
Chapter	Seven
WRITING	 IT	UP
YOU	BEGIN	 a	major	 historical	 research	 project—one	 based,	 that	 is,	 on	 extensive

research	 in	 original	 sources—by	 trying	 to	 get	a	 sense	 for	 the	 scholarly	 “lay	 of	 the	 land.”
Your	 first	 goal	when	 you	 start	 a	 project	 is	 to	 see	what	 scholars	 have	 had	 to	say	 about	 the
subject	 you’re	 interested	 in—to	 see	where	 they	 differ	 and	what	 specific	 claims	 lie	 at	 the
heart	 of	 those	 disagreements.	You	want	 to	 see	what	 the	 key	 questions	 are	 and	 how	 those
questions	 relate	 to	 each	 other.	 The	 aim,	 in	 other	words,	 is	 to	 develop	a	 certain	 sense	 for
the	 “architecture”	 of	 the	 problem.	And	 as	 you	 do	 that	work,	 as	 you	 analyze	 the	 historical
literature	 in	that	way,	 you’re	 automatically	 preparing	 yourself	 for	 phase	 two	 of	 the
project,	 the	 research	 phase.
That	 phase	 is	 obviously	 of	 fundamental	 importance.	 It’s	 by	 doing	 research	 that	 questions

get	 answered,	 that	 problems	 get	 solved,	that	 you	 come	 to	 understand	what	was	 going	 on.
That	 phase,	 in	 fact,	 looms	 so	 large	 in	 your	 project	 that	when	 you’re	 done	with	your
research,	 you	may	 feel	 that	 your	work	 is	 nearly	 over.	You	 know	 you’ll	 probably	 have	 to
write	 something	 up.	 In	 fact,	 you’ll	probably	want	 to	 bring	 the	 project	 to	 completion	 by
pulling	 your	 thoughts	 together	 and	 presenting	 your	 conclusions	 in	 a	 relatively	 formal	and
well-organized	way.	You	may	 think	 that’s	 fairly	 easy	 and	 that	 it	 shouldn’t	 take	 too	 long	 to
put	 your	 conclusions	 down	on	 paper.
But	 as	 any	 experienced	 scholar	 can	 tell	 you,	 it’s	 not	 easy	 to	write	 something	 up.	 It’s	 not

easy	 because	 to	write	 is	 to	 think.	When	 you	write,	 you’re	 virtually	 forced	 to	 think
seriously	 about	what	 of	 any	 importance	 has	 emerged	 from	 all	 the	work	 you	have	 done.
You	 ask	 yourself,	 as	 you	 prepare	 to	write	 up	 your	 find-ings:	what	 do	 I	 have	 to	 say	 that’s
worth	 saying?	Why	 should	anyone	 care	 about	 the	 conclusions	 I’ve	 reached?	And	when
you	 decide	what	you	want	 to	 say,	 you	 still	 have	 to	 figure	 out	how	 exactly	 you	want	 to
say	 it.	 A	 given	 thought	 can	 be	 put	 into	words	 in	 all	 kinds	 of	 different	ways;	 the	 various
points	 you	want	to	make	 can	 also	 be	 put	 together	 in	 any	 number	 of	ways.	How	 you	 do
these	 things	matters	 enormously.	How	 you	 express	 a	 thought	and	 how	 you	 structure	 a	 text
are	 not	mere	 “matters	 of	 style”	 that	 do	 not	 deserve	much	 attention.	 These	 “matters	 of
style”	are	 far	more	 important	 than	 you	might	 think.
“Style,”	 the	well-known	 historian	 Peter	Gay	 once	wrote,	 “is	 not	 the	 dress	 of	 thought	 but

part	 of	 its	 essence.”1 	The	 famous	 jurist	 Benjamin	Cardozo	made	 the	 same	 basic	 point.
Form,	 he	 said,	was	 no	mere	 adornment:	 “The	 strength	 that	 is	born	 of	 form	 and	 the
feebleness	 that	 is	 born	 of	 lack	 of	 form	 are	 in	 truth	 qualities	 of	 substance.	 They	 are	 the
tokens	 of	 the	thing’s	 identity.	 They	make	 it	 what	 it	 is.”2 	This	 insight	 applies	with
particular	 force	 to	 historical	work.	 Suppose	 a	 historical	 text	 just	 rambles	 along.	When
there’s	no	 real	 point	 to	 the	 discussion,	 the	message	 is	 that	 there	 is	 no	 rhyme	 or	 reason	 to
the	 story—or,	 if	 there	 is,	 that	 the	 author	has	 not	 been	 able	 to	 see	 it.	 But	 a	 clear	 and	well-
constructed	 text	 gives	 a	 very	 different	message.	 The	 reader	 gets	 a	 sense	for	what	was
driving	 things,	 a	 sense	 for	what	 really	mattered.	 So	 if	 your	 goal	 is	 to	 bring	 out	what	 is
important,	 you	 need	to	write	 as	 clearly	 as	 you	 can.
You	 thus	 have	 to	 concern	 yourself	with	matters	 of	 style	 both	 at	 the	mi-crolevel	 and	 at
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the	macrolevel.	 In	 practice	 that	means	you’re	 probably	 going	 to	 have	 to	 spend	 a	 lot	 of
time	working	 on	 your	 text.	 This	 is	 something	 that	 just	 has	 to	 be	 done,	whether	you	 like
doing	 it	 or	 not.	As	 Jacques	Barzun	 and	Henry	Graff	 point	 out	 in	 their	well-known	 guide
to	 historical	 research	 and	writing:	 “care	 lavished	 on	 expression	 is	 not	 some	 optional
embellishment	 bestowed	 upon	 your	work;	 it	 is	 the	means	 through	which	 your	work	 begins
to	 exist.”3
You	may	 find	 this	 point	 somewhat	 depressing.	You	may	 think	 that	 an	 ability	 to	write	 is

a	 gift	 or	 a	 talent—that	 it’s	 something	you’re	 either	 born	with	 or	 not—and	 you	may	 feel
that	 if	 you’re	 not	 one	 of	 the	 lucky	 ones,	 you’ll	 probably	 never	 be	 able	 to	write	well.	 But
an	 ability	 to	write	 is	 a	 skill	 that	 can	 be	 developed.	 It	 in	 fact	 can	 be	 developed	 in	 three
ways:	 through	 practice,	through	 example,	 and	 through	 precept.	Of	 these,	 practice	 is	 by	 far
the	most	 important.	You	 see	what	works	 for	 you.	 If	 something	works,	 you	 add	 it	 to	 your
bag	 of	 tricks.	 If	 something	 doesn’t	work,	 you	 avoid	 it.
You	 can	 also	 learn	 about	 style	 from	 the	 books	 and	 articles	 you	 read.	Whenever	 you

read	 a	 historical	 text,	 pay	 attention	 to	what	 the	 author	 is	 doing	 as	 a	writer:	 to	 how	 the
argument	 is	 structured,	 to	 how	 the	 text	 is	written,	 to	 the	 various	 rhetorical	 devices	 that
are	 being	 used.	 If	you	 dislike	 the	way	 a	 particular	work	 of	 history	 is	written,	 try	 to	 put
your	 finger	 on	why	 you	 dislike	 it.	 That	 again	will	give	 you	 some	 sense	 for	what	 to	 avoid
in	 your	 own	work.	On	 the	 other	 hand,	 if	 you	 like	 the	way	 a	 historian	 does	 something,
make	 a	mental	 note	 of	 that	 too.	You	might	want	 to	 use	 that	 technique	 in	 your	 own	work.
This	 applies	 even	 to	 little	 things,	like	 beginning	 the	 text	with	 a	 good	 quotation	 or	 ending
a	 section	with	 a	 one-sentence	 paragraph.
You	 can	 also	 develop	 a	 certain	 skill	 as	 a	writer	 by	 approaching	 the	 issue	 on	 a	more

abstract	 level.	 You	 can	 try	 to	 understand	in	 a	 general	way	what	makes	 for	 good	 historical
writing.	What	 should	 a	 historical	 text	 look	 like?	What	 should	 you	 aim	 for	when	 you	 are
ready	 to	write	 something	 up?	You	 can	 try	 to	 learn	 a	 bit	 about	 the	 nuts	 and	 bolts	 of
historical	writing—about	how	 in	 general	 to	 go	 about	 designing	 a	 historical	 text	 and	 how
in	 practice	 to	 go	 about	writing	 it.

WHAT	TO	AIM	FOR

??When	 you	write	 a	work	 of	 history,	what	 exactly	 are	 you	 trying	 to	 do?	 Suppose	 you’ve
come	 to	 understand	 certain	 things,	 and	say	 you	want	 to	 produce	 a	 text	 that	 allows	 you	 to
pass	 those	 insights	 on	 to	 the	 reader.	What	would	 such	 a	 text	 look	 like?
To	 answer	 that	 question,	 you	 first	 need	 to	 think	 about	what	 it	means	 to	 understand

something.	Do	 you	 remember	 how	 that	 issue	was	 dealt	with	 in	 the	 first	 two	 chapters	 of
this	 book?	 The	 point	 there	was	 that	 understanding	 essentially	meant	 seeing	 how	things	 fit
together.	 The	 past	 has	 a	 certain	 structure,	 and	 in	 developing	 an	 interpretation	 the	 aim	 is	 to
show	what	 that	 structure	is—to	 “provide	 patterns	within	which	 data	 appear	 intelligible.”4
You	 can’t	 give	 any	 sense	 for	what	 that	 structure	 is,	 for	what	 those	 patterns	 are,	 if	 you
present	 everything	 you	 found	 in	 the	 sources.	Your	 presentation	 has	 to	 be	 selective.	You
have	 to	 bring	 out	what	is	 truly	 important,	 and	 that	means	 that	 relatively	 trivial	matters
cannot	 receive	much	 attention.	Your	 goal,	 after	 all,	 is	not	 to	 present	 a	 picture	 that	 is	 as
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complex	 as	 reality	 itself:	 “the	more	 like	 a	 reflection	 a	map	 becomes,”	 as	Hanson	 said,
“the	 less	 useful	 it	 is	 as	 a	map.”5
If	 your	 goal	 is	 to	 explain	 something,	 you	 need	 to	 show	 how	 the	main	 elements	 in	 the

story	 are	 related	 to	 each	 other	 causally—how	 one	 thing	 led	 to	 another,	 how	 one	 thing
followed	 from	 another	 “as	 a	matter	 of	 course.”	 In	 other	words,	 you	want	 to	 show,
drawing	 on	 your	 understanding	 of	 how	 the	world	works,	why,	 at	 least	 to	 a	 certain	 extent,
they	 had	 to	 happen	 the	way	 they	 did—why	what	 you	 observe	 is	 in	 a	 certain	 sense
natural.	 You	 don’t	want	 to	 push	 the	 point	 too	 far,	 but	to	 the	 extent	 you	 can,	 you	want	 to
give	 a	 sense	 for	 a	 certain	 element	 of	 necessity	 in	 the	 story,	 and	 that	means	 that	 you	want
to	 get	 at	 the	 basic	 logic	 underlying	 the	 course	 of	 events.
Those	 two	 last	 italicized	words	 I’m	 juxtaposing	 on	 purpose.	 Remember	 the	Hanson

argument	 I	 talked	 about	 in	 chapter	 1?	 “The	necessity	 sometimes	 associated	with	 event-
pairs	 construed	 as	 cause	 and	 effect,”	 he	 said,	 “is	 really	 that	 obtaining	 between	premisses
and	 conclusions	 in	 theories	which	 guarantee	 inferences	 from	 the	 one	 event	 to	 the	 other.”6
It	was	 the	 “logical	 guarantee	 that	 theories	 place	 upon	 causal	 inferences	 that	 explains	 the
difference	 between	 truly	 causal	sequences	 and	mere	 coincidences.”7 	History,	 of	 course,	 is
very	 different	 from	 physics;	 the	 logic	 of	 historical	 change	 is	 fairly	 loose,	 and	 the	 element
of	 necessity	is	 relatively	weak.	 But	when	we	 do	 historical	 analysis—when	we’re
developing	 a	 historical	 interpretation—we	 still	 talk	 to	a	 certain	 extent	 about	 the	way
things	have	 to	 be;	 and	 in	 doing	 so	we	 draw	 on	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	way	 the	world
works.
Suppose,	 for	 example,	 I	wanted	 to	write	 about	 great	 power	 politics	 in	 the	 late	 1960s

and	 early	 1970s.	 I	 could	 talk	 about	 the	deterioration	 of	 Sino-Soviet	 relations	 in	 the	 1960s
in	 one	 section	 and	 then	 go	 on	 to	 talk	 about	 détente	 in	 Europe	 and	 improving	U.S.-Soviet
relations	 in	 other	 sections.	 The	 reader	might	 learn	 a	 lot	 about	 various	 issues	 but	would
not	 see	 how	 these	 developments	were	 linked.	Or	 I	 could	 talk	 about	 how	 relations
between	Russia	 and	China	 deteriorated	 and	 how	 this	was	 one	 of	 the	main	 factors	that	 led
to	 détente	 in	 Europe,	 using	 language	 that	 suggests	 that	 events	 just	 happened	 to	 take	 that
course	 and	 could	 easily	have	 developed	 differently.	Or	 I	 could	 pull	 these	 sections	 together
by	 arguing	 that	 the	 deterioration	 of	 Sino-Soviet	 relations	was	 bound	 to	 have	 an	 effect	 on
relations	 between	 the	USSR	 and	 the	west.	 That	 third	 approach	would	 have	 a	 stronger
interpretive	bite,	 precisely	 because	 it	 evokes	 a	 certain	 element	 of	 necessity.
When	 I	 say	 that	 there	 had	 to	 be	 a	 certain	 connection	 between	 the	 coming	 of	 détente	 in

Europe	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 1960s	 and	 the	 deterioration	 of	 SinoSoviet	 relations	in	 the	 course
of	 that	 decade,	what	 exactly	 do	 I	mean?	As	 I	 pointed	 out	 earlier	 in	 the	 book,	 that	 sort	 of
language	 is	 not	 to	be	 taken	 literally.	 It’s	 just	 a	 shorthand	way	 of	 saying	 that	 strong
pressures	 could	 be	 presumed	 to	 come	 into	 play	 in	 such	a	 case,	 not	 that	 such	 pressures
were	 in	 any	 fundamental	 sense	 irresistible.	 But	 even	when	 I	 talk	 loosely	 about	 the	way
things	“had	 to	 be,”	 that	 sort	 of	 talk	 still	 reflects	 the	 fact	 that	 I’m	making	 a	 kind	 of
deduction:	 in	making	 that	 claim,	 I’m	 essentially	drawing	 on	my	 general	 sense	 for	 how
international	 politics	works.	 I’d	 be	 drawing,	 that	 is,	 on	 a	 kind	 of	 “theory.”
So	Hanson’s	 basic	 point	 applies	 to	 historical	work,	 and	 that	 point	 is	 very	 important	 for
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our	 present	 purposes.	Historical	explanation	 is	 historical	 argu-ment:	 to	 explain	 is	 to	 reach
for	 some	 kind	 of	 deductive	 structure.	 If	 the	 goal	 is	 to	 show	 how	things	 are	 linked
causally,	 the	 points	 the	 historian	makes	 about	 them	 have	 to	 be	 linked	 logically.	 So	 for
example:	 if	 I	want	 to	 explain	why	 hundreds	 of	U.S.	 nuclear	weapons	 ended	 up	 under	 the
control	 of	America’s	 European	allies	 by	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Eisenhower	 period,	 I	would	 begin
by	 talking	 about	 how	Eisenhower	 did	 not	want	 the	 defense	 of	 Europe	to	 rest	 forever	 on
America’s	 shoulders.	 I	would	 go	 on	 to	 point	 out	 that	 this	 implied	 that	 the	 Europeans
ultimately	 had	 to	 stand	 on	 their	 own—that	 Europe,	 to	 use	 Eisenhower’s	 phrase,	 had	 to
become	 a	 “third	 great	power	mass”	 in	world	 affairs.	 It	 was	 inconceivable,	 this	 argument
would	 run,	 that	 the	 Soviets	 could	 be	 allowed	 to	 take	 over	 all	 of	 Europe	 because	 of	 the
effect	 that	would	 have	on	 the	 global	 balance	 of	 power	 and	 thus	 on	America’s	 position	 in
the	world;	 there	 therefore	had	 to	 be	 a	 counterweight	 to	 Soviet	 power	 on	 the	 continent,
and	 if	America	was	 not	 going	 to	 provide	 it,	 the	 Europeans	would	have	 to	 balance	 Soviet
power	 by	 themselves.	 But	 if	 the	 Europeans	were	 to	 stand	 up	 to	 a	 great	 nuclear	 power
like	 the	USSR	without	 direct	American	 support,	 then	 they	would	 have	 to	 have	 a	 nuclear
capability	 of	 their	 own.	 Eisenhower	 therefore	wanted	 to	 help	 them	 develop	 that
capability,	 and	 to	 that	 end	 he	wanted	 the	 Europeans	 to	 get	 effective	 control	 of	many	 of	 the
American	weapons	 deployed	 on	 their	 territory.
Notice	 the	words	 I’ve	 just	 italicized.	 They’re	 the	 sort	 of	words	 you	 use	when	 you’re

developing	 an	 argument—that	 is,	 when	you	want	 your	 text	 to	 have	 a	 kind	 of	 deductive
structure.	You	 can	 also	 see	 from	 that	 passage	 that	 I’m	 drawing	 on	 a	 kind	 of	theory,	 on	my
basic	 understanding	 of	 how	 international	 politics	works.	 This	 is	 typical	 of	 the	 kind	 of
argument	 that	 lies	 at	the	 heart	 of	many	 historical	works.	And	 that’s	 no	 accident:	 if	 the
goal	 is	 to	 explain	 something,	 this	 is	 the	 sort	 of	 structure—the	sort	 of	 feel—a	 text	 should
have.	 This	 is	 true	 even	 in	 the	 case	 of	 narrative	 history.	A	 historian	may,	 of	 course,	want
to	 explain	something	 by	 telling	 a	 story,	 but	 that	 story	 has	 to	 have	 a	 certain	 logic	 to	 it.
The	 goal	 in	 that	 case	 is	 to	 bring	 out	 the	 different	 elements	 of	 that	 story	 and	 show	 how
they’re	 related	 to	 each	 other,	how	 key	 developments	 follow	 naturally,	 logically,	 from
other	 things	 that	 have	 already	 been	 shown.	And	 the	 goal	 ideally	 is	 to	 explain	 things	 that
the	 reader	might	 find	 perplexing	(like	 the	 Europeans	 being	 allowed	 to	 get	 effective	 control
of	American	 nuclear	weapons)	 by	 showing	 how	 they	 follow	 naturally	from	 other	 things
that	 are	much	 easier	 to	 understand	 (America	 not	wanting	 to	 have	 to	 carry	 the	 burden	 of
European	 defense	forever).	 “An	 event,”	 as	Hanson	 says,	 “is	 explained	when	 it	 is	 traced
to	 other	 events	which	 require	 less	 explanation.”8
This	 fundamental	 idea—that	 if	 you	want	 to	 explain	 something,	 some	 kind	 of	 deductive

structure	 should	 lie	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 your	analysis—has	 a	 number	 of	 implications	 about	 how
a	 text	 should	 be	written.	 The	 text,	 first	 of	 all,	 should	 have	 the	 flavor	 of	an	 argument.
Transitional	 passages,	 the	 connective	 tissue	 that	 ties	 the	 different	 elements	 of	 the	 text
together,	 are	 of	 particular	importance	 in	 this	 regard.	 They	 have	 to	 reflect	 your	 real
understanding	 of	 how	 those	 elements	 are	 in	 fact	 related.	 But	 to	make	 sure	 that	 you	 are
bringing	 out	 those	 logical	 connections,	 you	may	want	 to	make	 a	 point	 of	 using	words	 like
“so,”	 “thus,”	and	 “therefore,”	 the	 “if	 .	 .	 .	 then”	 construction,	 and	 phrases	 like	 “this

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



implied	 that,”	 “it	 followed	 that,”	 and	 “what	 this	meant	was	 that”	 in	 passages	 of	 this	 sort.
If	 they’re	missing,	 and	 especially	 if	 you	 introduce	 those	 passages	with	words	 like
“another”	 and	 “also,”	words	 that	 often	 signal	weak	 structure,	 that’s	 a	 sign	 that	 you	 have
not	 pulled	 things	 together	 as	well	as	 you	might	 have.	 In	 that	 case,	 you	might	want	 to	 go
back	 and	 think	more	 deeply	 about	 how	 your	 points	 are	 connected	 to	 each	other.
The	 basic	 point	 that	 the	 text	 needs	 a	 conceptual	 core,	 that	 some	 sort	 of	 argument	 should

lie	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 text,	 has	a	major	 bearing	 on	 how	 you	 deal	with	 empirical	 evidence.
A	 text	 is	 not	 a	 Thanksgiving	 turkey,	 to	 be	 stuffed	with	 as	much	 detail	as	 possible.
Empirical	 evidence	 should	 never	 be	 presented	 for	 its	 own	 sake	 or	 because	 you	 think	 it
“speaks	 for	 itself.”	 Every	empirical	 fact	 needs	 a	 conceptual	 peg	 to	 hang	 on.	You	 use
empirical	 evidence	 to	make	 a	 point,	 and	 as	 a	 general	 rule	 you	 do	not	want	 to	 present	 a
piece	 of	 evidence	 if	 it	 does	 not	 relate	 to	 your	 argument	 in	 a	 fairly	 direct	way.	 Indeed,
even	 if	 a	 piece	of	 evidence	does	 relate	 directly	 to	 some	 point	 you	 are	making,	 you	 still
might	 not	want	 to	 include	 it	 in	 the	 text.	 Too	much	 evidence	might	weigh	 down	 your
argument.	You	 don’t	want	 your	 text	 to	 be	 a	 “long,	 hard	 slog,”	 to	 use	 a	 phrase	Donald
Rumsfeld	made	 famous	in	 another	 context.	 So	when	 you’re	making	 a	 point,	 it’s	 often	 best
to	 give	 only	 strong	 evidence	 in	 the	 text.	 (Weaker	 evidence	can	 still	 be	 cited	 in	 footnotes.)
The	 same	 point	 applies	 to	 quotations.	A	 good	 quotation	 is	 like	 gold	 in	 your	 hands.	 But
quotations,	and	 especially	 block	 quotations,	 need	 to	 be	 used	 sparingly.	 They	 lose	 their
value	 if	 you	 use	 too	many	 of	 them.
This	 does	 not	mean,	 of	 course,	 that	 the	 empirical	 side	 of	 an	 argument	 is	 to	 be	 slighted.

Every	 serious	 historian	 knows	 that	hard	 evidence	 is	 of	 absolutely	 fundamental	 importance
and	 that	 historical	 analysis	 has	 to	 have	 real	 empirical	 depth.	What	you	 are	 saying
obviously	 has	 to	 be	 grounded	 in	 reality;	 your	 points	 have	 to	 be	 supported	 effectively	 by
evidence	 found	 in	the	 sources.	And	while	 you	may	 try	 to	 reach	 for	 a	 kind	 of	 deductive
structure,	 you	 know	 that	 you	 cannot	 push	 that	 effort	 too	far.	You	 cannot	 impute	 a	 tighter
logic	 to	 historical	 reality	 than	 is	warranted	 by	 your	 sense	 for	what	was	 actually	 going	 on.
History	 is	 not	 like	mathematics	 or	 even	 physics.	 The	 logic	 of	 historical	 change	 is	 fairly
loose;	 elements	 of	 chance	 and	 of	choice	 always	 come	 into	 play;	 and	 to	 explain	why
events	 took	 the	 course	 they	 did,	 you	 have	 to	 talk	 a	 lot	 about	 the	 specific	choices	 that
were	made,	 about	 the	 kind	 of	 thinking	 that	 happened	 to	 exist	 at	 the	 time,	 about	 the	way
chance	 events	 affected	what	 happened.	 So	 you	 of	 course	 have	 to	 present	 a	 lot	 of	 factual
material,	 and	 you	 have	 to	 talk	 about	many	 things	 that	 cannot	be	 explained	 in	 purely
deductive	 terms.
It’s	 all	 a	 question	 of	 balance,	 and	 the	 art	 of	 doing	 historical	work	 consists	 in	 large	 part

of	 knowing	 how	 to	 strike	 the	 right	balance	 between	 the	 conceptual	 and	 the	 empirical	 sides
of	 the	 analysis—between	 logic	 and	 argument	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 and	 evidence	on	 the	 other.
You	 don’t	want	 to	 lean	 too	 heavily	 in	 either	 direction.	You	 certainly	 don’t	want	 to	 slight
the	 importance	 of	the	 empirical	 evidence.	 But	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 you	 reasonably	 can,	 you
want	 to	 throw	 into	 relief	what	was	 really	 important.	The	 conceptual	 core	 of	 the	 text
should	 not	 be	 hard	 to	 see.
And	 if	 the	 goal	 is	 to	 highlight	what	 really	mattered,	 the	 text	 obviously	 needs	 a

relatively	 clear	 and	 simple	 structure.	You	do	 not	want	 to	 develop	 such	 a	 complex	 picture
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that	 the	 reader	 drowns	 in	 an	 ocean	 of	 detail	 and	 can	 no	 longer	 understand	what	was
going	 on.	 If	 you	 develop	 your	 interpretation	 to	 the	 point	where	 it	 is	 as	 complex	 as	 the
evidence	 appeared	when	 you	 first	encountered	 it,	 you	 end	 up	 “destroying	 the	 very	 thing”
an	 interpretation	 is	 “meant	 to	 achieve—namely,	 the	 provision	 of	 an	‘awareness	 of
structure’	 absent	 from	 the	 original	 confrontation	with	 a	 complex	 of	 phenomena.”9 	Patterns
cannot	 emerge	 if	 the	 text	 is	 too	 complex:	 to	 provide	 an	 “awareness	 of	 structure,”	 a
certain	 premium	 has	 to	 be	 placed	on	 clarity	 and	 on	 simplicity.	 The	 text	 has	 to	 be	 lean,
focused,	 and	 relatively	 easy	 to	 follow	 and	 to	 absorb.
Four	 key	 points	 follow	 from	 these	 basic	 principles.	 The	 first	 is	 that	 you	 need	 to

emphasize	 fundamentals.	 International	 politics	is	 about	 conflict.	 Say	 you	 are	 studying	 a
specific	 episode,	 and	 a	 particular	 conflict	 lies	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 story	 there.	So	 you	 ask:
what	 is	 that	 conflict	about?	What	 does	 each	 side	want?	What	 sort	 of	policy	does	 it
adopt?	What	 kind	 of	 thinking	 is	 that	 policy	 rooted	 in?	 Those	 questions	will	 direct	 your
attention	 to	what	 really	matters	 and	 thus	 to	what	 needs	 to	 be	 highlighted	in	 the	 text.
The	 second	 point	 is	 that	 you	 need	 to	 apply	 a	 very	 strict	 rule	 of	 relevance	 to	 everything

you	 put	 in	 the	 text.	 How	 does	 a	 given	passage	 relate	 to	 the	 argument	 as	 a	whole?	 If	 it’s
only	minimally	 relevant,	maybe	 it	 should	 be	 dropped,	 no	matter	 how	 interesting	you	 think
it	 is	 in	 its	 own	 right.	How	 does	 it	 relate	 to	what	 comes	 immediately	 before	 or	 after	 it?	 If
it	 does	 not	 fit	 in	well	at	 a	 particular	 point,	 you	 have	 to	 find	 some	 other	 place	 to	 put	 it.	 If
it	 does	 not	 fit	 in	well	 anywhere,	 you	might	 have	 to	put	 it	 in	 a	 footnote	 or	 in	 an	 appendix
or	 even	 drop	 it	 entirely.	 It	 is	 vitally	 important	 not	 to	 break	 the	 flow	 of	 the	 argument.	The
last	 thing	 you	want	 is	 to	 have	 the	 text	 come	 across	 as	 disjointed	 or	 hard	 to	 follow.
The	 third	 point	 has	 to	 do	with	what	 I	 call	 the	 “principle	 of	 concentration”—that	 is,	 with

the	 idea	 that	 the	 evidence	 and	 arguments	you	 have	 bearing	 on	 one	 specific	 point	 should
be	 concentrated	 in	 a	 one	 tightly	 constructed	 passage	 in	 the	 text.	 The	 “principle	of
concentration”	was	 originally	 one	 of	 the	 old	 “principles	 of	war.”	 The	 idea	was	 that
forces	were	 not	 to	 be	 scattered	 all	over	 the	 battlefield	 but	were	 to	 be	 concentrated	 in
places	where	 they	would	 be	most	 effective.	 In	 historical	writing	 it	 also	makes	 sense	 to
concentrate	 your	 firepower	 at	 key	 points	 in	 the	 text.	 If	 you	 pull	 related	 points	 together,
you	will	 have	 a	simpler,	 leaner	 structure,	 and	 your	 core	 argument	will	 be	 stronger
because	 the	 pillars	 on	which	 it	 rests	will	 be	 stronger.
The	 fourth	 point	 is	 that	 a	 big	 part	 of	 your	 job	 as	 a	 historian	 is	 to	 draw	 from	 the	 great

mass	 of	 evidence	 you’ve	 examined	a	 small	 number	 of	 things	 you	 think	 are	 important.	 The
reader	 should	 never	 get	 the	 sense	 that	 a	massive	 amount	 of	 raw	 data	is	 being	 dished	 out.
The	 text	 needs	 to	 have	 a	more	 finished,	 a	more	 “digested”	 feel.10 	Since	 the	 facts	 never
just	 speak	 for	 themselves,	 part	 of	 your	 job	 is	 to	make	 them	 “speak”	 by	 drawing	 out	 their
meaning	 and	providing	 appropriate	 commentary—that	 is,	 by	 bringing	 out	 the	 handful	 of
major	 points	 you	want	 the	 reader	 to	 note.	 But	 just	a	 handful:	 you	want	 your	 text	 to	 have	 a
relatively	 simple	 structure	 because	 that’s	 the	 only	way	 to	 convey	 a	 sense	 for	 the	structure
of	 historical	 reality—a	 sense,	 that	 is,	 for	what	was	 really	 important	 in	 the	 story.

HOW	TO	DO	IT
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??Suppose	 then	 that	 you	 have	 a	 general	 sense	 for	 the	 kind	 of	 text	 you’d	 like	 to	 produce.
But	 how	 in	 practice	 do	 you	 go	 about	producing	 it?	What	 do	 you	 actually	 do	when	 you’re
ready	 to	write	 something	 up?	 In	 this	 section,	 I’m	 going	 to	 describe	 the	method	 that	works
for	me.	 It	may	 not	work	 for	 everyone.	 But	 if	 you’re	 not	 sure	 how	 to	write	 up	 your
findings,	 it	 helps	 to	have	 at	 least	 something	 to	 go	 on.
My	 basic	 premise	 here	 is	 that	 a	work	 of	 history	 needs	 to	 be	 designed—that	 before	 you

begin	writing,	 you	 need	 some	 sort	 of	plan.	 This	 point	might	 strike	 you	 as	 obvious,	 but	 not
everyone	 agrees	 that	 this	 is	 the	 case.	 The	 argument	 is	 sometimes	made	 that	after	 having
worked	 on	 a	 topic	 for	 some	 time,	 you	 can	 sit	 down	with	 pen	 and	 paper	 and	 plunge	 into
the	writing.	 The	 ideas,	it	 is	 said,	 just	 flow.	A	 draft	 gets	written,	 and	 only	 then	 do	 you
switch	 gears	 and	 rework	 it	 into	 something	 you’re	 happy	with.	That	method	might	work	 for
some	 people,	 but	 it	 strikes	me	 as	 a	 terribly	 inefficient	way	 to	 proceed.	 Sooner	 or	 later
you’ll	have	 to	 think	 seriously	 about	what	 you	want	 to	 say	 and	 how	 you	want	 to	 say	 it,
and	 it	 seems	 to	me	 that	 the	 sooner	 you	 do	 it,	the	 better.
How	 then	 do	 you	 come	 up	with	 a	 plan?	You	 do	 it	 in	 two	 stages.	 First,	 you	 try	 to	 figure

out	what	 you	want	 to	 say—that	 is,	 the	points	you	want	 to	make.	 Second,	 you	 try	 to	 figure
out	 how	 those	 points	 can	 be	 related	 to	 each	 other.	You	 try	 to	 figure	 out,	 in	 other	words,
how	 a	 text	 based	 on	 those	 points	 can	 be	 structured.
So	 the	 first	 goal	 is	 to	 develop	 at	 least	 a	 rough	 sense	 for	 the	 points	 you	want	 to	make,

but	 how	 do	 you	 go	 about	 doing	 that?	It’s	 important	 to	 remember	 that	 you	 are	 not	 just
starting	 from	 scratch.	 Certain	 ideas	 have	 already	 taken	 shape	 in	 your	mind.	When	 you	 did
your	 research,	 you	were	 not	 just	 gathering	 data	 “like	 pebbles	 on	 the	 beach,”	mindlessly
absorbing	 factual	 information.	You	 had	 approached	 the	 subject	with	 certain	 questions	 in
mind.	 Presumably	 you	were	 able	 to	 come	 up	with	 some	 answers.	You	were	 engaged	 in	 a
thought	 process,	 and	 that	 process	 had	 led	 somewhere.	What	were	 those	 answers?	Where
exactly	 did	 that	 thought	process	 lead?	You	 can	 certainly	 jot	 a	 few	 things	 down.
And	 then	 you	 can	 ask	 yourself	 a	 number	 of	 other	 key	 questions.	What’s	 interesting	 or

important	 or	 surprising	 about	what	 you	came	 up	with,	 and	 how	 does	 the	 view	 you	 now
hold	 differ	 from	 the	 conventional	wisdom	 in	 this	 area?	Does	 your	work	 pass	 the	“so
what?”	 test,	 the	 “who	 cares?”	 test,	 the	 “why	 does	 this	matter?”	 test?	How	would	 you
explain	 to	 someone	 new	 to	 the	 subject	why	 exactly	 your	 findings	 do	matter?	How	 has
your	 own	 understanding	 of	 the	 subject	 changed	 in	 the	 course	 of	 your	work?	What	impact
has	 your	work	 had	 on	 your	 understanding	 of	 international	 politics	 on	 a	more	 general
level?	What	 do	 you	want	 the	 reader	to	 “take	 away”	 from	 your	 account,	 and	why?	What	 of
any	 importance	 did	 you	 personally	 “take	 away”	 from	 the	work	 you	 did?	 The	answers	 to
all	 these	 questions	will	 help	 determine	 the	 points	 you	want	 to	make,	 and	when	 a	 point
occurs	 to	 you,	 again,	 you	just	 jot	 it	 down	 on	 a	 piece	 of	 paper.
Finally—and	 I’ll	 come	 back	 to	 this	 later	 on—you	might	 also	 be	 able	 to	 sharpen	 your

sense	 for	what	 you	want	 to	 say	 by	 reading	through	 your	 notes	 and	 the	materials	 you
gathered	 during	 the	 research	 phase.
But	 getting	 some	 idea	 for	 the	 points	 you’d	 like	 to	make	 is	 just	 a	 first	 step.	Your	 next

goal	 is	 to	 pull	 at	 least	 some	 of	 those	points	 together—you	 don’t	 need	 to	 use	 all	 of	 them
—into	 a	 single	 overarching	 argument.	You’re	 looking	 for	 some	 sort	 of	 structure,	for	 some
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sort	 of	 framework	 for	 your	 text,	 and	 using	 the	 points	 you’ve	 come	 up	with	 as	 raw
material,	 you	 now	 begin	 to	 construct	it.	 You	 start	 by	 trying	 to	 see	 connections	 between	 the
various	 points	 you’ve	 jotted	 down.	 In	 looking	 for	 connections,	 again,	you	 are	 not	 starting
from	 scratch.	Various	 connections	 have	 taken	 shape	 in	 your	mind	 already.	 In	 the	 course	 of
your	work,	you	 developed	 a	 certain	 sense	 for	 the	 “architecture”	 of	 the	 historical	 problem
you’re	 concerned	with—that	 is,	 for	 how	 different	issues	 relate	 to	 each	 other.	 That	means
that	 you	will	 almost	 automatically	 be	 able	 to	 see	 how	 the	 points	 you	 can	make	 about
those	 issues	 relate	 to	 each	 other.	You	 came,	 for	 example,	 to	 see	 how	 general	 arguments
rest	 on	 specific	 claims,	 and	 you’ve	examined	 some	 of	 those	 specific	 claims	 in	 the	 light	 of
the	 evidence.	You	 thus	 have	 points	 to	make	 about	 those	 specific	 claims,	and	 because	 of
the	way	 your	 thought	 process	 developed,	 you	 already	 understand	 how	 those	 points	 relate
to	 the	more	 general	issues	 you’re	 dealing	with.
So	 a	 structure	 takes	 shape,	 and	 to	 a	 certain	 extent	 that	 structure	 emerges	without	 any

great	 effort	 on	 your	 part.	 The	 real	thinking,	 or	 at	 least	most	 of	 it,	 took	 place	 during	 the
earlier	 part	 of	 the	 project.	 So	 at	 this	 point,	 it’s	 generally	 not	hard	 to	 see	what	 your	major
arguments	 are	 going	 to	 be	 and	 how	 various	 relatively	 narrow	 points	 you	would	 like	 to
make	 relate	to	 those	more	 general	 arguments.	 Take	 the	 case	 of	 the	 research	 project	 about
America’s	 road	 to	war	 in	 1941	 that	 I	 talked	 about	in	 chapter	 4.	 Three	major	 arguments
had	 emerged	 as	 the	 issues	 related	 to	 that	 question	were	 sorted	 out.	 First,	 there	was	 an
argument	 about	American	 policy:	 that	 the	U.S.	 government	 had	 deliberately	 put	 the	United
States	 on	 a	 collision	 course	with	Japan.	 Then	 there	was	 an	 argument	 about	 Japanese
policy:	 that	 the	 Japanese	were	much	more	 interested	 in	 avoiding	war	with	America	 than
was	 commonly	 assumed.	And	 finally	 there	was	 an	 argument	 about	 the	 relationship
between	U.S.	 policy	 toward	 Japan	and	U.S.	 policy	 toward	Germany:	 that	U.S.	 policy
toward	 Japan	 has	 to	 be	 understood	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Roosevelt’s	 policy	 of	bringing	 the
United	 States	 into	 the	 European	war.	And	 in	 the	 course	 of	 the	 project	 a	whole	 series	 of
narrower	 points	 had	 emerged:	about	 the	modus	 vivendi,	 for	 example,	 or	 about	 the
bureaucratic	 politics	 interpretation	 of	 the	 oil	 embargo.	At	 this	 point,	now	 that	 the	 bulk	 of
the	 research	 has	 been	 done,	 it’s	 easy	 to	 see	 how	 those	 specific	 points	 relate	 to	 those
more	 general	 claims.	It’s	 not	 hard	 to	 see,	 for	 example,	 how	 the	 point	 that	 President
Roosevelt	was	 still	 in	 charge	 of	 policy—that	 policy	 had	 not	been	 hijacked	 by	midlevel
officials	 like	Acheson—related	 to	 the	more	 general	 argument	 about	U.S.	 policy	 toward
Japan	 in	 late	1941.	 So	 to	 a	 certain	 extent,	 as	 you	 try	 to	 design	 a	 text,	 a	 structure	 emerges
in	 a	 fairly	 straightforward	way.
To	 a	 certain	 extent,	 but	 by	 no	 means	 entirely,	 and	 as	 a	 general	 rule,	 there	 are	 many	 decisions	 about	 how	 a	 text
should	 be	 put	 together	 that	 have	to	 be	 made.	 Your	 points	 have	 to	 be	 developed	 in	 a	 certain	 order,	 and	 it	 is	 often	 not
obvious	 what	 that	 order	 is.	 In	 the	 1941	case,	 for	 example,	 is	 it	 best	 to	 begin	 by	 talking	 about	 U.S.	 policy	 toward
Germany	 or	 by	 talking	 about	 U.S.	 policy	 toward	Japan?	 In	 principle,	 you	 could	 do	 it	 either	 way,	 but	 doesn’t	 one	 way
work	 better	 than	 the	 other?	 You	 have	 to	 make	 a	 judgment,	and	 to	 make	 it,	 you	 have	 to	 think	 about	 how	 well	 each	 of
those	 two	 structures	 would	 work.	 And	 you	 also	 have	 to	 worry	 about	where	 various	 specific	 points	 ought	 to	 be	 put.
Should	 you	 discuss	 the	 modus	 vivendi	 in	 your	 section	 on	 Japanese	 policy	 or	in	 the	 section	 on	 U.S.	 policy	 toward
Japan?	 It	 might	 fit	 well	 in	 both	 sections,	 but	 you	 generally	 don’t	 want	 to	 have	 to	 discuss	it	 twice.	 So	 where’s	 the	 best
place	 for	 it?
There	 are	many	 such	 issues	 you	 need	 to	 think	 about,	 and	 the	 easiest	way	 to	 provide

yourself	with	 a	 framework	 for	 thinking	about	 them	 is	 by	writing	 an	 outline.	An	 outline

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



does	 not	 lock	 you	 into	 anything.	 It’s	 simply	 a	 sketch,	 and	writing	 one	 up	is	 a	 low-cost
method	 for	 assessing	 a	 particular	way	 of	 structuring	 the	 text.	 You	 read	 a	 particular	 outline
and	 try	 to	 imagine	how	well	 a	 text	with	 that	 kind	 of	 structure	would	work.	Will	 the
argument	 flow	 as	well	 as	 you	would	 like?	Does	 it	 feel	 disjointed?	If	 there	 are	 problems
with	 that	 particular	 approach,	 can	 they	 be	 solved	 by	moving	 things	 around?	 If	 a	 particular
approach	does	 not	work	well	 at	 all,	 you	 can	 try	 out	 another	 approach	 by	writing	 another
outline.	 To	 do	 that,	 you	may	 have	 to	 go	 back	and	 rebuild	 from	 the	 ground	 up:	what	 do
you	 really	want	 to	 say?	What	 exactly	 are	 you	 trying	 to	 do?
You	 play	 around	with	 different	ways	 of	 structuring	 the	 argument,	 and	 you	 eventually

come	 up	with	 the	 best	 outline	 you	 can.	And	 that	 outline	 can	 help	 in	 all	 kinds	 of	ways
when	 you	 actually	 start	 to	write.	An	 outline,	 for	 example,	 gives	 you	 a	 certain	sense	 for
the	 larger	 picture,	 for	what	 the	 text	 as	 a	whole	will	 look	 like,	 as	 you	work	 on	 a
particular	 passage.	 It	 thus	 helps	you	 figure	 out	 how	 to	 frame	 the	 argument	 in	 that	 passage
—how	 to	make	 it	 fit	 into	 the	 text	 as	 a	whole.
But	 an	 outline	 is	 just	 a	 tool.	 It	 should	 never	 be	 taken	 as	 a	 straitjacket.	A	 text	 has	 a	 life

of	 its	 own.	As	 you	write,	 you	develop	 a	 sharper	 sense	 for	what	 you	want	 to	 say,	 so	 as
you	move	 along,	 new	 outlines	 often	 have	 to	 be	 drawn	 up.	 In	 the	 end,	there	might	 be	 an
enormous	 gap	 between	 the	 text	 you	 produce	 and	 the	 outline	 you	 started	 out	with.	 But	 this
does	 not	mean	 that	the	whole	 process	 of	 outlining	 has	 not	 served	 an	 important	 purpose.
As	 Eisenhower	 said	 (in	 a	 very	 different	 context	 to	 be	sure,	 but	 the	 point	 applies	 here	 as
well),	 “plans	 are	worthless,	 but	 planning	 is	 everything.”
What	 this	means	 is	 that	when	 you	 start	 to	write,	 all	 you	 need	 is	 a	 relatively	 simple

outline.	 Since	 your	 outline	 is	 very	much	subject	 to	 change,	 and	 also	 since	 one	 of	 its	main
functions	 is	 to	 help	 you	 hold	 on	 to	 some	 sense	 of	 the	 larger	 picture,	 a	picture	 you	want	 to
keep	 relatively	 simple,	 there	 is	 generally	 little	 point	 to	making	 it	 too	 elaborate.	You	may
have	 specific	points	 you	want	 to	 include	 in	 particular	 sections.	You	 can	 simply	 note	 those
points	 in	 the	 corresponding	 part	 of	 the	 outline.	At	 this	 stage,	 you	 are	 just	 sketching	 out
your	 basic	 argument,	 and	 you	 do	 not	 really	 have	 to	work	 out	what	 you	 are	 going	 to	say	 in
any	 detail.
So	 you	 begin	 to	write,	 and	 it’s	 only	when	 you	 have	 to	write	 a	 particular	 passage	 that

you	 need	 to	 come	 up	with	 some	 sort	 of	specific	 plan	 for	 that	 passage.	And	 again	 you	 do
that	 by	working	 up	 an	 outline	 for	 that	 passage,	 building	 on	what	 you	 have	already	 done
earlier	 in	 the	 project.	 Your	 building	 blocks	 here	 are	 the	 notes	 you’ve	 taken	 and	 the	 other
materials	 you’ve	 assembled	during	 the	 research	 phase.	 So	 how	 you	 proceed	 at	 this	 point
depends	 on	 how	 you’ve	 done	 your	 research.	What	 sort	 of	 notes	 have	you	 taken?	Have	 you
xeroxed	 a	 lot	 of	 documents?	How	 have	 you	 dealt	with	 the	material	 that	 you’ve
assembled?
How	 then	 is	 research	 in	 this	 very	mundane	 sense	 to	 be	 done?	 The	 answer	 used	 to	 be

very	 straightforward.	You	were	 supposed	to	 take	 careful	 notes	when	 you	 did	 research.
You	were	 allowed	 to	 use	 either	 index	 cards	 or	 notebooks,	 but	 you	were	 supposed	to	 take
extensive	 notes	 on	what	 you	 read.	And	 this	 in	 fact	 is	 the	way	 research	 traditionally	 had	 to
be	 done.	 But	when	 it	 became	possible	 to	 photocopy	materials	 inexpensively,	 a	 researcher
could	 proceed	 in	 a	 very	 different	way.	 Instead	 of	 taking	 extensive	notes,	 he	 or	 she	 could
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simply	 xerox	whatever	material	was	 considered	 important.	 But	 this	method	 is	 sometimes
frowned	 upon.	Barzun	 and	Graff,	 for	 example,	 explicitly	 advise	 researchers	 against	 it.11
My	 own	 view	 is	 very	 different.	 I	 think	 that	 if	 you	want	 to	 do	 serious	work	 in	 this	 area,

it	makes	 sense	 to	 xerox	 quite	 extensively.	It’s	 not	 just	 that	 it	 takes	 so	much	 time	 to
transcribe	 key	 passages	 by	 hand,	 or	 that	 all	 kinds	 of	 errors	 tend	 to	 creep	 in	when	 you
copy	 text	 that	way.	 The	more	 basic	 point	 is	 that	 it	 is	 hard	 to	 know	 the	 first	 time	 you	 read
a	 document	which	 passages	are	worth	 transcribing	 or	what	 sort	 of	 note	 to	make	 about	 the
meaning	 of	 the	 document	 as	 a	whole.	 The	meaning	 of	 a	 document	might	 only	 become
clear	 later	 on	when	 you	 have	 done	 a	 lot	more	work	 on	 the	 subject,	 and	 in	 practice	 you
often	 need	 to	 come	back	 and	 reread	 a	 document	 in	 its	 entirety,	 preferably	 in	 conjunction
with	 a	whole	 series	 of	 related	 documents.	 So	 I	 think	it’s	much	 better	 to	work	with
xeroxed	material	 than	with	 index	 cards	 or	 notebooks.	 But	 let	me	 explain	 how	 I	 use	 that
material	and	 you	 can	 decide	 for	 yourself	whether	 that	method	makes	 sense	 for	 you.
First,	 this	 is	 how	 I	 deal	with	 published	 sources.	 I	 take	 notes	 on	 the	 books	 and	 articles	 I

read—nothing	 too	 extensive	 (since	I	 don’t	want	 to	 be	 swamped	 by	 detail),	 just	 the	 bare
minimum	 I	 need	 to	 note	what	 I	 think	 is	 important.	 I	 take	 notes	 on	 the	volumes	 of
documents	 I	 go	 through	 in	much	 the	 same	way.	 If	 I	 own	 those	 books,	 I’ll	mark	 up	 key
passages	 in	 pencil,	 often	writing	brief	 comments	 in	 the	margins.	 If	 I	 don’t	 own	 them,	 I’ll
xerox	 key	 passages	 and	mark	 up	 those	 xeroxed	 pages	 in	much	 the	 same	way.	 The	 notes
and	 xeroxes	 (if	 any)	 for	 that	 particular	 source	will	 then	 be	 stapled	 together.	 The	 top	 page
in	 that	 packet	will	 include	whatever	 information	 I’d	 need	 if	 I	 ever	 had	 to	 cite	 that	work
in	 something	 I	was	writing.	 That	material	 I	 then	arrange	 alphabetically	 by	 author’s	 last
name	 or,	 in	 a	 separate	 file,	 by	 title	 if	 it	 is	 something	 like	 a	 published	 collection	of
documents.
I	 handle	 unpublished	material—archival	material	 and	material	 available	 on	microfilm,

microfiche,	 or	 in	 some	 electronic	 format—a	little	 differently.	 I	 photocopy	 or	 print	 out
whatever	 documents	 I	 find	 of	 interest,	 taking	 care	 to	write	 the	 full	 archival	or	 other
reference	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 first	 page.	When	 I	 read	 a	 photocopied	 document,	 I	mark	 it
up	 and	 then	 attach	 a	 “Post-it”	self-stick	 note	 sheet	 to	 its	 first	 page.	On	 that	 sheet,	 I	 note
as	 succinctly	 as	 I	 can	what	 is	 important	 about	 the	 document,	indicating	 the	 pages	 on
which	 key	 passages	 can	 be	 found.	 (These	 are	 generally	 the	 passages	 I’ve	marked	 up.)	On
the	 top	 right-hand	corner	 of	 the	 first	 page	 I	write	 the	 date	 of	 the	 document—this	 serves
mainly	 as	 a	 document	 identifier—and	 then	 I	 file	 the	documents	 in	 chronological	 order.	 If	 I
have	more	 than	 one	 document	with	 a	 given	 date,	 I’ll	 put	 letters	 after	 the	 date—9/12/50a,
9/12/50b,	 and	 so	 on—so	 that	 different	 documents	 can	 be	 distinguished	 from	 each	 other.
When	 it’s	 time	 to	write,	 I	 read	 through	 all	 this	material—the	 documents	 (arranged	 in

chronological	 order)	 and	 the	 notes	 and	photocopied	 pages	 from	 books	 and	 articles.	 This
serves	 two	 purposes.	 First,	 it	 gives	me	 a	 stronger	 sense	 for	what	 the	 story	is	 and	 for	 the
points	 I’d	 like	 to	make,	 and	 thus	 helps	me	with	 the	 design	 of	 the	 text	 as	 a	whole.	 Second,
it	 helps	me	 organize	everything	 I’ve	 gathered	 so	 I’ll	 be	 able	 to	 see	which	 documents	 and
other	material	 relate	 to	which	 specific	 issues,	 and	 thus	to	which	 specific	 passages	 in	 the
text	 I	 intend	 to	 produce.	A	 particular	 document	 or	 passage	 from	 a	 book	 or	 article	will
generally	relate	 to	 one	 or	 two	 particular	 topics—something	 like	 “Yalta	Agreement”	 or
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“German	 nuclear	 question.”	 So	 going	 through	 those	piles	 of	material	 enables	me	 to	 see
what	 those	 topics	 are.	 I	 then	 devote	 a	 separate	 piece	 of	 paper	 to	 each	 of	 them,	 and	 on
each	 of	 those	 topic	 sheets,	 I	 list	 those	 documents	 (identified	 by	 date	 alone)	 and	 other
sources	 (generally	 identified	 by	 author,	maybe	with	 short	 title),	 indicating	 very	 briefly
how	 this	 source	 bears	 on	 the	 issue	 in	 question.	 For	 example,	 if	 a	 document	is	 of	 interest
mainly	 because	 it	 shows	what	 French	 president	 Charles	 de	Gaulle’s	 views	were	 on	 the
question	 of	 a	West	German	nuclear	 capability,	 on	 the	 “German	 nuclear	 question”	 sheet	 I’ll
give	 the	 date	 of	 the	 document	 and	write	 “deG	 on	Ger	 nuc.”
I’ll	 have	 those	 topic	 sheets	 in	 hand	when	 I’m	 ready	 to	write	 a	 particular	 passage.	At

that	 point,	 I	 get	 out	 the	 relevant	 topic	sheet,	 pluck	 out	 all	 the	material	 listed	 there	 from
the	 files	 I’ve	 compiled,	 and	 reread	 that	material.	 I	 read	 the	 documents	in	 chronological
order,	 to	 get	what	 sense	 I	 can	 for	 how	 things	 developed	 over	 time.	 I	 then	 think	 about
what’s	 important	 in	what	 I’ve	 just	 read,	 and	 this	 helps	me	 decide	which	 specific	 points
I’ll	 need	 to	make	 in	 that	 passage.	 I	 then	 try	 to	work	out	 an	 outline	 for	 that	 passage,	 and
as	 I	 draft	 that	 passage	with	 all	 these	materials	 at	 hand,	 I	 can	 easily	 quote	 from	 key	texts.
The	 footnotes	will	 also	 be	 easy	 to	write	 up,	 since	 I’ll	 have	 the	 exact	 references	 at	 hand.
That	method	 can	 be	 used	 to	write	 passage	 after	 passage,	 and	 eventually	 a	 draft	 is

complete.	 But	 this	 first	 draft	 is	 just	 a	beginning.	 Even	 after	 a	 first	 draft	 has	 been	written,
you’ll	 almost	 certainly	 still	 have	 a	 long	way	 to	 go.	 The	 revision	 process	is	 of
fundamental	 importance,	 and	 there	 is	 no	 getting	 around	 the	 fact	 that	 it’s	 also	 generally
quite	 time-consuming.	You	 have	to	 revise	 at	 both	 the	macro-	 and	 the	microlevel.	Your	 text
might	 pass	 through	 a	whole	 series	 of	 drafts	 before	 you	 are	 satisfied	even	with	 its	 basic
structure.	 The	 revision	 process,	 especially	 in	 its	 early	 stages,	 can	 be	 quite	 radical.	 A
second	 or	 even	a	 third	 or	 fourth	 draft	might	 have	 to	 be	written	 essentially	 from	 scratch.
And	 even	 after	 you	 are	 satisfied	with	 the	 basic	structure	 of	 your	 text,	 you	 probably	 still
have	 a	 lot	 of	work	 to	 do.	 Passages	 that	 block	 the	 free	 flow	 of	 the	 argument	might	need	 to
be	moved	 around	 or	 deleted;	 the	 logic	 tying	 the	 different	 elements	 in	 the	 text	 together
might	 need	 to	 be	 brought	 out	more	 clearly.	 Particular	 sentences	might	 seem	 a	 bit	 “off	 ”
and	will	 have	 to	 be	 reworked	 or	 even	 dropped.
Deletions,	 in	 fact,	 are	 of	 central	 importance	 at	 this	 point.	When	 people	 sit	 down	 to

write,	 they	 often	 like	 to	 include	 everything	that	 occurs	 to	 them,	 and	 first	 drafts	 frequently
have	 a	 kind	 of	 “kitchen	 sink”	 quality.	 But	 during	 the	 revision	 phase,	 a	 very	different	 set
of	 considerations	 has	 to	 come	 into	 play.	 The	 overall	 character	 of	 the	 text—its	 coherence,
its	 smoothness,	 it	clarity—needs	 to	 become	 the	 fundamental	 concern.	At	 this	 point,	 it	 often
becomes	 clear	 that	 including	 even	 a	 perfectly	 valid	point	might	 do	more	 harm	 than	 good,
and	 deleting	 certain	 points	might	 actually	 strengthen	 the	 text.	 And	 so	 from	 one	 draft	to
another,	 a	 good	 deal	 of	material	 ends	 up	 getting	 dropped.
You	 do	 the	 revising,	 in	 other	words,	 basically	 by	 turning	 yourself	 into	 an	 editor	 and	 a

critic.	You	 can	 take	 the	method	 outlined	in	 chapter	 3	 and	 apply	 it	 to	 your	 own	work.
What’s	 your	 basic	 argument	 in	 the	 text?	Does	 it	 come	 through	 clearly	 enough?	What	sort
of	 structure	 does	 the	 text	 have?	What	 stands	 out	 in	 your	mind	 right	 after	 you	 read	 it?
How	would	 a	 reader	 summarize	what	you’ve	written,	 and	 how	 hard	 a	 time	would	 a
reader	 have	 doing	 that?	As	 you	 think	 about	 these	 things,	 you	might	 hit	 upon	 an	entirely
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different	 structure—a	 better	 structure—for	 your	 argument,	 and	 so	 you	write	 a	 new	 draft,
perhaps	 using	 (people	 sometimes	say	 “cannibalizing”)	 some	 of	 the	 passages	 found	 in	 the
previous	 draft.	When	 the	 basic	 structure	 is	 as	 good	 as	 you	 can	make	it,	 you	 then	work	 on
the	 text	 at	 the	microlevel.	Again,	 you	 read	 it	 with	 a	 critical	 eye.	Are	 the	 transitions	 good
enough?	Is	 it	 too	 repetitive?	Can	 the	 argument	 be	 tightened	 up?	Can	 you	 prune	 the	 text	 in
any	 useful	way?	You	work	 on	 sentence	 structure,	on	word	 choice,	 and	 so	 on.	You	 pay
special	 attention	 to	 “guide-posts”—the	 title,	 the	 subtitle,	 chapter	 or	 section	 titles,	the
introduction,	 the	 conclusion	 (if	 any),	 first	 and	 last	 paragraphs	 in	 chapters	 and	 sections	 and
in	 the	work	 as	 a	whole,	first	 and	 last	 sentences,	 and	 so	 on.	Are	 they	 doing	 the	 job	 you
want	 them	 to	 do?	You	work	 on	 the	 text	 until	 everything	 you	read	 sounds	 right	 and
everything	 is	 as	 it	 should	 be—that	 the	 references,	 for	 example,	 are	written	 up	 the	 right
way.	 There	are	 standard	 rules	 governing	 these	 things,	 and	 if	 you’re	 not	 sure	 about	 how
something	 is	 done,	 you	 should	 look	 up	 the	 rule	in	 the	University	 of	 Chicago	 Press’s	A
Manual	 of	 Style.
What	 all	 this	means	 is	 that	 you	 have	 to	 develop	 a	 certain	 skill	 as	 a	writer,	 and

fortunately	 there	 are	 some	 very	 good	 books	that	 can	 help	 you	 do	 this.	The	 Elements	 of
Style	by	William	 Strunk	 and	 E.	 B.	White	 is	 a	 little	 gem—brief,	 to	 the	 point,	 and	 easy	 to
absorb.	 I	 also	 like	 Style:	 Toward	Clarity	 and	Grace	 by	 Joseph	Williams,	 a	more
demanding	 book,	 but	 very	much	worth	 reading.	 If	 you	 need	 to	work	 on	 your	writing	 but
are	 pressed	for	 time,	 you	 should	 at	 least	 read	 pages	 17–79	 and	 135–50	 in	 that	 book.12
The	 best	 time	 to	 read	 those	 sections	 is	when	 you’re	 about	 to	 begin	 revising	 your	 first
draft.	 And	 there	 are	 various	 specialized	books	 you	might	want	 to	 consult	 at	 some	 point
for	 one	 purpose	 or	 another—for	 advice	 on	 usage,	 for	 example,	 or	 if	 you	 have	to	write	 a
grant	 proposal,	 or	 if	 you	want	 to	 turn	 your	 dissertation	 into	 a	 publishable	manuscript.13
This,	 of	 course,	 is	 just	 one	 of	 the	 skills	 you	 need	 to	 do	 historical	work.	 In	 previous

chapters	 I’ve	 discussed	 some	 of	 the	others.	 I	 tried	 to	 show	what	 they	 are	 and	 how	 you
can	 go	 about	 developing	 them.	 The	 basic	 point	 there,	 and	 indeed	 the	 basic	point	 of	 this
book	 as	 a	whole,	 is	 that	 there’s	 no	 great	mystery	 to	 any	 of	 this.	History	 is	 a	 craft,	 and	 a
craft	 is	 something	you	 can	 learn.
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