened on Harrison's behalf and recog

nized the superiority of Harrison's chronometers . 
B. Culture may be so deeply implicated in scientific and 

technological research that at t imes it seems that in
ventors and scientists have to be very lucky to gain 
recognition . 

This outl ine prov ides a core descript ion of an analyt ical e ssay 
about John Harrison's solution of the longi tude quest ion. I t  is orga
nized around analytical points , but i t  contains evidence as we l l  <l s 
small narratives. 

5.E. Complete Your  Narrative Outl ine 

Alternatively, you may wish to write a narrative of the l ife of John 
Harrison that touches on analyt ical issues such as the relat ionshir 
between culture and science. For this essay, too, a full outl ine wou ld 
be helpful: 

I .  Harrison's youth: humble origins in Yorkshire and Lin
colnshire , son of a carpenter. Touch on analyt ical point of 
the place of such a family in English society. 
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A. As a child, Harrison learned skilled trades such as car
pentry ,  also taught himself rudimentary mathematics and 
physics, unusual for someone from his background. 

B. Harrison built his first pendulum clock, incorporating 
new technical innovations . 

C. Harrison probably began to hear of problems associated 
with calculating longitude , a s ignificant problem in 
eighteenth-century England. 

I I .  Harrison's career as a clockmaker in London. Touch on an
alytical point of role of social status of artisans in London. 
A. Harrison built the first marine chronometer, H- 1 ,  and 

during the trials had his first encounters with naval offi
cers and astronomers . Pause to analyze how Harrison 
was from a different sort of class and culture from the 
naval officers and astronomers . 

B. Harrison built H-2 and H-3 , solved numerous technical 
problems ,  began to have a poor relationship with the as
tronomers , especially Maskelyne . Provide some social 
and educational background on Maskelyne. 

C. Harrison built H-4,  a totally new design for a marine 
chronometer that deserved to win the longitude prize . 
Harrison had serious clashes with Maskelyne during the 
trials , illustrating the analyt ical point about the relations 
between sc ience and culture . 

I I I .  The end of Harrison's l ife 
A. Harrison dissatisfied by his treatment at the hands of 

the Board of Longitude . 
B. George I I I  intervened on Harrison's behalf and Harri

son won the prize . 
C. Harrison died. End with a reflection on the significance 

of his life for understanding the relations between sci
ence and culture. 

5 .F. Choose a Framework for Your Essay 

Now that you have explored how to organize your essay around 
analysis and narrative , it is time to choose the right framework. You 
must think about severn l questions. Which framework is best suited 
to your sources ? Which framework will be most enjoyable to use ? 
Which framework does your audience expect ? 
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BU I LD AN ARGUM E NT 

I t  is not enough that a historical essay should have an introduction, 
a series of paragraphs with evidence , and a conclusion. A good his
torical essay leads its readers in some direction, but it should also be 
'ia id that it is challenging for a writer to art iculate and sustain this 
d i rection. This is why it is  crucial for an essay to have an argument. 
An argument is not an angry display of v ituperation; it is an idea 
that develops over the course of an essay .  An argument must cap
ture and hold an audience's attention. 

6.A. Start to Write a First Draft 

The complete outl ines given above contain frameworks for sus
ta ined arguments . A good outline shows the main argument as well 
a s  its s ignificance , and it shows how subsequent sections of the ar
gument are related to the main argument . And yet it does not re
a l ly prove anything. It  is ,  after all , only an outline .  

As you think about the overall outline , go to  the sources, find 
support for your possible arguments , and compose paragraphs around 
them. I t  is fine to start composing paragraphs that will fall in the 
middle of the essay, not in the beginning. An introduction does not 
have to he written first ;  in fact, you may wish to write the body of 
the text first. As you grapple with writing about your sources, you 

75 
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will d iscover new things about them, things that will make an early 
version of the introduction obsolete by the t ime you finish the body 
of the text. 

While you are writ ing a first draft, keep in mind your argument 
and think about how it is evolving.  As you add more analysis and 
information, stand back occas ionally to check and see whether your 
argument is developing in a reasonable and interesting way . You 
may even find yourself changing your l ine of argument to the point 
where it does not even resemble your original argument any more . 
If this is so , you must return to the beginning and check the ent ire 
argument for consistency . 

6.B. Grab Your Reader's Attention, 
but Do It Gently 

Every reader asks, "Why should I read this ?" "Why should I care �, , 
Writers must give their audiences reasons to care . Many historians 
use the beginning of an essay or book to connect their scholarly in 
terests to broader academic and political debates. For example ,  in  a 
book called Holy Feast and Holy Fast, which is about medieval rel i 
gious women, Caroline Walker Bynum begins with a quick discussion 
of the scholarship in her field .  Then she grabs the reader's attention: 

Sex and money . . . again and again modem scholars have 
emphasized the guilt engendered by their seductiveness , the 
awesome heroism required for the ir  renunciation. Yet th is  
modem focus may tell us more about the twentieth century 
than about the late Middle Ages.  In our industrial ized corner 
of the globe, where food suppl ies do not fail ,  we scarcely no
tice grain or milk ,  ever,present supports of l ife,  and yearn 
rather after money or sexual favors as s igns of power and of 
success.3 7  

Notice the tone of Bynum's paragraph. It  addresses top ics of  un i 
versal interest like sex, money, and food, but it  does so calmly and 
methodically. You do not need to drop a bomb to get your reader's 
attention. Be relevant, but be gentle . People prefer to read essays 
that they find agreeable, trustworthy, and authoritative . Even when 
you suspect that your audience may d isagree with you, i t  behooves 
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you to  treat them with some moderation. Put them in the right 
frame of mind to l isten to your argument. 

6.C. State Your I ntellectual I nterests Early 

In the example above, Bynum caught the reader's attention by ap .. 

pealing to some personal interests. Your readers will also expect you 
to give them a sense of your intellectual interests. What are the 
broader historical problems that your essay addresses ?  Why have 
you chosen your specific topic to explore these interests ? What ar .. 

gument will be developing over the course of your essay ? Address 
these questions in the beginning of your essay, or else you will run 
the risk of confusing and losing your readers . 

One introduction that answers these questions comes from an ar .. 
t ide by Samuel K. Cohn, J r . ,  about the Black Death. He begins in 
this way : 

HIV / AIDS and the threat of biological warfare have refueled 
interest in the Black Death among professional historians, bi .. 

ologists , and the public, not only for assessing the toxic effects 
of the bacillus but for understanding the psychological and 
longer .. term cultural consequences of mass death. This article 
makes two arguments. Against the assumptions of historians 
and scientists for over a century and what continues to be in .. 

scribed in medical and history texts al ike , the Black Death was 
not the same disease as that rat .. based bubonic plague whose 
agent (Yersinia pestis ) was first cultured at Hong Kong in 1894. 
The two diseases were radically different in their signs, symp .. 
toms, and epidemiologies . The proof of these differences forms 
the maj or thrust of this article . The second argument stems 
from the epidemiological d ifferences between the two dis .. 

eases . Humans have no natural immunity to modem bubonic 
plague, whereas populations of Western Europe adapted rapidly 
to the pathogen of the Black Death for at least the first hun .. 
dred years . The success of their immune systems conditioned 
a cultural response that departs from the common wisdom 
about "plagues and peoples ." As far back as Thucydides, his .. 

torians have seen the aftershocks of pestilence as raising the 
levels of violence, t earing asunder secular cultures, and spawn .. 
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ing pessimism and transcendental rel ig ios it ies . A fresh reading 
of the late med ieval  sources across intel lectual strata from 
merchant chronicles to the plague tracts of university, trained 
doctors shows another traj ectory ,  an about,face in the reac, 
tions to the plague after its initial onslaught. This change in 
spirit casts new l ight on the RenaissanLe,  helping to explain 
why a new emphasis on "fame and glory" should have arisen 
in the wake of the West's most monumental mortality. 38  

In this introduction , Cohn captures the reader's in terest by men, 
t ioning present,day fears of epidemic d iseases and b iolog ica l  
weapons . Then he quickly introduces two related arguments that 
will interest anyone who has ever read about the Black Death. The 
first is that the Black Death may not have been caused by bubonic 
plague, for which there is no immunity. The second is that Euro , 
peans appear to have gradually developed immunity to the pathogen 
that caused Black Death, and that this immunological success may 
have inspired people, rather than disheartening them. 

Cohn's arguments are radical. He presents them as "paradigm shifts' '  
that overturn a century of scholarship on the Black Death. Cohn 
highlights the originality of his argument, yet he establishes a reasoned 
tone that will cause even the most skeptical historians to cons ider his 
arguments carefully. He does not write scathingly about previous h is
torians. Instead, he uses an excellent strategy. He starts to build h i :-
case in the first paragraph by giving us  a glimpse of the evidence that  
he has considered: "late medieval sources" ranging from "merchant 
chronicles to the plague tracts of university,trained doctors . "  

When an audience beg ins to  read Cohn's art icle,  they know why  
they should be interested; they know which problems the a u thor i s  
addressing; and they have some idea  of  how the author wi l l  ap
proach these problems. In the first paragraph of  this art icle , the a u 
thor has given his audience much to antic ipate . 

6.D. Bui ld Your Essay with Good Paragraphs 

A paragraph is much more than j ust  an indented block of text .  
Good paragraphs develop inferences from sources,  and they a lso 
contribute to the overall argument of the essay. To accompl ish a l l  
this , the best paragraphs do the following things : 
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1 .  Make a Transition from the Previous Paragraph. Readers 
want to know the reasons why they are moving from one paragraph 
to the next. Good paragraphs connect to each other with one or 
two trans it ion sentences, signposts that remind readers where they 
have been and that also tell them where they are going. 

2. State the Argument of the Paragraph. Each paragraph pre
sents and develops an argument that supports the overall develop
ment of the essay. Sometimes the argument may be located in the 
transition or "signpost" sentences;  other t imes you may wish to 
write a separate "thesis sentence . "  

3 .  Present Evidence to Support the Argument of the Para
graph. What sort of evidence do you have to support the argu
ment of this paragraph ? Present the information from your sources 
that has helped you to make historical inferences. 

In the abstract, these three components of the paragraph sound easy 
to manage. In fact, it takes discipline and creativity to practice this ad
vice . The best historical writers write paragraphs that blend together a 
transition, an argument, and evidence , but there are many ways to do 
this. There is not one, common structure for every paragraph. 

If you are looking for a model of successful paragraphing, con
sider Daniel Headrick's history of the global spread of European 
technologies, The Tools of Empire . In the fourth chapter, Headrick 
J iscusses how firearms changed during the nineteenth century: 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the standard 
weapon of the European infantryman was the muzzle-loading 
smoothbore musket .  It had a flintlock to detonate the powder 
through a hole in the breech and a bayonet that could be at
tached to the barrel for hand-to-hand combat . The Brown 
Bess ,  which Brit ish sold iers used until  1 85 3 ,  was much the 
same weapon the ir forefathers had carried at Blenheim in 
1 704 . It had an official range of 200 yards but an effective one 
of 80, less than that of a good bow. Despite admonitions to 
withold their fire until they saw the whites of their enemies' 
eyes , sold iers commonly shot away their weight in lead for 
every man they killed. These muskets took at least a minute 
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to load, so to maintain a steady rate of fire on the battlefield, 
soldiers were drilled in the countermarch, each rank advanc
ing in tum to shoot, then falling back to reload. 

One of the most serious dr�wbacks of the flintlock muskets was 
their poor firing record . Under the best conditions, they fired 
only seven out of ten times, and in rain or damp weather they 
ceased firing altogether. For this reason soldiers were trained to 
use their weapons as pikes. In 1 807 , Alexander Forsyth, a Scot
tish clergyman and amateur chemist, offered a solution to this 
problem; using the violent explosive potassium chlorate as a 
detonating powder and a percussion lock instead of a flintlock, 
he made a gun that could fire in any weather. Tests showed 
that a percussion lock musket misfired only 4.5 times per thou
sand rounds, compared to 4 1 1 times for a flintlock. After 1 8 14 ,  
Joshua Shaw of Philadelphia improved upon Forsyth's inven
tion by putting the detonating powder into little metal caps, 
thereby simplifying the loading process and making the 
weapons even more impervious to the elements . 39 

Notice how Headrick makes the transition from the first to the 
second paragraph. In the first paragraph, he was discussing some of 
the drawbacks to the old muzzle - loading muskets. He begins the sec 
ond paragraph by telling readers that he is now going to discuss one 
of the most serious problems. Readers are still learning from him 
about problems with muskets , but he is  introducing them to a new 
way to evaluate the muskets . Headrick also presents plenty of ev i 
dence (and in the original text, each paragraph ends with a note to 
his sources ) .  The paragraphs develop intellectually; they are sup
ported by evidence; and they relate closely to the broader argument 
he is making about the history of firearms. Headrick's paragraphs 
guide readers by relating the s ignificance of the evidence to his  
broader point. 

6.E. Define Your Key Terms Early 

Do not assume that you and your audience understand important 
concepts to mean the same thing. Define them as soon as you in
troduce them, preferably in the beginning of your essay . You will 
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find that you can use a definition as a springboard to discuss the 
complexities of your subj ect. 

1 .  Defining Uncommon Tenns. Sometimes you will need to 
define special ized or foreign terms that your audience might not rec
ognize . In his 1 995 lecture to the History of Science Society on the 
subj ect of Arabic sc ience , A. I .  Sabra discussed the role of the 
muwaqqit .  What, you may wonder, is a muwaqqit ?  According to 
Sabra, a muwaqqit is a timekeeper in a mosque who uses astronom
ical methods to determine the exact timing of the five daily prayers. 
But when Sabra defines this term, he takes the opportunity to dis
cuss one of the things that makes Arabic science distinctive. Ac
cording to him, "Through the introduction, apparently, for the first 
t ime under the Mamluks, of the office of muwaqqit, the timekeeper 
in charge of regulating the times of the five daily prayers, a place 
was created for the utilization of one form of scientific knowledge 
in a permanent religious institution ."  Sabra defines the word in such 
a way that it causes readers to think of a larger problem: the rela
t ions between religion and science .4° 

2. Redefining Common Tenns. Muwaqqit demands definition, 
but sometimes you will  even need to redefine commonly used Eng
l i sh words l ike "landscape ."  This is exactly what William Cronon 
does in his book Changes in the Land. The American Heritage Dictio
nary defines landscape as a "view or v ista of scenery on land," but 
Cronon uses the word more broadly. When he looks at the ecolog
ical transformation of colonial New England, he tells a story that 
relates the management of natural resources to cultural and politi
cal debates among the N ative Americans and English settlers .  
Cronon's New Englanders saw that the "landscape was a visible 
confirmation of the state of human society ."4 1 An English land
scape , a way of viewing and ordering the world, prevailed over a Na
t ive American landscape. 

6. F. Set an Appropriate Tone 

All historians must build a relationship with their audience. The 
best way to establish rapport is to find an appropriate , trustworthy 
tone . 
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1 .  Avoid the First Person Singular. Generally speaking, his
torical writers do not write in the first person s ingular. Historians 
all recognize that personal biases enter historical writing-there is 
usually no need to overemphasize it .  A weak historical writer would 
state, "In my opinion , Frederick Jackson Turner ignored the role of 
N ative Americans in the emergence of democratic institutions . " 
The writer might j ust as well say, "Frederick J ackson Turner ignored 
the role of Native Americans in the emergence of democratic in
stitutions, "  and spare readers the extra verbiage . Readers may con
fidently infer th;:it this is the writer's opinion. 

Usually historians employ the first person s ingular only when 
they have personally experienced a phenomenon they are describ
ing. They introduce this personal information to explain the ir own 
relationship to the subj ect matter .  For example , Carl Degler begins 
his book about racial thinking in anthropology, In Search of Human 
Nature, by writing, "Like most white Americans of my sex and class 
( the son of a fireman) and my generation ( born in 1 92 1 )  I came 
into a world that soon made me a racist and a sexist ."42 He does th i s  
to draw the reader's attent ion to personal and social issues of  bias .  
He also honestly informs readers that he bears a close personal re 
lationship to his subject , something they may wish to know when 
they evaluate his arguments . 

2. Be Judicious and Dispassionate . All historians pass j udg
ment on their subjects, but don't  be too heavy-handed. If your sub
j ects engaged in some particularly horrible activity, it  is important 
to strike a balance between the rendering of j udgment and the pres
entation of evidence. Some of the most difficult evidence to han
dle comes from N az i  Germany, and the following two historians 
built trustworthy arguments by us ing j udic ious,  d ispassionate tones .  

Psychiatrist and historian Robert J ay Lifton wanted to learn why 
medical doctors served the Nazi regime. He uses Dr. Josef Mengele as 
a case in point, a distasteful case indeed. Lifton writes in his book The 
Nazi Doctors that Mengele "committed real crimes, murderous crimes, 
direct murder . . . These crimes included selections, lethal injections, 
shootings, beatings, and other forms of deliberate killing."  All this is 
well-known, but the power of Lifton's work comes from his j udicious 
argumentation. He describes Mengele's "research" in a matter-of-fact 
way, and puts Mengele's experiments in the context of the N azi's med
ical career: "More than any other SS doctor, Mengele realized himself 
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in Auschwitz. There he came into his own-found expression for his 
talents." Mengele remained the consummate clinical researcher, even 
in the midst of a concentration camp. Lifton presents Mengele objec, 
tively and ironically, so that readers will trust the book's conclusion: 
that Mengele had a schizoid personality, making it easier for him to 
detach himself from the suffering he inflicted on others.43 

It is often enough j ust to describe a horrible activity in a subtle 
and ironic way. Your readers will understand that you have chosen 
to describe this activity because you find it repugnant. William 
Sheridan Allen wanted to learn how the Nazis came to power. Jn, 
stead of focusing on well,known politicians in Berlin, he wrote a 
book called The Nazi Seizure of Power that focuses on the activities 
of the Naz i  Party (NSDAP)  in a small German town called 
Northe im. He describes how the Nazis used public events to sustain 
enthusiasm for the ir cause : 

Then on Sunday, March 1 9 , the Northeim NSDAP gave its 
victory celebration, fittingly held in the Cattle Auction Hall. 
The hall,  decorated with swastika flags, was full to the bursting 
point with at least a thousand people. The chief speaker was the 
Nazi preacher, Pastor Muenchmeyer, and his topic: "What a 
Transposition Through Divine Disposition ! "  The whole tone of 
the celebration was conservative, solemn, and religious.44 

Allen does not call the Nazis cattle; the Cattle Auction Hall is an 
appropriate place for their meeting. He does not say that the pastor 
and his audience are intellectual mediocrities; he gives the title of 
the speech. Allen makes his point-that the Nazis were dangerous, 
obsequious drones--cleverly and subtly in a reasoned tone. 

6.G. Treat Other Writers with Consideration 

Scholarship is a very fragile enterprise . It thrives on lively debate 
and open disagreement, but it depends on mutual respect and care, 
ful consideration. When you write about other historians , give them 
the same amount of respect you would give if you were speaking to 
them in person. Do not oversimplify or misconstrue the arguments 
of your opponents, and do not make personal attacks on opponents 
in order to discredit the ir arguments .. 
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6.H .  Account for Counterarguments 

Do not select one argument and ignore all the other possibil it ies.  
When you acknowledge the possibility of alternative interpretations 
you increase the cred ibil ity and complexity of your own work. Your 
readers will not think you are weak; they will think you are open
minded . In fact, your readers may already be aware of some poss ible 
contradictions to your argument , and they will expect you to deal 
with them. 

By the very nature of the ir work, historians know it is imposs i 
ble to write a flawless interpretat ion of anything. Knowledge is a 
slippery th ing. In a short essay, it is often effective to note a few 
main counterarguments toward the end, and then conclude by re 
asserting the reasons why you stil l  wish to articulate your own po
sition. In a longer essay ,  thesis ,  or book, authors often engage i n  
multiple counterarguments as  they consider the ev idence . 

One such example of counterargumentation can be found in  
Robert McElvaine's book, Eve ' s  Seed :  Biology , the Sexes , and the 
Course of History . McElvaine reviews ev idence from prehistory 
and also from evolutionary psychology that suggests that humans 
are adaptable social an i mais who are both competit ive and coop
erative . Their cooperat ive s ide incl ines them to bui ld  fami l i e s  
and groups in which both sexes work together. For most of  hu
man history ,  differences between the sexes d id not necessar i ly  re
sult in the subordination of one sex to another.  M cElva ine argue s  
that it  was the Agr icultural Revolution,  starting around 1 0 ,000 
B.C.E. , that caused men to subord inate women in almost every 
culture . According to McElvaine , men lost the ir roles as hunters , 
then, out of insecurity and envy, they turned to misogyny . Patr i
archy in the home mirrored male domination in pol i t ics ,  re l ig ion . 
and business. Male dominat ion is not natural ;  i t  can be expla ined 
historically . 

To make this argument, McElvaine has to address two possible 
counterarguments : that human behavior is completely determined 
by biology, and the opposite argument, that all people are born with 
a clean slate, and that it is nurture, not nature , that is important . 

McElvaine wants to show that nature and nurture are both im
portant. First, he engages these two opposite positions with a joke . 
Quoting his own father in an early chapter title, he writes that peo
ple are "90 percent nature and 90 percent nurture . "  Next he moves 



6.H. Account for Counterarguments 85 

to consider the "nurture" position, espoused by many contemporary 
American liberals . McElvaine writes: 

The reason that so many l iberals have clung to their insis
tence that human nature should be ignored is, I believe , a fun .. 

damental misapprehension concerning the implications of hu
man nat.•1re . They have feared that the admission of the 
existence of innate characteristics will lead to findings on how 
people differ. In fact, the real meaning of human nature, as 
[Franz] Boas understood, is to be found in showing the ways in 
which people are alike. As Robert Wright has said, unlike the 
old social Darwinists, "today's Darwinian anthropologists , in 
scanning the world's peoples , focus less on surface differences 
among cultures than on deep unities . "  

After considering the "l iberal" position, McElvaine turns to the 
"conservatives ,"  who often believe in the determining power of ge
netics over human nature . He quotes from the work of Richard 
Dawkins and Edward Wilson, two "sociobiologists" who have writ
ten that people "are machines created by our genes,"  and that "Hu
man behavior · .  . . is the circuitous technique by which human ge
netic material has been and will be kept intact. Morality has no 
other demonstrable ultimate function. "  In response to these "biode
terministic" arguments, McElvaine writes: 

As Darwinism had been a century and more ago, sociobiology 
has been latched onto by people who seek to justify the un
justifiable . Conservatives seize on the principle of natural se
lection to maintain that everything that exists should be left 
alone, because it was made that way by the god of adaptation. 
But this is not so. It ignores genetic drift, whereby character
istics come into being that provide no evolutionary advan
tage , but also no disadvantage , and so survive despite Dar
winian selection, not because of it. The actual essence of the 
Darwinian principle of selection is not that a trait must be 
well adapted in order to survive , but that it not be poorly 
adapted relative to other traits. It is possible for some features 
to continue to develop after they have fulfilled their original 
evolutionary function. Human intellectual ability is probably 
an example of this. It grew far beyond what was necessary for 
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human survival in the eons during which it  was physically de, 
veloping ( although perhaps not beyond or even up to what is 
necessary for survival in the nuclear age ; indeed it may yet 
prove to be ult imately maladaptive by destroying the species ) .  

McElvaine's summary of the conservative and l iberal pos itions 
on human nature is balanced and fair,minded , even though he 
strongly disagrees with these views . By reporting and engaging op, 
posing arguments, McElvaine makes it more likely that l iberals and 
conservatives wil l  consider his argument, that l iberal views on so, 
cial and gender equal ity are actually supported by biological ev i , 
dence about human nature .45 

6. 1 .  Lead Your Readers to an I nteresting 
Conclusion 

Over the course of your essay, you wil l  develop the significance l)f 
your claims . All your analys is should sustain your main argument in 
interesting ways. As you lead your readers to their destination, give 
them plenty of signposts and evidence in the paragraphs . By the 
time you reach your concluding paragraph, your readers wi l l  be 
ready for you to put your ideas back into a broader context .  

There is no formula for a concluding paragraph, j ust as  there i s  
no formula for an introductory or  supporting paragraph. Even so ,  
there are certain things that historians look for in a conclusion. A 
conclusion must reflect on the essay and answer the "Who cares !' '  
question once again. A strong conclusion will not simply repeat the 
introduction. If the essay has truly developed and susta ined an idea 
in an interesting way, then there should be a new way to sum things 
up. How are the findings of the essay significant ? How might the 
findings of the essay change the way the readers think ? 

One example of a concise but interest ing conclusion can be 
found in Liana Vardi's article " Imagining the Harvest in Early Mod, 
em Europe, "  which addresses the ways in which earJy,modern Eu 
ropean artists and writers depicted peasants. Over time, representa
tions of peasants had less to do with farm work and more to do w i th 
rustic leisure. She concludes : 
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The eighteenth century thus adopted a new vision· of the peas
ant .  As a laborer, he was harmless and piteous and therefore 
a natural obj ect of charity and paternalist concern. As an in
dependent farmer,  he was _virtuous , hard-working, and de
voted to his  family. Anxious to learn and to be guided, the 
peasant emerged as a fitting citizen of the state . By the end of 
the e ighteenth century,  this figure had become an emblem for 
mankind.46 

She summarizes her argument but she goes beyond it, suggesting, in 
the final sentence , that there was a broader s ignificance to this im
age of the peasant. 
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NARRATIVE TECH N IQU ES  

FOR H ISTORIANS 

You may dec ide to organize your essay into one long narrative , or 
you may organize it along analytical l ines, us ing short narratives 
to i l lustrate particular points of analys is .  The narrative approach 
is often used in pol it ical and intellectual history , while analyti
cal organization is often used in soc ial ,  cultural , and economic 
h istory . 

7 .A. Write a Narrative to Tel l  a Story 

Every narrative has some easily recognized components. A narrative 
has a narrator; it is organized chronologically; it develops a story; 
and it has main characters , a plot, and a setting. Historical narra
tives share many features with other forms of storytelling, such as 
novels and epic poems. During the fifth century B.C.E. , a Greek ad
venturer and storyteller named Herodotus wrote one of the first his
torical narratives . He used dramatic tension and colorful description 
to help his readers imagine the past. While re-creating the Persian 
invasion of Greece in 480 B.C.E. , Herodotus described how the em
peror Xerxes and his huge army destroyed the small contingent of 
Spartans guarding the pass at Thermopylae. Herodotus did not simply 
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say that the outnumbered Spartans were brave and fought to the 
death. Herodotus did not j ust tell readers that the Spartans were 
calm when the mass ive Persian forces came into sight;  he told how 
the Spartans ignored the Persians and combed their hair. Instead of 
describing every episode of bravery,  Herodotus selected the story of 
one Spartan soldier named Dieneces for special mention: 

It is said before the battle he was told by a native of T rachis 
that, when the Persians shot their arrows , there were so many 
of them that they hid the sun. Oieneces, however, quite un
moved by the thought of the strength of the Pers ian army, 
merely remarked :  "This is pleasant news . . .  if the Pers ians 
hide the sun, we shall have our battle in the shade ."47 

7 .B .  Write a Narrative to Support an Argument 

Herodotus was not j ust tel l ing a story about a gutsy warrior at Ther
mopylae. He was selecting specific events to illustrate a broader in 
terpretation. Historians use such anecdotes and stories to make ar
guments, and the best storytellers can wrap a powerful argument  
within a seamless narrative. When Herodotus presented his work t l ) 
the Athenian public, he used dramatic techniques to make a con
nection w ith his audience : Xerxes lost the war because he haJ too 
much pride , the downfall of m any a character in Greek drama .  
Herodotus told the story of Thermopylae because he wanted to 
show in a colorful way that the Spartans had fought bravely in de
fense of a united Greece . He also wanted to draw a stark contrast 
between the Greeks who died wil l ingly for their l iberty and the Per
sians who had to whip the ir troops to make them fight . 48 The 
Greeks were clearly superior. Herodotus , l ike other historians , used 
a narrative to make an argument. 

7 .C. Combine Chronology with Causation 

In narratives, historians use t ime to give structure to tne past. For 
this reason, narratives have some obvious chronological features: a 
beginning, a middle, and an end. This may seem simple , but in the 
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hands of a skilled historian a narrative's events do not just follow 
each other: early events cause subsequent events to happen. 

If you are crafting a narrative, your first task will be to select in
fluential events and then place them in chronological order. This 
is vital to understanding the causes of things, and it is not as easy 
as you may think. For example, historians draw on the accounts of 
both Muslims and Christians when they write about the Crusades. 
Unfortunately the two religions kept different calendars, meaning 
that historians must translate the dates of one into the dates of the 
other in order to form a coherent chronology. Sometimes you will 
not know a firm date for an event, meaning that you must do your 
best to place it in relation to another source. Eighteenth-century 
English parish records tell when children were baptized, not when 
they were born. If you wish to establish an individual's date of birth, 
you will have to find another source that tells you how long fami
lies and churches waited before baptizing their children. Placing 
events in a chronology is more than just an exercise: it helps you to 
understand change over time. 

7 .D. Get a Sense of Change and Continuity 

When you have established the sequence of events, you will begin to 
get a sense of how some things changed over time while other things 
remained the same. Which events were entirely predictable in the 
context of the times ? Which events were unexpected ? This is not as 
easy as it sounds. Different historical actors might have interpreted 
the same continuities and changes differently. In 1 833 ,  the British 
Parliament emancipated all colonial slaves. Politicians and activists 
had been debating abolishing the slave trade, ameliorating the lives 
of slaves, and emancipating them from bondage for more than thirty 
years. From the perspective of London, some people may have seen 
emancipation as predictable and maybe even inevitable. From the 
perspective of a Barbadian slave who may not have been able to keep 
abreast of London politics, emancipation may have come as a sudden 
and dramatic change in status. But even that interpretation may be 
too simple. After emancipation, former masters invented numerous 
ways to coerce former slaves. Sugar production still required land, la
bor, and capital , all of which remained available to plantation own
ers and unavailable to former slaves. Former slaves may have felt 
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more continuity than change. 49 In any case, it would be difficult to 
sort out such problems without establishing a firm chronology . 

7 .E .  Select the Key Participants in  Your Story 

If you were tell ing a narrative of emancipation in Barbados , you 
might choose to focus on former slaves and masters . You might also 
work on slave women entrepreneurs , previously freed townsmen , 
colonial bankers , or government officials . Remember,  your story 
must make an argument . Do certain individuals illustrate the argu
ment of your narrative better than others ? Were certain individuals 
more significant agents of change than others ? You may wish to ex
clude some people from your narrative altogether, or you may wish 
to relegate them to the background. 

7.F. Find Your Own Voice as a Narrator 

Discovering your own voice as a narrator will be especially chal 
lenging the first time you tiy i t .  Every historian does this d iffere11ttly , 
but one rule always applies: every narrator must be as faithful as pos
sible to the people and events of the past. 

1 .  The Omniscient Narrator. Some historians prefer to receJe 
into the background, tell ing the ir story from the perspective of a n  
omniscient outsider while refraining from making comments about 
themselves or their engagement with the source materials . In his a c 
count of India's anticolonial rebellion of 1 85 7 ,  The Great Mutiny , 
Christopher Hibbert uses this style of narration. He is arguing that 
the rebellion began when British officers ordered Indian troops ( se 
poys ) to use a new kind of bullet cartridge : 

One day in January 1 85 7  a low-caste labourer at Oum-Oum 
asked a sepoy for a drink of water from his lota. The sepoy, be
ing a Brahmin, had naturally refused: his caste would not al
low him to grant such a request; he had j ust scoured his lota; 
the man would defile it by his touch. "You will soon lose your  
caste altogether," the labourer told him. "For the Europeans 
are going to make you bite cartridges soaked in cow and pork 
fat. And then where will your caste be ?"50 
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2 .  The Uncertain Narrator. Not all historians feel that their 
sources permit such an omniscient narration. In fact, great contro
versy surrounds the origins of the 1 85 7 rebellion. Sometimes histo
rians use less certain strategies of narration to reveal the ambigui
ties of their source materials . Writers can strengthen a narrative by 
informing readers of the limits of the ir interpretations. John Demos 
uses such a strategy in a book called The Unredeemed Captive, which 
is about Eunice Will iams, an English girl who was captured by Mo
hawks in the Deerfield Massacre of 1 704. After her abduction, Eu
nice adapted to the ways of the Kahnawake Iroquois. This disturbed 
her family but it did not stop them from trying to bring her back to 
Massachusetts. Demos worked with limited sources , mostly the let
ters and diaries of Eunice's English re latives .  The family spent 
decades trying to learn about Eunice , but in the end they recorded 
very little information. Demos struggled to extract meaning from 
these scarce sources , but his narrat ive is at its most compelling 
when he speculates about the changes in Eunice's life:  

Different it  was , very different. And yet,  within a relatively 
short time ,  it took. By 1 707 , Eunice was reported to be "un
will ing to return." And the Indians-including, one would 
presume ,  her new family-"would as soon part with their 
hearts" as with this successfully "planted" child.5 1  

7.G. Choose Your Own Beginning and End 

The past is interconnected across chronological and geographical 
boundaries, but every narrative must have a beginning and an end. 
You will find it challenging to decide when to start and stop your 
story . Hibbert begins his story of the 1 85 7  rebellion with a descrip
tion of a typical working day for Sir Thomas Metcalfe , British rep
resentative to the king of Delhi .  

He returned from his office at half past two for dinner at three. 
After dinner he sat reading for a time before going down to 
the bil l iard-room. A game of bill iards was followed by two 
hours spent on the terrace contemplating the river. Then it 
was time for a light supper and an evening hookah. Immedi
ately the clock struck eight, he _stood up and went to bed, 
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undoing his neckcloth and throwing it, together with his well, 
tailored coat, on to the floor to be picked up by the appropriate 
servant. If this or any other servant did not perform his duties 
to the master's entire satisfaction, Sir Thomas would send for 
a pair of white kid gloves which were presented to him on a 
silver salver. These he would draw on with becoming dignity, 
then firmly pinch the culprit's ear. 52 

Hibbert is not just telling a story about an indolent, autocratic 
colonial official. Hibbert uses the beginning to set the scene for a 
larger story about how Indians rebelled against British authority, 
how British forces crushed the rebels after great loss of life,  and how 
this experience transformed South Asia and the British Empire . 

Hibbert sets the opening scene in Delhi because his narrat ive 
will reach its climax when the British recapture the city. His nar
rative ends when the British banish the king of Delhi: 

The trial lasted more than two months; but the verdict was 
never in doubt. On 29 March he was found guilty on all 
charges and later sentenced to be transported for life to Ran
goon. He left Delhi in October accompanied by Jawan Bakht, 
another young son whom he had had by a concubine , and by 
a most unwilling Zinat Mahal who, by now "quite tired of 
him," described him as " troublesome, nasty, cross old fellow." 
He died on 7 November 1 862 in Rangoon where the descen
dants of his son, Jawan Bakht, are still living today. 53 

Hibbert concludes his narrative at this point for a number of rea
sons. The rebellion ended in many different ways for many differ
ent people, but for Hibbert, the exile of the king of Delhi represents 
the end of the rebellion. One of the causes of the rebellion had been 
a dispute over who would succeed the king of Delhi. Much of the 
rebellion had taken place in and around Delhi. The exile of the 
king draws several strands of the story to a close , while Hibbert 
mentions the descendants of the king as a way of emphasizing the 
enduring legacy of the rebellion. Follow Hibbert's example when 
you conclude a historical narrative : choose a beginning and an end
ing that suit your story and your argument. 
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WRITI NG SE NTE NCES I N  H ISTORY 

Historians share a common goal with all writers: to communicate 
ideas effectively. Historians differ from other writers on some of the 
conventions for achieving this goal .  This causes some confusion 
among writers who hail from other disciplines, but even so, no his
torical convention is arbitrary ; all of them help historians to repre
sent the past as accurately as possible . While you are writing and re
vising, use these conventions to your advantage . 

8.A. Choose Verbs That Are Precise 

Verbs form the heart of every sentence because they convey the ac
tion. Every writer should select precise verbs and avoid vague ones, 
and this principle is decidedly true for historians. 

What is a vague verb ? For starters, verbs of being are vague, but 
as you can see, sometimes it is difficult to avoid them. The order of 
ideas in the sentence may dictate that you use "is," "are," or another 
form of the verb "to be." Still , beginning writers tend to overuse 
verbs of being, a problem that drains the color out of their writing. 
Why write "Queen Victoria was regnant for sixty-four years" when 
you c:in write "Queen Victoria reigned for sixty-four years" ? If you 
find yourself writing with a verb of being, look for a noun or an ad
jective that has a precise verb counterpart. 
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8.B. Make Passive Sentences Active 

Historians try to avoid the passive voice . One of the purposes of his, 
torical writing is to uncover who did what, when. The worst thing 
a historian can do is to create silence and confusion about the past , 
which is what the passive voice often does. The passive voice can 
obliterate historical actors altogether: "America was discovered." By 
whom? If you cannot write an active sentence l ike "Columbus dis, 
covered America" with any certainty, then you owe your readers an 
explanation. 

As you read more history , you will start to notice that passive 
sentences often indicate weak reasoning . This is true of history, but 
it is not necessarily true of other disciplines . Some authors , espe , 
dally natural scientists , use the passive voice to downplay the ir per, 
sonal involvement in research. In fact ,  one of the biggest challenges 
for historians of science is to cut through this prose and learn j ust 
how scientists did involve themselves in research. 

There are circumstances when it is appropriate for historians to 
use the passive voice , and the best writers might include one or two 
passive sentences on a page . You may wish to put a historical sub, 
j ect at the end of a sentence:  "America was discovered by Colum, 
bus," which may be the best place for Columbus, depending on the 
order of ideas in the sentence or the paragraph. But even though 
there are some circumstances when passive verbs are appropriate , 
passive sentences often confuse the order of ideas . They should be 
used sparingly. ( In that passive sentence , it was important to em, 
phasize the word "sparingly . " )  

8.C. Write in  the Past Tense 

Unlike writers in other disc ipl ines, historians write almost every,  
thing in the past tense. This i s  not an arbitrary peculiarity .  Writ ing 
in the past tense helps historians to place people and events in an 
intelligible chronological order. 

Historians prefer the past tense, but verb tense is often the sub, 
j ect  of some confusion. This is largely because scholars who write 
about literature have a different set of conventions. A literary critic 

. might write "In Black Boy , Richard Wright speaks e loquently and 
forcefully against American racism and capitalism."  Wright's words 
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ring j ust as true today as they did in 1937 when he wrote them. For 
the purposes of writing about literature, the present tense gives an 
author's ideas a sense of immediacy. 

Literary class ics have a powerful effect on readers today, but 
historians want to place Wright's novel within the context of his 
l ife and times. Wright does not really speak today-he died in 
1 960. He wrote Black Boy during the Great Depression, when he 
joined the growing American communist party. At the time read .. 
ers interpreted Wright's work differently than they do today. Us .. 
ing the present tense confuses the chronology of Wright's life and 
times , while using the past tense enables writers to arrange one 
event in relationship to another.  Historians usually write in the 
present tense only when they are discussing recent works or living 
scholars . 

8.D. Avoid Spl it Infinitives If You Can 

In Engl ish, the infinitive is formed by adding the preposition "to," 
as in "to be or not to be ."  Shakespeare could have split the infini .. 
tive and written "to bravely be or not to be," but that would have 
prompted the audience to throw vegetables. Generally speaking, it 
is a bad idea to place words between "to" and the verb. It throws off 
the logical order of ideas in the sentence . 

Even so, there are circumstances when it is appropriate to split 
an infinitive . Sometimes it j ust sounds better. There is a good rea .. 
son why Star Trek begins with the phrase "to boldly go where no 
man has gone before ."  If the infinitive is put back together, listen 
to the result: "To go boldly where no man has gone before." How 
uninspiring. In this case , a split infinitive is better than having an 
adverb in an unnatural location. 

8.E. Put Verbs in Your Sentences 

Theoretically, a sentence can be a sentence only if it has a verb. 
And yet, as you can see from the "How uninspiring" sentence above, 
it is possible to use a verbless sentence as an interjection, and there 
are other uses for them. too. Verbless sentences do add punch and 
color to writing, but they really do not. have a place in formal writing, 
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which is the kind of writing that historians usually do. When yot; 
write a verbless sentence in a work of history ,  you are inviting yout 
reader to apply the red ink. 

8.F. Put Your Ideas in  an Intel l igible Order 

You must put your ideas in an order that your audience wil l  under
stand. This is not as easy as it sounds. After weeks of reading and 
research on a historical topic, you will be steeped in the complex i 
ties of  how people, ideas , and events are interrelated . But when you 
write , you must unravel that complexity and place your ideas in a 
sequence of words. In each sentence , you must imagine what your 
audience needs to know first ,  second, and third. 

1 .  Keep Related Words Together. You may think it makes 
sense to say "The tail,gunner saw a cloud form over Hiroshima in 
the shape of a mushroom,"  because you already know how these 
ideas are related. Nevertheless , your audience can only get a sense 
of the relationship of ideas from the way you place the words, and 
in this case the words are placed poorly . After all , the shape of the 
mushroom does not relate to Hiroshima, it relates to the cloud . The 
audience would understand the sentence better if you wrote , "The 
tail,gunner saw a mushroom,shaped cloud form over Hirosh ima . " I f  
you keep related words together,  you wi l l  lead readers seamless ly  
through your sentence . If you keep unrelated words together ,  read
ers will have to pause and sort out the jumble . 

2. Keep Pronouns Close to the Words They Represent . By 
definition, a pronoun substitutes for a noun, but your readers must 
know which noun. You know in your head which pronoun relates 
to which noun, but your readers must infer the relationship from 
the way you place the words, and you must leave them in no doubt .  

The best way to  avoid misunderstanding i s  to  place the pronoun 
close to the noun it modifies .  Here is a sentence with a confusing 
pronoun: "Benjamin West's painting of the death of General Wolfe 
demonstrates his original, American style . "  Does "his" refer to West 
or Wolfe ? "His" is closer to "Wolfe , "  and your readers will probably 
infer that "his" represents Wolfe,  unless , of course , they know the 
painting. Anyone who has seen this painting knows that Wolfe is 
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dressed in a British uniform and does not appear to be particularly 
American. The author has to mean that West, not Wolfe, had an 
American style , but the meaning does not come through in the sen
tence . 

3 .  Keep Subjects and Verbs Close Together. The principal 
re lationship in a sentence is between the subject and the verb. Do 
not put too much between them. Take a look at this sentence: 
"Eleanor Roosevelt, during the presidency of Franklin Roosevelt, 
wrote a syndicated column."  In order to read this sentence, you 
must hold "Eleanor Roosevelt" in the back of your mind until you 
find out what she is doing. The sentence would express the ideas 
more effectively if it were rewritten like this : "During the presidency 
of Franklm Roosevelt, Eleanor Roosevelt wrote a syndicated col
umn." Generally speaking, it is acceptable to place a short state
ment in between a subject and verb ,  as in "Eleanor Roosevelt, the 
First Lady, wrote a syndicated column." Just don't put too much be
tween a subject and a verb. 

8.G. Begin a Sentence on Common Ground and 
Gradual ly Build a New Point 

Writing a sentence is not j ust about arranging the ideas in an or
derly way . In history, as in all writing, a sentence is a place to de
velop an idea. A well-written sentence gives the reader a sense of 
direct ion. 

Start by summarizing the previous sentence or by mentioning an 
idea that you and your reader hold in common; then build toward 
your original point. A weak pair of sentences would say "General 
Lee's horse was named Traveler. Fine horses were hard to find in 
those years , but Traveler was one of the best."  The reader has to 
jump from Traveler to a general statement about horses and then 
back to Traveler. A better pair of sentences would build from T rav
eler toward a general statement about horses : "General Lee's horse 
was named Traveler. He was one of the best horses at a time when 
good horses were hard to find." The first sentence moves from Gen
eral Lee to Traveler; then the second sentence moves from Traveler 
to a general statement about horses .  The sentences have a smooth 
connection. 
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8.H. The Emphasis Comes at the End 

If you are developing your ideas over the course of a sentence , then 
the end of the sentence should be interesting and emphatic. One 
master of emphatic writing ( and speaking) was Winston Churchill. 
Here is what Churchill wrote about the Crusades in one of his 
books, The Birth of Britain: 

The Crusading spirit had for some time stirred the minds of 
men all over western Europe . The Christian kingdoms of Spain 
had led the way with their holy wars against the Arabs. Now, 
towards the end of the e leventh century , a new enemy of 
Christendom appeared fifteen hundred miles to the east . The 
Seljuk Turks were pressing hard upon the Byzantine Empire in 
Asia Minor, and harass ing devout pi lgrims from Europe 
through Syria to the Holy Land. 54 

Notice how each sentence begins with a connection to the previ
ous sentence. Also notke how each sentence develops in a new di
rection and concludes with a new idea. The second sentence is es
pecially skillful. It begins by saying something specific about the 
western European Christians, but then leads readers to consider the 
enemies of the Christians, the Arabs. 

8.1 .  Construct Parallel Forms for Emphasis 

One of the best tricks for writing an effective sentence is to learn how 
to use a parallel construction. This is a kind of repetition in which 
related ideas are expressed in a rigorously similar grammatical form. 
For example, on October 8, 1 940, as Nazi bombers were pounding 
Britain, Churchill told the House of Commons that "Death and sor
row will be the companions of our journey; hardship our garment; 
constancy and valour our only shield. We must be united, we must 
be undaunted, we must be inflexible . " 5 5  He constructed the first 
sentence loosely around the repetition of "our," but he constructed 
the second sentence tightly around the repetition of "we must be. "  
In a parallel construction, a writer expresses parallel ideas by using 
a parallel grammatical structure. 
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8.J .  Form the Possessive Correctly 

Thus far, this book has not delved into grammar because this has 
been the subject of many other guides to writing. Chances are that 
if you are now learning how to write history ,  you have already 
learned how to write a grammatical sentence. Even so, it is embar
rassing to note that many historians, including some well-known 
professionaJs, often make one particular grammatical error: they do 
not know how to form the possessive. Most of the confusion sur
rounds words that end in the letter s .  

1 .  Fann the Possessfoe of a Singular Noun by Adding 's. This 
is true even when the word ends in the letter s .  For example, it is 
correct to write "Cecil Rhodes's diamond mines,"  or "the duchess's 
letters."  

There are some minor exceptions to this rule. Traditionally, an
cient names ending in s take only an apostrophe, as in "Moses' laws" 
or "Jesus' name."  However, these constructions are sufficiently awk
ward that many writers form the possessive with of, as in "the laws 
of Moses" or "the name of Jesus ."  

2. Fann the Possessive of a Plural Noun by Adding an Apos
trophe. This is true when the plural is formed by adding an s,  for 
example , "the Redcoats' muskets" or "the Wright brothers' air
plane." 

3 .  Don't Bother Using an Apostrophe to Fann the Plural of 
Abbreviations and Numbers . It used to be standard practice to 
use apostrophes to form plurals, for example, "PC's were first man
ufactured during the 1980's ." Most style manuals now consider this 
use of the apostrophe to be old-fashioned. Omit the apostrophe and 
just write "PCs" and "the 1980s." Use an apostrophe to form a plural 
only when there is the possibility of confusion, as in "There are two 
o's and two p's in apostrophe." 

4. Don't Use an Apostrophe to Fann the Plural. It is  incor
rect to write that "Columbus discovered the America's ." Columbus 
discovered the Americas, at least according to some people . 
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8.K. Break the Rules If You Must 

You will find that on occasion the conventions l isted above will  
lead you to perform some unnecessary gymnastics. These conven� 
tions may even cause you to write an ugly, unnatural sentence . In 
all such cases , break the rules. Good historical writers understand 
the spirit of the law as well as the letter. Your first task is to get your 
meaning across ,  and to do it persuasively . 
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CHOOSE PREC ISE WORDS 

Word choice can make all the difference to a historian, so choose your 
words precisely. The past abounds with catastrophic examples of poorly 
chosen words. One such example is the 1 840 Treaty of Waitangi, in 
which the British took New Zealand from the Maoris by mistranslat, 
ing the word for "sovereignty."56 This deliberate act of imprecision has 
caused a century and a half of bad feelings. Chances are that you will 
never be deliberately imprecise, but you should still choose your words 
very carefully. Get in the habit of checking your essays for word choice, 
which is also known as diction. The basic rules of diction often strike 
inexperienced writers as arbitrary. They are not. The more we read, 
the more we see that some words are commonly used together, and 
some are not. Common diction ensures common understanding. 

9 .A. Be Concise 

Some historical writers believe that they can demonstrate the com, 
plexity of their thoughts by writing sentences that are bursting with 
unnecessary words. They are wrong. If you make every word count, 
then you will give your readers the clearest possible picture of your 
ideas. Why write "It is an undeniable fact that William the Conqueror 
was instrumental in establishing the Norman regime" when you might 
easily say "William the Conqueror established the Norman regime"? 
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If you can say something in seven words, why say it in sixteen? Being 
concise does not mean that all your sentences should be short and 
choppy; it means that you should not try your readers' patience. 

9.B.  Write in  Language That Your 
Audience Can Understand 

Most historians write in language that intell igent readers can un
derstand. This standard is subj ective , yet it does set history apart 
from many fields of writing that have developed specialized jargon. 
Sometimes outside j argon can creep into historical writ ing. For ex
ample , the dictionary defines "hegemony" as dominance , but for 
professional historians the word is associated with the theoretical 
writings of an Italian social ist named Antonio Gramsci .  You may 
indeed be writing for an audience that understands hegemony in 
this precise way, but to a wider audience hegemony may be a jar
gon word that can omse a misunderstanding. 

1 .  Literary Jargon. History is a form of l iterature , and histor i 
ans have learned a great deal from literary critics . Most people who 
study literature love the English language , but some, in their exu
berance, have produced some dreadful writing. People who seem to 
be different have become the "subj ectivized Other. " People who 
l ike to read good history "valorize the narrativization of the Sub
j ect." I t  may be fun to commit random acts of capital ization, and it 
is often convenient to stick an "- ize" on a noun in order to create 
a verb, but if you are writing for more than j ust a few literary crit 
ics, write in a language that your audience can understand. 

2. Social-Science Jargon. History is also one of the social sc i 
ences, and history is , in many ways, d ifficult to distinguish from the 
disciplines of anthropology, economics, political science , and soc i 
ology. Some social scientists write well ,  but many prefer tortured 
j argon to ordinary words . Talking is " interpersonal communica 
tion," and a different way of looking at something puts it on "an
other axis of differentiation." This language is fine for communi 
cating with other social scient ists , but really, when is  the last time 
you freely chose to read a book by people who write l ike this ? 
· Social,science j argon will limit the size of your audience . 
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3 .  Legal Jargon. :Nlany historians study the law, and some his
torians even practice the law. Nevertheless, there are important dif -
ferences between legal writing and historical writing. When lawyers 
compose legal documents, they are writing for a different audience: 
the court. They go to great lengths to ensure that their clients will 
not get into trouble. To avoid trouble, lawyers use archaisms, repe
tition, and formal words l ike "the said," "party to the first part," and 
"stipulate . "  This language is not pretty, and it should be used only 
by lawyers, for lawyers, unless stipulated to by both the party of the 
first part, who is hereby named the historian, and the party of the 
second part, which is hereby named the historian's audience. Oth
erwise , keep legal j argon out of historical writing. 

4. Got!emment Jargon. "Officialese," as it is called, is a close 
cousin of legal j argon. They both have the same purpose: to cover 
the writer's hindquarters . At least lawyers have the excuse of hav
ing to protect their clients ; bureaucrats , officers , and politicians use 
j argon mainly to protect themselves . Either they want to make 
themselves seem important or they are trying to avoid precise com
mitments . In his famous essay "Politics and the English Language," 
George Orwell translated the following passage from the Bible into 
the obscure, pompous language of government: 

I returned and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the 
swift, nor the battle to the strong, ne ither yet bread to the 
wise , nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favor to 
men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all. 

Here is Orwell's translation: 

Objective consideration of contemporary phenomena compels 
the conclusion that success or failure in competitive activities 
exhibits no tendency to be commensurate with innate capac
ity ,  but that a considerable element of the unpredictable must 
invariably be taken irito accounr . 57 

Orwell's point is clear: jargon-writers are in the habit of taking 
concrete examples and beautiful rhythm and turning them into ab
stract language and meaningless words. Always use precise language 
that your audience understands . 
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9 .C. Avoid Pretentious Language 

Don't think that you will look smart j ust by using complicated 
words . You may only wind up confusing your readers . You may 
think that central planning had a "procrustean" effect on Soviet en, 
gineering, but if your audience does not know that the word means 
a ruthless disregard for special circumstances, you have not gained 
much ground with them. Even if they do know what the word 
means, it may stand out from the overall tone of your argument. 
Control any urges to use puffed,up vocabulary. 

9.D. Avoid Colloquial Language 

Most history instructors expect that you will write in formal Eng, 
lish. This means that you should avoid slang, contractions, and an 
overly casual tone. Such informal language, also known as collo, 
quial language, may be inserted as part of a quotation, and you may 
also use colloquial language outside of formal , academic writing . 
This book, for example , has a less formal tone than most works of 
history. Even so, most historians consider colloquial language to be , 
l ike, uncool. 

9 .E. Be Sensitive to the Pol itics of Diction 

Historical writing has always reflected the politics of the times. To, 
day historians are demonstrating their awareness of discrimination 
by avoiding intolerant language. Conservatives complain that liber, 
als are forcing a "politically correct" form of "linguistic engineering" 
on them. Some liberals think that conservatives have not gone far 
enough to purge the language of offensive usage. The debate will 
never be resolved, but everyone can agree that writers must meet 
their audience. Historical writers must keep their eyes and ears open 
to learn what their audience thinks is appropriate. Some racial des, 
ignations have changed considerably over the years : "Negro" and 
"colored" changed to "black" and then "black" started to become 
"African American." Most historians recognize that all traditions are 
invented, including linguistic traditions, and they also recognize that 
people ought to be allowed to come up with a name for themselves. 
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9.F.  Be Sensitive to Gender-Specific Language 

Oscar Wilde said, "Anybody can make history. Only a great man 
can write it. " He said this in the 1 890s, and his main point was to 
call attention to the difference between historical actors and the 
people who write about them. When historians read this statement 
today, Wilde's underlying sexist assumptions are readily apparent, 
even if WHde might be forgiven for being a creature of his times. 

In recent years historians have become more sensitive to gender. 
This is reflected not only in their intellectual interests but also in 
their historical writing. Years ago it was acceptable to say, "The his
torian must analyze sources . He must understand the relevant doc
uments." The masculine pronoun with an antecedent of indetermi
nate gender was conventional. Fortunately, today there are plenty 
of female historians, a fact that contradicts the practice of associat
ing nouns l ike "the historian" with masculine pronouns. Such a 
construction now seems inaccurate and biased. 

To avoid such sexist pitfalls , you may be tempted to change the 
second sentence with some keyboard gymnastics: "He/she must un
derstand the relevant documents ,"  or, even worse, you might write 
"s/he." Add an "http://" and you will have created a new Internet 
address. Slashed pronouns can usually be prevented by employing 
simple solutions. First, consider using neutral pronouns like "every
one," "anybody," and "everybody."  If that doesn't work, try to change 
the sentences from singular to plural. Just say, "Historians must an
alyze sources . They must understand the relevant documents. "  
Changing a gender-specific singular to a gender-neutral plural con
veys the same idea without any sexist overtones. 

You might also be tempted to substitute the third-person-singular 
neutral pronoun, "one," for a gender-biased "he." "When one is a 
historian, one must analyze sources." Occasionally such a construc
tion is appropriate, but most of the time it sounds pretentious. 

9.G. Avoid Euphemisms 

Sometimes "politically correct" language works well, but other times 
it seems silly. Some linguistic engineering may be necessary to over
come odious rhetorical practices, but nobody is really calling stupid 
people "intellectually challenged." This is a euphemism, a polite,  
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meaningless word that covers up for a harsh real ity . The twentieth 
century seems to have been especially rich in euphemisms:  torched 
villages were "pacified , "  total itarian regimes were "people 's  re 
publics," and used cars were "pre-owned vehicles . "  Spare your read
ers the bull. 

9.H .  Choose Figurative Language Careful ly 

When historians write about subjects that are unfamiliar to the ir 
readers , it often helps to make an imaginative comparison w i th 
something the reader knows . These comparisons often take the 
form of metaphors and similes. It would be perfectly acceptable to 
write that "Simon Bolf var participated in the overthrow of Spanish 
rule in the Americas ."  It  would be more engaging to write , "Sim6n 
Bolfvar played a role in the overthrow of Spanish rule in the Amer
icas," because this would draw a comparison to the theater. It woulJ. 
be even more colorful to say that "Simon Bolf var was the George 
Washington of Spanish America," but you might have to sustain 
the metaphor by comparing ev idence about the two leaders . 
Metaphors and similes add color to historical writing, but it takes 
practice to use them well .  

9. 1 .  Use Metaphors and Simi les Judiciously 

There are a number of ways for a metaphor to go awry . You cou ld 
write that "Simon Bolivar was the John Chilembwe of Spanish 
America , "  but this metaphor presents a number of problems . 
Chances are that people reading an essay on Venezuelan history 
have never heard of John Chilembwe. This is unfortunate , because 
in 1 9 1 3  Chilembwe led a major rebell ion against British colonial 
rule in Nyasaland. Still ,  the metaphor does not work in a number 
of other ways . Chilembwe's rebell ion fai led while Bol ivar's suc
ceeded. The comparison is  also awkward because it i s  anachronis
tic: Chilembwe's revolt happened a century after Bolfvar's . I t  is a 
good idea to use vivid metaphors and similes, but they must ring 
true to your audience's ears. 
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9.J .  Use Color, but Avoid Cl iches 

Your readers will welcome colorful language , but they will find your 
colors boring if they are entirely predictable. Colorful expressions 
that have been overused are called cliches. Replace them with plain 
language or less predictable metaphors . 

Use this simple test to spot a cliche. You are using a cliche if you 
can remo·;e the last word from the phrase and your readers can au
tomatically fill it in: 

• "Queen Elizabeth did not suffer fools . . .  (gladly ) ." 

• "Albert Einstein burned the midnight . . . (oil ) . "  

• "The bubonic plague reared its ugly . . . (head ) ." 

9.K. Use Foreign Words That Are 
Fami l iar to Your Audience 

Historians often use foreign words in the ir writing. Some foreign 
terms have come into common English usage, as in "Nehru was a 
pol itic ian par excellence ," or "The U.S .  Constitution prohibits the ex 
pos t facto application of laws ." However, when you write about the 
history of a foreign country you may sometimes find yourself in a 
quandary over how to use foreign terms . 

The basic rule of thumb is to use terms that your audience un
derstands . Imagine that you are writing about the history of the 
amaXhosa, an important group of people who l ive in South Africa. 
If you were taking a seminar on southern African history , and you 
were writing for an instructor who was a specialist in the field, it 
might be appropriate for you to spell out the name "amaXhosa." 
This is because special ists in southern African history know that 
this group of people forms the plural of their collective name by 
adding the prefix "ama." If you were writing for a more general au
dience , say , in a survey of world history , you would probably not 
want to bother teaching your readers about the intricacies of south
ern African prefixes . In this situation, it is probably best to call your 
subjects "the Xhosa," a compromise that shows your reader that you 
are savvy enough not to add Engl ish plurals to foreign words .  If you 
were writing for an Pven broader audience, perhaps in a journalistic 
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piece for an American newspaper you might want to skip the lin
guistic complexities altogether and just say "the Xhosas ." Above all , 
it is important to know your audience's capabil ities and to meet 
them on common ground. 

9.L. Check for These Common Diction Problems 

It is easy to misuse words and expressions, partly because they are 
so often misused. Word-processing programs make it poss ible to 
search for any given word. If you suspect that you have misused any 
of the words listed below, run a search on your computer. 

If you need further assistance on points of usage , ask a reference 
librarian to help you find The New Fowler's  Modem English Usage , 
ed. R. W. Burchfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1 996 ) .  It is 
the updated version of H. W. Fowler's classic work on English us
age, and it is the basis for the following list of common problems 
that appear in historical writing. 

A.D. and B.C. mean Anno domini [the year of our Lord] and Before 
Christ, respectively. These abbreviations seem to be sl ipping out of use , 
in favor of the ecumenical euphemisms C.E .  and B.C.E. , which mean 
Common Era and Before Common Era . When you think about i t ,  
though, these abbreviations are not really much of an improvement. 

All right is proper for formal writing. Many people spell it as "alright ," 
but most authorities regard "alright" as overly casual . It may have been 
all right for Elvis to sing "That's alright, Mama," but it's not all right 
for you to write "alright" in a formal essay. 

And/or appears frequently in insecure writing, possibly because it has 
a legalistic sound to it. "And/or" is not incorrect, but it is inelegant. I t  
implies that the two items that are joined together can be taken apart , 
which is a fundamentally odd concept. As Burchfield says, it is usually 
a good idea to avoid it by writing "X or Y or both," or just by writing 
"or." 

Ante- and anti- are two Latin prefixes that students of ten confuse . 
"Ante" means before, while "anti" means against. For example , "ante
bellum America" refers to America before the Civil War, whereas "an
tiwar protestors" opposed the war. 
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Because is a word commonly used in historical writing because histo
rians usually want to learn what caused things to happen. "Harriet 
Beecher Stowe wrote Uncle Tom's Cabin because she was disturbed by 
slavery. "  Elementary-school English teachers tell students not to start 
a sentence with "because ," and generally speaking they are right. "Be
cause" introduces a clause that depends on another clause; if you re
verse the sentence about Harriet Beecher Stowe and start it with the 
"because" clause you will make it hard for readers to follow the sen
tence. You need to know what is being caused before you learn why it 
is being caused. Still, there are circumstances when historical writers 
make reasonable exceptions to this rule. 

Cannot is usually written as one word, not as "can not." Furthermore, 
"can't" is usually too colloquial for academic writing. 

Different is the subject of some debate. Real sticklers will tell you that 
"different" can only be followed by "from" and not by "than" or "to." 
The editors of the Oxford English Dictionary disagree. They say that 
people have been using "different to" s ince 1 526 and "different than" 
since 1 644. Is it possible that so many people could be so wrong for so 
long ? Perhaps. Somehow, "different from" still sounds better. 

Double negatives are not uncommon in historical writing, but they 
should be used sparingly. Two negatives always cancel each other out: 
"N apoleon was not undefeated at Waterloo" is a stupid way to say 
"Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo. "  Most of the time you would do 
well to convert a double negative into a positive. Sometimes double 
negatives can be used to add irony, as in the first sentence above. 

Due to is a bullet worth dodging. You may think that this compound 
preposition is harmless enough, but generations of history professors 
have told students not to overuse it .  According to Strunk and White, 
"due to" should be used only to mean "attributable to," as in "Custer's 
defeat was due to poor intell igence." It should not substitute for "be
cause" or "through," as in "Custer lost the battle due to poor intelli
gence." Even so, both the proper and improper uses of "due to" are 
pretty vague. How can Custer's defeat be attributed to poor intelli
gence ? It is impossible to know, even from the proper use of "due to." 
It  might be best to avoid "due to" altogether. 

It's and its get confused frequently, even though they mean two com
plete ly  different things. " It's" is the contraction of " it is": "It's not too 
late to learn how to write history." "Its" is the possessive form of "it": 
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"When Castro lit a Montecristo, its pungent smoke filled the air." If 
you confuse " it's" and "its," the only way to salvage your reputation is 
to tell your reader that it's a typo. It  is also worth mentioning that "its' "  
is not a word in the English language. 

Led to. It  may be true that "the First World War led to the Second 
World War" ; j ust don't confuse chronology with causat ion. It  is true 
that 1 939 follows 1 9 1 4 ,  but your readers will expect you to explain how 
the first war helped to cause the second war. Saying "led to" is often 
vague. 

Lifestyle is an imprecise word that has no place in historical writ ing . 
This sentence comes from a student historian's essay : "The l ifestyle of 
the African-American slaves cannot be compared with the l ifestyle of 
the concentration camp inmates . "  The writer would have done better 
to discuss their ways of l ife ,  the ir cultures, or their experiences .  

Native i s  a dangerous word to  bandy about in  historical writing. One 
might plausibly talk about the native Tahitians just as one might talk 
about the native French. But don't  call the Tahitians "the natives" be
cause you wouldn't call the French "the natives ,"  except perhaps in 
jest. "The natives" is a term that Europeans once reserved for people 
from other parts of the world whom they deemed to be uncivil ized. To
day it is bad form to use this kind of derogatory language . Of course , 
every rule has its exceptions : the American Indians who l ive in the 
United States now prefer to be called the Native Americans . 

Novel is sometimes used by beginning students to refer to any large 
book, even works of h istory. This is incorrect. By definition, a novel is 
a work of fiction. A novel cannot be a history .  

Regard is misused frequently in compound prepositions l ike "with re 
gards to" and "in regards to."  The prime offenders are bureaucrats, but 
historical writers misuse "regard,"  too. There are two proper ways to use 
"regard."  If it is part of a compound preposition, use the s ingular "re
gard," as in "with regard to" or " in regard to ."  If it is a verb,  conj ugate 
accordingly: "as it  regards" or "as they regard ."  

That and which have become the subj ect of  considerable confusion 
among historians and other writers. In the following sentences, which 
one would you use to connect one clause to another ? 
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1 .  "Despite the tense atmosphere that/which prevailed during the 
trial, Mandela spoke his mind to the court."  

2 .  "In 1 846, the Corn Laws, that/which had protected English 
farmers from foreign competition, were repealed. "  

Fowler and Burchfield have tried to standardize the use of "that" 
and "which. "  They recommend that authors use "that" in restrictive 
clauses and "which" in nonrestrictive clauses. What do these gram
matical terms mean? 

The first example sentence is a restrictive clause. In other words, 
the information "prevailed during the trial" is essential to the state
ment "Despite the tense atmosphere."  According to Fowler and 
Burchfield, the first sentence, and all restrictive clauses, should em
ploy "that." 

The second sentence is different because it contains a nonre
strictive clause : "had protected English farmers from foreign com
petition." This is a parenthetical statement that might just as well 
be placed in another sentence. If you want to use it in this sentence, 
use "which." Fowler and Burchfield recommend using "which" in all 
other nonrestrictive clauses , too. 

If you apply Fowler and Burchfield's rule to your writing, you will 
attain a higher degree of clarity. Their rule does work well. Unfor
tunately , even Fowler and Burchfield admit that they are fighting 
an uphill battle for the proper use of "that" and "which." When you 
read other historical writers, apply the rule for "that" and "which" 
and you will notice that few know the difference. 

Tribe is subj ect to the same rules that govern "native ." A long time 
ago anthropologists defined tribe precisely, to mean a group of people 
who trace the ir ancestry to one person, real or imagined. Unfortu
nately , many historians and journalists use "tribe" loosely and offen
sively, to mean any group of people with brown skin. One might talk 
about "tribal conflict" in Rwanda but not "tribal confl ict" in Bosnia. 
This use of the word "tribe" derives from efforts of European adminis
trators to classify and regulate groups of people in the ir former colonies. 
Ironically, some Africans and Native Americans took up the practice 
and now call themselves "tribes."  
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REVIS ING  AND E D ITI NG  

This guide is not a cookbook for historians . There is no recipe for 
writing history, and if you follow the conventions set out in this 
book, there is no guarantee that your writing will become perfect. 
There is no such thing as a perfect history ,  and there is no such 
thing as a "cookbook historian."  

Historians understand the conventions for writing history, but all 
historians have their own ways of writing. Approaches to writing 
depend partly on personal style and partly on the subject that is be
ing written about. The more you write history, the more you will 
gain a sense of your own style and interests . And while you are 
learning about these things, you will also come to know your own 
strengths and weaknesses. You have probably heard of the ancient 
Greek inscription over the temple at Delphi :  "Know thyself." Get 
to know your own weaknesses as a writer; then watch out for them. 

I O.A. Get Some Perspective on Your Draft 

It is important to get some distance from your paper. You must write 
for an audience , and to do that you must be able to see your writ
ing as someone else sees it .  Spend a few days working on other 
things: putting some distance between yourself and your writing will 
help you to make revisions. 

1 1 5 
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When historians are in the thick of writing, they often have 
to take a break before they can stand back and assess their own 
text with any obj ectivity . If you are lucky, you might have an in
structor or friend who is will ing to read a first draft and comment 
on it .  In any case , write the best poss ible draft ,  and take your 
critic's comments seriously . · Eventually, you will have to share 
your writing with an audience that is unfamil iar with all your 
sources and their unique problems.  Early comments on a draft can 
help you assess whether you have made a persuas ive case to your 
audience . 

I O.B. Work with a Peer Editor 

Find a classmate who can exchange drafts with you . Read each 
other's drafts and write comments that address the following issues 
in one or two thoughtful sentences. 

1. Does the essay make a good impression in terms of gram
mar, style , and spel l ing ? J ust note overall problems in 
these categories. Proofreading is the responsibil ity of the 
author. 

2 .  What historical conflict does this essay solve ? 
3 .  In what ways is this historical conflict significant ? 
4. Suggest one improvement to the way in which the author 

approaches a historical conflict. 
5 .  Summarize the author's main argument in your own words . 
6. Suggest one way for the author to improve his or her argu

ment. 
7. Describe the two pieces of evidence that best support the 

argument. Why are these items the best p ieces of ev i 
dence ? 

8. Describe your two favorite inferences .  
9 .  Suggest at  least two ways in which the author could improve 

his or her use of evidence. 
10. Identify two or three paragraph transitions that could be im

proved and suggest ways to improve them. 
1 1 . Describe the conclusion. In what ways could i t  be made 

more effective ? 



1 0.0. Evaluate Your Own Arguments and Narratives 1 1 7 

I O.C. Revise Your Draft 

A crit ical reader will assess both the strengths and weaknesses of 
your paper. Sometimes it is difficult to take criticism, but remember 
that your best critics spend a great deal of time thinking about your 
work. This in itself is a compliment. Even if you conclude that the 
critic's advice is bad, the criticism has had the positive effect of 
making you. reconfirm your position. 

Now that you have some perspective on your writing, it is time 
to revise . First address your critic's comments, which may concern 
both the style and the substance of the paper. Write another draft 
that incorporates the suggested changes. Then stand back from your 
paper and assess it again. Have you addressed your critic's comments 
fully ? 

No critic , no matter how generous, will tell you everything you 
need to know in order to tum your draft into a prize-winning piece 
of writing. You yourself must take responsibility for revising. One 
basic strategy of revising is to begin to work on broad revisions to 
the arguments and narratives, and then work on smaller problems, 
such as sentences and diction. Finally , you will need to proofread 
for spelling, grammar, punctuation, and formatting. 

I O.D.  Evaluate Your Own Arguments 
and Narratives 

A previous section of this book outlined the key components of his
torical argumentation. Check your writing thoroughly for the fol
lowing things : Does the evidence support the inferences ?  Are all the 
inferences fully warranted ? Does the argument flow and develop in 
a consistent way ? Will readers find this to be an interesting and sig
nificant argument ? 

Chapter Seven of this book outlined the key components of his
torical narratives. Check your writing to make sure that your audi
ence knows what they need to know in the correct order. Are char
acters introduced properly ? Will your readers find that the 
chronological sequences of events are in order? Have you included 
extraneous information that does not drive any of the main stories ? 
Have you established a consistent voice as a narrator? 
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I O.E. Evaluate Your Sentences 
and Word Choices 

This book has already given some advice on how to write sentences 
and how to choose words . While you are revising, you must stand 
back and look at your sentences as your audience would. Have you 
chosen strong verbs ? Is the order of ideas correct ? Do sentences start 
on common ground and develop a new idea ? 

Also look at your word choices ,  or d iction , as your audience 
would. Are you writing in a precise language that your audience wil l  
understand ? Are you writ ing in a language they will  find incompre, 
hensible or ridiculous ? 

I O .F. Proofread the Final Draft 

Proofreading is an essential part of writing history .  If you sprinkle 
your writing with minor mistakes, even your most brill iant work wi l l  
look like a comedy of errors . 

Proofreading takes time and patience . Chances are that by the 
time you start to proofread, you have already revised your paper so 
many times that your eyes will start to wander. Be disciplined . Print 
your paper because it is easier to spot mistakes on paper than on the 
screen. Force yourself to read every word and every l ine . When this 
gets too boring, put the writing aside for a short time and come back 
to it later. You might even try reading the pages in reverse order, sn 
that you focus less on the argument and narrative and more on the 
proofreading. There is no real way to make proofreading interesting , 
but still it must be done. 

1 .  Proofread for Punctuation. Sentences often derive a sig, 
nificant part of their meaning from punctuation, which the follow, 
ing anecdote demonstrates .  During a heated debate in Bri ta in ' s 
House of Lords, one member insulted another. The insulted lord de, 
manded an apology and the offending lord rep l ied : " I  called the 
Right Honourable Lord a liar it is true and I am sorry for it. And 
the Right Honourable Lord may punctuate as he pleases . " 5 8  

Imprecise punctuation can indeed cause problems , and these 
problems are probably more common than you think.  You may 
make mistakes yourself, and you may even notice mistakes in the 
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works of published historians. If you have trouble with punctuation, 
refer to T urabian or the Chicago Manual of Style for guidance. There 
are plenty of other writing manuals that discuss punctuation, too. 

2. Proofread for Spelling. Spelling errors can be the most em
barass ing of all mistakes. (Or was that embarrassing?) Everybody 
should use the spell-checking feature on his or her word-processing 
program. J ust remember that it will not catch all spelling mistakes, 
espec ially those involving homonyms. After running the spell
checker, you should print and recheck the paper yourself. 

3 .  Check Your Fcmnatting. Make sure that you have used a 
consistent word-processing format throughout the paper. A consis
tent format is crucial because aberrations are distracting. Your read
ers will also expect a s imple format.  Typically, history professors 
prefer 1 2 -point Times font with one- inch margins and lines double
spaced. Be sure that the pages are numbered, and that your name 
and the paper's title are on the first page. ( Some professors may ask 
for a title page . This is a tradition that is a waste of paper, in this 
author's opinion. ) While you are checking your format, be sure to 
print out the paper and check things that do not necessarily appear 
on the screen when you are writing, such as footnotes , margins, and 
page numbers . 

4. Read Your Paper Aloud. Reading aloud is the oldest trick 
for catching writing problems , and it should be the last thing you 
do before you submit your work. Reading aloud forces you to review 
every word . Others may think that you are eccentric , but your read
ers will appreciate the end result: a better piece of writing. 

I O.G. Keep the Rules in Mind, 
but Enjoy Your Writing 

Writing history can be difficult, but most historical writers consider 
themselves to be quite privileged. Research and writing can be both 
exhilarating and plodding, but the end result is almost always worth 
the effort. 
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