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GUIDE TO HISTORICAL WRITING & CITATION 
     
 
I.  GRAMMAR, PUNCTUATION, WORD CHOICE 
 
 Proper grammar is essential to all scholarly writing.  Grammatical rules allow the reader 
to interpret and analyze an argument in the way that the author intends.  Poor grammar creates 
misunderstandings or confuses the reader—both of which you hope to avoid when writing an 
historical essay.  There are several ways to check your grammar.  First, you can try to read your 
sentences aloud.  Do the sentences sound clear and precise, or do they seem confused, 
incomplete, or awkward?  This method, of course, has pitfalls—spoken English incorporates 
slang and vernacular.  The best method for reviewing your work is to purchase a writing manual 
or manual of style that lays out in detail the grammatical rules you need to follow for a formal 
essay (you can find several versions in the bookstore).  For our purposes, I will present several 
common grammatical errors that students make that you need to avoid. 
 
1.  Pronoun agreement, pronoun reference: 
 
 “The skilled artisans of New York rioted in July 1863 for a number of reasons.  They 
disagreed with Republican war aims, despised their interference in their private lives, and 
disliked the presence of free blacks in his community.” 
 
What has gone wrong in the second sentence?  It is extremely difficult to discern which group 
the writer is referring to with “they” and “their.”  Furthermore, the pronoun “his” [singular] does 
not agree with any of the plural nouns or pronouns used elsewhere in the text.  Pronouns must 
agree with nouns, and must clearly refer to a noun in the sentence. 
 
2.  Verb tense: 
 
 “General Sherman meets General Johnston in North Carolina and concluded a peace that 
far exceeded his authority as an army commander.” 
 
How can you resolve the problem of verb tense in the above sentence?  Remember, verb tenses 
must agree (“meets” [present tense] and “concluded” [past tense] do not agree). 
 
3.  Run-on sentences: 
 
 “Frederick Douglass warned President Lincoln that he must arm former slaves and that to 
not do so would adversely affect the war effort and the Republican party’s chances in 1864, 
which would demoralize the North, a nation already rent with deep social divisions because of 
the war.” 



 
The above sentence tries to say too much and ends up taking the reader on a roller coaster ride.  
What is the point the author is trying to make?  Does she believe that not arming slaves would 
demoralize the North?  Or that blacks would strengthen the Union war effort and thus help bring 
victory to the Republican party (and thereby negate existing divisions in the North)?  Or, 
perhaps, she is trying to make a much more complex argument that cannot be so easily distilled?  
Run-on sentences generally need to be broken into two or more sentences that express single 
ideas.  They also need to employ more specific language or terms in order to directly express the 
author’s meaning. 
 
4.  Word usage: 
 
 “The Republican party really was concerned with emancipation in 1863.” 
 
The above sentence is deceptive.  It seems accurate, but on closer inspection, a reader must ask 
what “really was concerned” means.  And how might the writer proceed after writing such a 
sentence?  Most likely, the writer would have to then explain what the concerns of the 
Republicans were and why they seemed so pressing at the time.  A better strategy when writing 
might be a sentence like the following: 
 
 “The Republican party believed that the only way to create a stable political and social 
system in the South was to liberate the slaves and grant them full citizenship.” 
 
The second sentence reveals that the author intends to discuss emancipation in terms of a broad 
party strategy for reconstructing the South.  Subsequent sentences might then outline that 
program and tell the reader why liberation and citizenship for the freedmen were so important to 
its success. 
 
Word usage can be tricky, especially when a writer tries too hard to sound clever: 
 
 “The cotton gin supplicated the growth of plantation slavery.” 
 
By trying to find a verb that sounds impressive without knowing the meaning of the word, the 
writer has made a grave error by using “supplicated” in this sentence.  A good rule of thumb is to 
use familiar words—clear, simple language is almost always the best choice.  If you do choose 
words that are not familiar, look them up in the dictionary.  [A thesaurus can get you into trouble 
because the meanings of the words are not always synonymous.] 
 
5.  Possessives, quotations: 
 
This is very important.  Which of these are the possessive? 
 
its  their  there  opponent’s 
it’s  they’re  opponents’ 
 
For quotations, always attribute the quote to an author, as in this example: 



3 
 

 
 “Though [John] Brown disliked slavery most of his life,” historian David Grimsted 
wrote, “his antislavery actions before Kansas were minimal.”1 
 
Do not “drop” quotes into your paper as stand-alone sentences: 
 
 “Though [John] Brown disliked slavery most of his life, his antislavery actions before 
Kansas were minimal.”2 
 
A reader will have no idea who wrote the above quote. Was it a scholar’s interpretation? Is it 
from a primary source? Attributing a quote to a particular author is essential. 
 
Also, do not use a quotation for the first sentence (topic sentence) of a paragraph. A topic 
sentence is supposed to contain your analysis of a specific set of evidence and, importantly, link 
the paragraph to the previous one. Using a quote by someone else fails to accomplish that goal. 
 
For block quotes (extended passages of three or more sentences), indent the entire block four 
spaces from the left margin and single space it. Do not use quotation marks. Use these sparingly. 
 
6.  Passive voice: 
 
In simple terms, “passive voice” refers to the overuse of the verb “to be” in sentences.  That is, 
“active verbs” are not used.  An example helps illustrate the point: 
 
 “Things were happening in the South for many years which were important for 
understanding the course that Reconstruction was to take.  The fields were not where slaves 
wanted to work, especially if it was expected that they would work for wages.  It was more 
attractive for slaves if they were able to control labor by themselves, that is, if it was family 
labor.  The Sea Islands of South Carolina were the place where the Union was able to discover 
this to be true.” 
 
Ouch!  Try this: 
 
 “The evolution of sharecropping began on the South Carolina coast in 1862, when Union 
armies occupied the Sea Islands and liberated large numbers of plantation slaves.  Army 
commanders experimented with a number of forms of labor organization in an effort to put the 
former slaves to work.  Union leaders found that slaves willingly worked in the cotton fields 
when they could control a specific portion of land and employ family labor.  The Sea Island 
experiment laid the foundation for the emergence of the sharecropping system in the rest of the 
South during Reconstruction.” 
 
Hmm...both passages are approximately the same length, yet the first seems tedious, ponderous, 
and disorganized.  Can you imagine a whole paper or book written in that style?  Remember:  
                                                             
1 David Grimsted, American Mobbing, 1828-1861: Toward Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 
p. 270. 
2 Ibid. 



active verbs liven your prose, provide more information with fewer words, and keep the reader’s 
attention effectively. 
 
 
II. FOOTNOTES 
 
The following (Chicago) usually is the accepted format for historical footnotes: 
 
 “The planters,” Faust wrote, “grew increasingly lax in their efforts to regulate slave 
behavior.”3 
 
If you use Faust in the next note, you can use “Ibid.”4  If another author5 is cited between the two 
Faust entries, the next Faust entry would use her last name and page number.6 Journal articles 
require a different footnote form.7 
 
You will also frequently cite online sources. These may include books, pamphlets, newspapers, 
magazines, or manuscripts. Two examples of how to cite these documents are shown here; 
 
 “The Civil War in Missouri grew more brutal in the fall of 1864 when Confederate 
General Sterling Price invaded the state in desperate attempt draw Yankee forces North. At the 
same time, he hoped to relieve pro-Southern Missourians in the western part of the state, who 
faced an unrelenting federal effort to scour the countryside of Confederate guerrillas. The 
niceties of war were set aside. General William Cabell, who advanced at the front of Price’s 
column, noted with grim enthusiasm that his cavalry had hunted down and slaughtered Missouri 
Union militia units with impunity as soon as his forces entered the state. He justified his actions 
by alleging that the Yankees were robbing, mistreating, or killing innocent Southern men and 
women.8 Conversely, Unionists considered Price’s army little more than a guerrilla force. 
Newspapers across the state alleged that Price had welcomed notorious Missouri bushwhackers 
such as William Quantrell and Bloody Bill Anderson into his command. They claimed that the 
entire column—Confederate regulars and bushwhackers alike—committed brutal acts of 
violence, robbery, arson, and murder on Unionists. As well, reports claimed, the Rebels failed 
even to abide by the rules of war when dealing with surrendered Union troops, taking the 
opportunity to plunder and abuse—or even murder—the men.9” 
 

                                                             
3 Drew Gilpin Faust, The Creation of Confederate Nationalism: Ideology and Identity in the Civil War South (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988), p. 10. 
4 Ibid., p. 23. 
5 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave (New York:  Penguin Books, 
1982), pp. 25-32. 
6Faust, pp. 54-55. 
7 Ronald Bailey, “The Other Side of Slavery: Black Labor, Cotton, and the Textile Industrialization of Great Britain 
and the United States,” Agricultural History, 68 (Spring 1994): 35-50. 
8 William L. Cabell. 1900. Report of the Part Cabell's Brigade Took in what is Called ‘Price’s Raid, into Missouri 
and Kansas in the Fall of 1864.’ pp. 5-6. Ann Arbor: ProQuest I&L Research Collections. 
http://ezproxy.msu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/88430116?accountid=12598.  
9 “DETAILS OF WESTERN NEWS.” 1864. The Daily Picayune (1840-1865), Oct 28, p. 4. 
http://ezproxy.msu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/507522079?accountid=12598.  
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As an MSU student, you have access through the Library to the Chicago Manual of Style, which 
will show you how to cite sources other than the types shown here. The url is 
http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org.proxy1.cl.msu.edu/tools_citationguide.html and you can 
easily access it from the Library’s web pages. 
 
You must always cite quotations. You also must cite any use of another writer’s ideas. If you 
paraphrase an argument, therefore, you must add a citation. Plagiarism is a serious breach of 
academic integrity and even at the undergraduate level can be punished with expulsion from the 
university. Be safe: A footnote per paragraph is usually a good idea. 
 
III. ORGANIZATION & STRUCTURE 
 
Historians follow a formal structure when writing essays. Specifically, the model they use is the 
analytical essay. 
 
An analytical essay has a thesis—that is, an interpretive argument supported by evidence the 
author presents. Think of a thesis this way: just like scientists, historians set out to prove or 
disprove a hypothesis (e.g., a theory of what happened in the past and why). After gathering 
evidence, they offer their interpretation of the past. That becomes their thesis. And, as with 
scientists, historians almost always are testing the findings of previous scholars. A good thesis 
therefore takes directly addresses what is new or different about the author’s thesis compared to 
previous research. 
 
Historians take seriously the scholarly contributions of previous authors. They therefore always 
include a section of their essay—normally right after the introduction—to discuss the findings of 
other scholars who have studied a similar topic. Historians call this exercise “historiography”—
literally the study of the study of history. Historians use books, articles, and digital materials to 
help themselves understand a historical problem, and to determine if previous scholars seem to 
have properly interpreted the past. In a historical essay, a writer always takes time to review 
existing studies, note what scholars seem to have gotten right and what may still be debatable. 
This section becomes a lens through which the author’s own conclusions can be highlighted as 
either agreeing with, amending, or refuting previous works. 
 
The presentation of an author’s evidence in the main body of an essay is called exposition. 
Exposition is a combination of analysis, explanation, and narration. Any given paragraph in an 
analytical essay has these elements. The author uses the topic sentence to introduce the analysis 
offered in the paragraph and to link that analysis to the thesis. Then, in the rest of the paragraph, 
the author uses narration of events to support the claims made in the topic sentence. Taken 
together, an essay “exposes” new information, new analysis, or new ways of thinking about a 
historical problem. This exposition of this evidence is used to prove the author’s thesis is 
reasonable, logical, and defensible. 
 
To put it more simply, a historical essay has the following parts: a) an introduction that includes 
a clear thesis statement, a short (2 page) historiographic review; c) the main body of the essay 
which presents the author’s evidence in support of her argument; and d) a conclusion that ties 
together the evidence in (c) to show that the thesis in (a) is correct. 



 
IV. THESIS STATEMENTS 
 
Your most difficult task in this course is to learn to write an analytical essay that uses a thesis 
statement which serves as the focus of the rest of the paper.  The thesis should always be stated 
in the introductory paragraph of your essay. 
 
Your introduction should do two things: state what the general question being addressed is and 
clearly state the thesis. 
 
 
Check out the following samples, which do this with varying success: 
 
1) The Civil War was a big event in the history of America. Lots of soldiers died during the  

war. They fought for many reasons. It is heartbreaking to think that so many young men 
were killed during the war at places like Gettysburg. They had different reasons for 
fighting the war. This paper will cover their first enlistment, where they were from, and 
how battle changed their ideas about why they were fighting. No one can imagine how 
hard the war was on them. 

 
Can you identify the author’s thesis from this introduction?  What could the author do to revise 
this passage to make it work better? 
 
Is the following sample better? 
 
2) Historians have long debated why Yankee and Rebel soldiers volunteered to fight in the 

Civil War.  The fact that young men North and South were willing to risk their lives for 
four long years of war suggests that they had deeply-held convictions that led them to 
enlist and, importantly, remain in the army.  There were deserters, too.  The main reasons 
they had for joining up were patriotism and devotion to country.  Many also wanted to 
prove their manhood.  Their wartime experiences often changed what they thought they 
were fighting for and made the Yankees better soldiers and Rebels worse soldiers. 

 
Is this introduction more focused?  What is this author’s thesis?  What could be done to improve 
this passage? 
 
Is the passage below better? 
 
3) Scholars have long debated what impact soldiers’ morale had on the outcome of the Civil 

War.  When Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers to put down the rebellion in the South 
in April 1861, young men in both the North and South volunteered in droves to fight.  
Though they had many reasons for fighting, Yankees usually claimed to be fighting to 
preserve the Union, while Rebels almost always joined up to protect their state from 
Northern invaders.  But the Emancipation Proclamation changed this dynamic, making it 
a war over slavery.  This strengthened Northern morale, since soldiers had concluded 
already that the peculiar institution was at the heart of the rebellion and must be 
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destroyed if the Union was to survive.  It was this shift from a war for Union to one for 
universal freedom that proved decisive in bringing about a Federal victory. 

 
What strengths does this introduction have?  Can the thesis be identified?  What further 
improvements might be made to sharpen this passage? 
 
What principles should guide you in writing a strong, clear introduction and thesis? 
 
V. PARAGRAPH CONSTRUCTION 
 
Student writers often are unsure about how to construct paragraphs in an analytical essay.  A 
good rule of thumb is to first write a topic sentence that introduces the evidence contained in the 
paragraph and links it to the thesis of the paper.  Then write the rest of the paragraph. 
 
A weak paragraph might simply narrate or list facts or may contain pieces of information that do 
not seem to relate to each other.  Or statements may be made that are not supported.  Take a look 
at the following example: 
 
A) “With all my devotion to the Union, and the feeling of loyalty and duty of an American 

citizen, I have not been able to make up my mind to raise my hand against my relatives, 
my children my home.”10  Many Confederate soldiers felt this way.  They wanted to fight 
to defend their homes from Yankees who were going to attack them.  Some families felt 
proud.  “Your country calls...I am ready to offer you up in defense of your country’s 
rights and honor; and now I offer you, a beardless boy of 17 summers,—not with grief, 
but thanking God that I have a son to offer.”11  Other soldiers believed they had to join up 
and whip the Yankees or they would be seen as cowards.  Some young men were scared. 

 
This student hopes the quotes will “speak for themselves”.  But do they?  For one thing, while 
this student seems to have found some interesting sources, is it clear who she/he is quoting?  And 
how are these different pieces of evidence linked together?  If this author had written one of the 
sample introductions on the previous page, how could a reader link the information contained 
here to that broader argument?  Finally, the last two sentences of the paragraph are unsupported 
by evidence—or at least the author does not cite evidence. 
 
To clear up the analytical problems contained in (A), the author needs a stronger topic sentence. 
The author may then present the information in a way that demonstrates how each piece of 
evidence fits together. 
 
B) Perhaps the most important influence in determining whether or not Southern men 

enlisted in the army was a sense of duty to family and community. This effected officers 
and common soldiers alike. The great Robert E. Lee, for example, turned down command 
of the Union army noting, “With all my devotion to the Union, and the feeling of loyalty 

                                                             
10 R.E. Lee to Mrs. Anne Marshall, April 20, 1861, in Clifford Dowdey, ed., The Wartime Papers of R.E. Lee (New 
York: Bramhall House, 1961), pp. 9-10. 
11 Quoted in Drew Faust, Mothers of Invention: Women of the Slaveholding South in the American Civil War (New 
York: Vintage, 1996), p. 14. 



and duty of an American citizen, I have not been able to make up my mind to raise my 
hand against my relatives, my children my home.”12 Families encouraged young men to 
respond in similar ways by invoking images of community solidarity and sacrifice for the 
cause.  One Virginia mother wrote her son in 1861, “Your country calls...I am ready to 
offer you up in defense of your country’s rights and honor; and now I offer you, a 
beardless boy of 17 summers,—not with grief, but thanking God that I have a son to 
offer.”13 Many young recruits believed that honor required that they volunteer to defend 
their homeland or face charges of cowardice.14  In all these ways Southern volunteers 
voiced a deep commitment to family, neighborhood, and state that unified the South. 

 
While this paragraph may need work of its own, what does it do more effectively than (A)?  
What principles should you employ when constructing paragraphs? 
 
A second challenge for you is learning to effectively structure paragraphs that deal with the 
argument or interpretations of other authors.  In this case, be sure to maintain focus on each 
author’s thesis.  Do not try to “digest” or summarize an author’s book. 
 
What is wrong in the following attempt to discuss the historiography on Abraham Lincoln’s 
racial views? 
 
C) One writer who writes about Abraham Lincoln and his ideas on race is Gabor S. Boritt.  

He talks about how Lincoln supported colonization.  He quotes Lincoln as saying “I am 
not, nor ever have been in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political 
equality of the white and black races.” He also talks about the Lincoln-Douglas debates 
and the sloppiness of his thought.15 Another book said he is looking for colonies for 
African-Americans in Haiti or Central America.16 James Rawley says Lincoln decided to 
wait to pay black soldiers equally. The secretary of war did not give Frederick Douglass a 
army commission, either. Lincoln was a racist.17 

 
If you had to identify the thesis of Boritt, Thomas, or Rawley, would you be able to do so?  If 
this author wishes to challenge the authors he/she cites, could he/she do so effectively using this 
paragraph as a starting point? 
 
 
A stronger paragraph would be the following: 
 
D) Despite considerable evidence that Abraham Lincoln believed that African-Americans 

should not be equal to whites, scholars have consistently maintained that his views on 

                                                             
 12R.E. Lee to Mrs. Anne Marshall, April 20, 1861, in Dowdey, The Wartime Papers of R.E. Lee, pp. 9-10. 
13 Quoted in Faust, Mothers of Invention, p. 14. 
14 James McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 308-12. 
15 Gabor S. Boritt, “Did He Dream of a Lily-White America: The Voyage to Linconia,” in Gabor S. Boritt, ed., The 
Lincoln Enigma: The Changing Faces of an American Icon (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 1-19. 
16 Benjamin P. Thomas, Abraham Lincoln (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1952), p. 362. 
17 James A. Rawley, Abraham Lincoln and a Nation Worth Fighting For (Wheeling, Ill.: Harlan Davidson, 1996), 
pp. 129-131. 
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race were more enlightened than most public figures of his generation. This traditional 
view has its origins in early biographies of Lincoln. Benjamin Thomas, for example, 
wrote in 1952 that Lincoln broke new ground by inviting what Thomas called “certain 
intelligent free colored men” to the White House to confer with him on colonization.  
Thomas considered this gesture to be evidence that, despite his reservations about the 
ability of African-Americans to achieve equality within the United States, he nonetheless 
looked forward to them learning to better themselves in an environment free of white-
black tensions and competition.18  Thomas’s characterization of the delegation of 
African-Americans perhaps reflected racial ideas in the 1950s, but even forty years later, 
the image of Lincoln as ahead of his time persists. James Rawley, for example, argued 
that Lincoln’s pronouncements in favor of white superiority were calculated to head off 
even more virulent racial attacks by his political enemies. Hence, the problem of lesser 
pay for black soldiers to Lincoln was only a temporary circumstance to be lifted once the 
nation came to appreciate African-American service in the army.19 Finally, a recent study 
of Lincoln’s effort to expatriate freed slaves concludes that his moderation on racial 
issues proved to be his greatest strength in dealing with the problem of black freedom.  
Citing Frederick Douglass, Gabor S. Boritt contends that Lincoln could thus nurse other 
whites slowly along in granting African-Americans equality, whereas abolitionists had 
often created resistance by being uncompromising in their calls for freedom.20 

 
Notice that the authors’ arguments concerning Lincoln’s views on race are the focus of the 
paragraph.  Furthermore, it is clear how each author’s conclusions relate to each other.  This 
paragraph is not perfect, however.  What could the author do to improve the paragraph 
organization and structure? 
 
 
 
 
Writer’s Checklist: 
 
1. Do I have a clearly stated thesis in my introduction? 
2. Is my thesis logical given the evidence presented in my paper? 
3. Have I included a discussion of the secondary literature (historiography) immediately 

following my introduction? 
4. Are my paragraphs organized around an analytical topic sentence and appropriate 

supporting evidence?  Have I properly quoted and cited my sources? 
5. Have I carefully edited my paper to eliminate common grammatical, spelling, word 

choice, word usage, verb tense, and other errors such as passive voice? 
 

                                                             
18 Thomas, Abraham Lincoln, pp. 362-3. 
19 Rawley, Abraham Lincoln, pp. 129-131. 
20 Boritt, “Did He Dream of a Lily-White America,” in Boritt, The Lincoln Enigma, pp. 1-19. 


