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Writing History

The discipline of history is about much more than reading and pontificating.
Writing is central to the historian’s craft.  Since the days of Herodotus and Thucydides in
classical Greece, historians have been recording our thoughts and deeds for posterity.
In the last couple hundred years, though, historians have moved beyond simply
recording and into the realm of analysis and argumentation.  It is not enough to simply
know what happened, when it happened, and how.  Historians also are concerned with
why things happened.  Understanding the why behind history is perhaps the most
exciting feature of the craft, as it produces stimulating debate between conflicting
schools of thought and interpretation.  When you decide to study history, you are
entering into these debates, and that includes writing about them.  Although writing
might not be your proverbial cup of tea, the advantages of writing history are well worth
the effort it takes to hone your skills.

One of the most compelling reasons to take the time to write history is that writing
is the best way to gain lasting mastery of the subject.  As a history instructor, I never
assign my students exams.  I only assign them papers.  I do this because the process of
writing helps them internalize the material.  Think back to high school for a moment and
all those multiple-choice exams you crammed for at the last moment.  Maybe you got a
decent grade, or even a great grade, but chances are you remember very little of what
you crammed into your mind.  Writing a history paper requires a different skill set.

You cannot cram for a paper, and I urge you not to try.  Instead, you must sit
down and create an argument.  In doing so, you learn to think critically and calmly about
the topic at hand.  You must outline a coherent and convincing thesis and create a
structured and fluid narrative.  You also must learn to balance argument and fact.
Whereas in high school, you only needed to regurgitate names and dates, writing a
paper requires you to put that information into context in order to prove your argument.
You learn to recognize cause and effect.  You train your mind to think clearly and
rationally about complicated issues.  As a result, you will find that the material you
grappled with in writing your paper is now much more firmly embedded in your memory.
This is because in writing your paper, you did not simply memorize a collection of facts.
Rather, you internalized the ideas surrounding those facts.  Writing, then, is not only an
expression of what you have learned.  It is also part of the act of learning.

Writing history also teaches you three valuable and related critical skills that will
stand you in good stead as you go through life.  The first is that you learn to sift with a
critical eye through a large collection of ideas, many of which might seem to be at odds
with one another, and then to rely on your own judgment and intellectual skills when
constructing your argument.  For example, I once assigned a final paper to my students
asking them to discuss the three most important factors explaining how the Nazi Party
came to power in Germany in 1933.  However, over the course of the class, the
students had looked at over a dozen different explanations, many of which disagreed
with one another.  The students were given the challenging but invaluable task of
explaining why the three reasons they chose to analyze were the most important, while
also remaining aware that much of what they read in class had the power to undermine
their own argument.  In your personal and professional life, there is seldom one right
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answer or explanation, and yet you will still be required to put forth an argument and
defend it to the best of your abilities.  Writing history is excellent preparation for those
occasions.

Second, through writing, you learn independence of mind.  As you go about
constructing your argument, you must be confident in what you are writing.  If you
express too many caveats in your paper, if you rely on vague wording to protect yourself
from the criticism of others, you weaken your entire argument.  Writing history forces
you to express a definitive opinion buttressed by sound, empirical evidence, even
though your opinion might be subject to criticism.  Much of life is about taking risks, and
the more confidently you do so, assured in the belief that you have weighed all the facts
rationally and thoroughly, the more likely you are to succeed in your endeavors.

Third, the process of writing history teaches patience, humility, and respect—
three admirable qualities often sorely lacking today.  Writing teaches patience by forcing
you to read thoroughly, taking notes on each idea and comparing those notes to others
you have taken.  Writing teaches humility because it is difficult to do well, and because,
at some point, other people will challenge your argument.  Finally, writing teaches
respect, respect for ideas and for the individuals behind the ideas.  Every student and
every scholar of history who has ever sat down to write recognizes how frightening it
can be to put your ideas on paper for everyone to see, and everyone recognizes the
hard work associated with constructing an engaging and convincing argument.  When
historians write a book or an article, they do not cite only the ideas that agree with their
own, ignoring any opinions that might challenge theirs.  And when addressing scholars
with whom they disagree, responsible historians remain respectful and open to
dialogue.

I urge you to approach writing history as a wonderful opportunity to increase your
historical knowledge, to learn the fine art of crafting a convincing argument, to gain
confidence in your own perspective, and to grow in your respect for the ideas of others.
Once you have experienced the joys and challenges of writing, your appreciation of
history and all it has to offer you will increase dramatically.


