Advice on Writing

What to look forin yourpaper

e Title: Doesyourtitle have an argument? Will it make me want to read the paper?

e Argument: Haveyou carefully formulated your argumentinthe first paragraph? Making sure yourargumentis
clearand well-formulated willhelp youin all the rest of your writing.

e Background: Doesyour paper have the rightamount of background but not too much? You can assume that |
know the basics about the Russian revolutionary events so you do not need torepeatthem.

e Evidence: Doesyourevidence clearly support yourargument? Have you carefully read the primary sources
available and chosen afew that supportyour argument? Thisis the second mostimportant part of the paper
(afterthe argument). Be sure to quote them judiciously (i.e., not excessively), providing careful analysis to
explainwhatthey show. Youshould have from one to three or four primary sources, depending on theirlength
and complexity. You will also wantto consult one or two secondary sources (i.e., articles by historians) for this
paperto supplementyourunderstanding of your main characterand/or the problem they were grappling with.

e Verbtenses: Have youused consistentverbtenses, with pasttensesforactionsinthe pastand presenttense
for what any authors you quote are saying/writing/expressing?

e (Citations: Are theyclearand complete? Theydonothaveto bein a particularstyle, butyou mustgive the full
name of the document, its authorand date, and page number.

e Paragraphsand transitions: are theyclearso that each paragraph has a dominantideaand the transitions
betweenthemare easytofollow?

e Be careful of sweeping generalizations: Have youtried to say more than you can provide evidence for?

Suggestions for rewriting

Be sure to state yourargumentclearly and persuasively in your opening paragraph. Reread and perhapseven
rewrite that paragraph after you have finished the entire draft of your paper. It is the most important paragraphinyour
paper. Be sure you have not overstated yourargument. Be sure as well thatyou have not understateditin the sense of
saying somethingthatis so obvious asto be uninteresting. Be sureitislogical and notso equivocal thatitbecomes
meaningless. Here isan example of a problematicthesis statement: “Lenin used logical fallacies, but he was a great
writer.” What do you mean by “great writer”? How can the second part of the sentence square with the first part?

| would recommend rereading your sources now that you have a firstdraft. Have you captured the drama of the
language? What assertionsinthem canyou analyze in more depth, especially questions of word use, phrasing, diction?

Try to reread your whole paper, watching forword use and grammar. You may want to read your paperout
loud. Thatishow I catch a lot of my own mistakes.

Also, reread the first sentences of each of your paragraphs. Do they progresslogically, building from one point
to the next? A couple of you had trouble trying to pack completely unrelated pointsinto the same paragraph. Also



typicallyitis bestto constructyour paragraphs so they progressforward chronologically. Occasionally youmay need a
flashback to make your point. Try to make itas clear as possible.

Try alsoto put your pointsinorderof importance. | often outline my articles beforel write themso|l can be
sure of the orderin which lam writing. And, believe itornot, | often outline orre-outlinethem in mid-streamif I think|
have gone astray.

Be very careful of redundancy and repetition. lusually pick up onyour pointthe firsttime.

Try to avoid what | would callfillers, e.g., empty phrases that you have notfully thoughtthrough: “History was
movingon.” “The Russian Revolution was one of the most momentous events of the 20" century.”

It isusually betterto paraphrase than to quote from secondary sources. Onceina greatwhileitcan be useful to

use a quotation to convey an author’s exact phrasing if he or she has said something particularly noteworthy, butthatis
rare.

Some classic grammar points

Provisional Government—both words should be capitalized

bourgeoisie—collective noun; bourgeois—adjective (notanoun!)

»,

“it’s” means “itis”; “its” is the grammatical equivalent of “his” and “her.”

Be careful of excessively colloquial language. Words to throw out: thing; stuff; people;really.
Alsoavoid “natural” and “inevitable” —nothingis entirely natural orinevitable from a historian’s point of view.
Avoid “very” and exclamation pointsif atall possible. Contractionsare alsotoo colloquial.

Most evaluative words can be thrown out: even good and bad, but definitely wonderful, fabulous, awesome.

Be careful withthe word “however.” Ithasto be usedin a complete phrase and it has to be separated fromthe
preceding complete phrase by asemi-colon oraperiod. Phrases beginning with “while” cannot be used on a stand-alone
basis (e.g., “while he was writing his paper, he had agreat insight” —isfine; but “While writing his paper” by itselfis not
okay).

Avoid passive voice: ask yourself who was acting, what was happening? Instead of “the peoplewere influenced
by Lenin,” try to think about whetheryou mean “the people allowed themselves to fall under Lenin’s influence” or
“Lenin persuaded the people,” and then ask yourself which people you have in mind. Do you mean workers or peasants
or members of the intelligentsia, forexample? Or doyou mean members of the Central Committee of the Communist
Party?

Finally, let me make a pitch for proofreading, proofreading, proofreading. | grow tired of seeinggrammar
mistakesthat could easily have been avoided. Sometimes | have to guess what students mean. | wantto know what

youreallymean. Considerme avery positive reader. |like readingyour papers. lenjoy seeingyourarguments, your
ideas, your ways of thinking and phrasing. Do your best!
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