“DON’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT WRITING HISTORY”

           ESSAY TIPS, INSIGHTS, ADMONITIONS

                                     GEOFF SMITH

(If you have not already done so, please refer to the history department booklet on writing historical essays, available for a small sum in the department.  The English department has published a similar booklet.  What follows summarizes my own biases and prejudices about good writing.)

1. Clear organization and structure assure good essays.  Clear writing reflects clear thought (see esp. George Orwell’s essays written in the 1930s…Orwell’s work resides in Stauffer Library.  Good writing stands on its own—with lean, sinewy sentence structure, nouns and active  verbs, simple declarative sentences.  Exorcize adjectives and adverbs wherever possible.  These introduce ambiguity, just as variations on “to be” produce vagueness on the matter of agency.

2. Essay Presentation:

Locate your problem both historically and historiographically in your introduction.  State your topic’s importance.  Define key terms.  State your thesis in non-mechanical. Flowing prose (no good history paper includes phrases like “this paper will show that…” “this essay will demonstrate…” “I will explain…”).  These figures detract from good history (and the perpendicular pronoun should never appear in your essays).  The trick?  Simple.  Write history!

State hypothesis and working arguments, with evidence; re-hypothesize on the basis of your reading of evidence, if different from author’s reading, or if you possess other sources.  Always support your generalizations with evidence, and, if possible, address contrasting interpretations and arguments in your paper (note, appendix, conclusion the best places to do this).

In your conclusion, restate your thesis, summarize your argument, suggest possible weaknesses with your argument, and indicate what questions remain.  Again, ultimately, what makes your question(s) important?  Why do the questions you raise qualify as the big questions?

Another helpful reference—William Strunk and E.B. White, The Elements of Style
Marking Criteria for essays:

Strengths:  thesis/focus defined; arguments made well; uses of evidence; good internal logic; clear structure and organization; internal coherence and paragraph transition; strong intro and conclusion; good writing & correct grammar; insight, connections; command of topic; research & documentation, including footnote or endnote form.

Problems (suggestions):  focus lacking; sharper analysis; use of examples; detail; contradictions; paragraph flow; rework intro and/or conclusion; awkward syntax (declarative sentences work best!); lack of imagination; factual/conceptual error; poor research/documentation, with errors in footnote or endnote form 

With additional comments…..

Shalom and Salaam!

Geoff

