Historiographical Essays

The paper should be about four pages in length.  

Papers should be double-spaced, with a ten- or twelve-point font.  This should come out to between twenty-three and twenty-seven lines per page.  
A historiographical essay is one in which the essayist analyzes works of history in terms of their intent, success, and failure as works of history.  For the purposes of this course, four criteria must be employed in the analysis:

1.  The author's purpose and contribution: What are the key themes and what did the author intend?  How successful was the author in fulfilling the intention?  Note that this calls for a critical discussion of the author’s success in treating the main themes of the work, not just a simple summary of the book.  What specifically is the use of the work?  Does it provide readers with something important in either findings or interpretation?  
Engaging the book in terms of this first criterion should take over half of your paper.

2.  The author's sources: Did the author make good use of sources?  Historians generally prefer reliance on primary sources, with some use of secondary sources.  (Generally, a primary source is one close to the reality at issue, e.g., contemporary official documents, such as a police report, contemporary publications such as newspapers and pamphlets, contemporary correspondence, wills, eye-witness or participant accounts, etc.  Generally, a secondary source is an analysis written after the events by a non-participant, such as a scholarly monograph or article.)

First, provide a list of the different types of sources used.  Distinguish between primary and secondary sources.  Second, give examples to back up your arguments for adequate or inadequate use of sources. For example, analyze the types of sources used to back up certain arguments or themes in the book.

3.  The author's bias:  Did the author's inevitable prejudices clearly distort the account and analysis, or did the author successfully present a reasonably balanced work of scholarship?

4.  Suggestions for future research: What might be done by the author or another historian to fill the obvious gaps, take the next logical step in the argument, or rectify other failings in the work? That is, what suggestions do you have for future research, considering this work’s limitations?  (Keep in mind that no work is perfect, nor does any one work exhaust a significant theme.  Do not be afraid to point out problems with the books.)


THREE  KEY SUGGESTIONS FOR EFFECTIVE WRITING

1)  Be Concise.  Get to the point. Express it clearly.  Don’t write ten words when five will do.    

2) The first sentence of your paper should be clear and concise.  A rambling, unclear, wordy first sentence will lose your reader immediately.  Would you be interested in reading something that rambled and didn’t get to the point right away?  Probably not.  Neither would your readers.

3) Every sentence of your paper should be clear and concise.


Common Errors to Avoid and Other Useful Points 

1) Contractions - do not use them.  Contractions are too informal for academic papers.
It’s  - “it’s” is a contraction for “it is.”  It is not a possessive for “it.”  Since it is a contraction, it is inappropriate in an academic paper.  (You might also want to be careful with this in your informal writing.  It is an extremely common error to use “it’s” as a possessive for “it.”)

2) “Bias”    ‘Bias’ is a noun.  ‘Biased’ is an adjective.   One can demonstrate bias in favor of something or against something.  One can be biased against something.  Some students misuse the term.  For example, “He was somewhat bias toward...”  This is incorrect.

3) Archive - An archive is a repository for documents.  It is a place where documents are stored (and consulted.)  It is not a source.   That is, various sources might be stored in an archive.  The Smith Archive might contain the collected correspondence of Horatio Smith or his tax returns or the political pamphlets he assiduously collected.  In this case, those documents should be discussed.  Any reference to their being housed in the Smith Archive is fine, though unnecessary, but does not substitute for discussing the documents themselves.

4) To/too/two - Yes, this seems obvious, but mistakes with these are common.  Note that spell checkers on word processors will not distinguish between these.

5) There/their/they’re - See number four immediately above.

6) If you use a semi colon (;) to join two parts of a sentence, what goes before and what goes after the semi colon must be able to stand on their own as complete sentences.

7) Compound adjectives (two words together, modifying a noun) often take a hyphen. Thus, “well-known facts,” “state-of-the-art technology,” and a “Lubbock-based company” all use hyphens.  “Twentieth-century wars” definitely uses a hyphen.  Note that “I was born in the twentieth century” does not use a hyphen.  “Twentieth century” is not operating as a compound adjective in that sentence.  
This one requires some judgment on the part of the writer, as there are not hard rules that fit all cases. 

8) Please note that Nick Cullather’s Secret History  is not a “novel.”  Isabel Allende’s Of Love and Shadows is a novel.

9) Proofreading - If you write your paper at least a day in advance, so you can sleep once before re-reading your paper, you’ll give it a fresher reading and will be much more likely to catch mistakes and problems large and small.  

You may want to ask a friend to proofread your paper.  Often a new reading by someone else will catch things that you missed.

10) Please do not write about the use of endnotes, rather than footnotes, as a weakness in the work.  The format is the choice of the publisher, not the author, and most publishers today insist on endnotes.

