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1. Essays and Thesis Papers in History and Culture
Review essays are often based on your responses to assigned readings or films from the course
syllabus.
However, a research paper in history requires extensive reading and research.
Primary sources are produced in the time-period under study, e.g. original historical documents
(newspaper articles, letters, diaries, legislative bills, memoirs or eyewitness accounts). Secondary
sources are commentaries on primary sources, produced after the time-period under study. (Note that
many sources can serve as either primary or secondary sources, depending on your topic and particular
frame of reference.)
An essay on history (let alone a thesis paper) MUST contain the analysis/discussion of at least one
primary source and several secondary sources (min. three in the case of an essay, ten for a BA-thesis
paper, twenty for an MA thesis paper). Be alert for signs of bias, especially when reading modern
history.
MA papers in history/culture MUST contain original argumentation/approach. Some suggestions:
- explain the significance of a research topic and offer a provisional interpretation of a new material
despite scholarly neglect
or
- highlight gaps and deficiencies in the literature that exists on the topic and examine new or different
evidence to correct these shortcomings
or
- call for a reassessment of the existing literature based on recent findings, new methodologies, or
original questions
2. The Thesis
An effective thesis:
- cannot be answered with a simple "yes" or "no"
- is not a topic;
- nor is it a fact;
- nor is it an opinion.
"Reasons for the fall of communism" is a topic. "Communism collapsed in Eastern Europe" is a fact
known by educated people. "The fall of communism is the best thing that ever happened in Europe" is
an opinion.

An effective thesis:
-

-

-

should never be a question. Readers of academic essays expect to have questions discussed,
explored, or even answered. A question ("Why did communism collapse in Eastern Europe?") is
not an argument, and without an argument, a thesis is dead in the water.
should never be a list. "For political, economic, social and cultural reasons, communism collapsed
in Eastern Europe" does a good job of "telegraphing" the reader what to expect in the essay: a
section about political reasons, a section about economic reasons, a section about social reasons,
and a section about cultural reasons. However, political, economic, social and cultural reasons are
pretty much the only possible reasons why communism could collapse. This sentence lacks tension
and does not advance an argument. Everyone knows that politics, economics, and culture are
important.
should never be vague, combative or confrontational. ("Communism collapsed in Eastern
Europe because communism is evil." This is hard to argue (evil from whose perspective? what does
evil mean?) and it is likely to mark you as moralistic and judgmental rather than rational and
thorough. It also may spark a defensive reaction from readers sympathetic to communism. If
readers strongly disagree with you right off the bat, they may stop reading.

An effective thesis:
-

has a definable, arguable claim. "While cultural forces contributed to the collapse of communism
in Eastern Europe, the disintegration of economies played the key role in driving its decline" is an
effective thesis sentence that "telegraphs," so that the reader expects the essay to have a section
about cultural forces and another about the disintegration of economies. This thesis makes a
definite, arguable claim: that the disintegration of economies played a more important role than
cultural forces in defeating communism in Eastern Europe. The reader would react to this statement
by thinking, "Perhaps what the author says is true, but I am not convinced. I want to read further to
see how the author argues this claim."

-

should be as clear and specific as possible. Avoid overused, general terms and abstractions. For
example, "Communism collapsed in Eastern Europe because of the ruling elite's inability to address
the economic concerns of the people" is more powerful than "Communism collapsed due to societal
discontent."

-

has two parts. It should tell what you plan to argue, and it should "telegraph" how you plan
to argue—that is, what particular support for your claim is going where in your essay.

Steps of constructing a powerful thesis:
1. Analyze your primary sources. Look for tension, interest, ambiguity, controversy, and/or
complication. Does the author contradict himself or herself? Is a point made and later reversed?
What are the deeper implications of the author's argument? Figuring out the why to one or more
of these questions, or to related questions, will put you on the path to developing a working
thesis.
2. Once you have a working thesis, write it down. There is nothing as frustrating as hitting on
a great idea for a thesis, then forgetting it when you lose concentration. And by writing down
your thesis you will be forced to think of it clearly, logically, and concisely.

3. Keep your thesis prominent in your introduction. A good, standard place for your thesis
statement is at the end of an introductory paragraph, especially in shorter (5-15 page) essays.
Readers are used to finding theses there, so they automatically pay more attention when they
read the last sentence of your introduction.
4. Anticipate the counterarguments. Once you have a working thesis, you should think about
what might be said against it. This will help you to refine your thesis, and it will also make you
think of the arguments that you'll need to refute later on in your essay. (Every argument has a
counterargument. If yours doesn't, then it's not an argument—it may be a fact, or an opinion,
but it is not an argument.)
3. General guidelines for history/culture papers:
Write in the past tense and avoid enlivening your prose by writing in the “literary present” tense.
Since all historical events (including the composition of primary and secondary sources) took place at
some point in the past, write about them in the past tense.
Avoid vague generalizations. (“People always say that….”)
Avoid anachronisms: resist the temptation to relate all historical arguments or concerns back to the
present. Rather, investigate the past on its own terms taking care not to jumble the chronological order
of events. Aim to understand, rather than judge, the past.
Paraphrase if you can, quote only if you must. When you do quote, introduce the source and context
of every remark for the benefit of an unfamiliar reader. Do not quote facts and summaries of events.
Quote an original idea of an author, an original expression or memorable line of an orator or the
personal experience of a diarist.
Provide necessary context. You are responsible for interrogating sources, interpreting evidence, and
reporting your findings about the interplay of text and context.
Proofread several times
4. Using Numbers:
When using numbers in, it is important to decide whether to write the number out in full (two hundred
thousand four hundred and six) or to use numerals (200,406). There are some rules to follow to make
sure you use numbers in the right way:
One should spell out
-

whole numbers from one to one hundred (remember that some words require a hyphen: twentysix, thirty-nine),
round numbers, and round numbers combined with the whole numbers from one to one hundred
(e.g. two hundred, twenty-two million),
any number beginning a sentence (“One hundred and seventeen protests were lodged with the
ombudsman.”). You should avoid beginning a sentence with a number that is not written out.
If a sentence begins with a year, write 'The year' before writing out the year in numbers. (“The
year 1849 saw the great gold rush in California.”)

5. Names:

- The first time the name of people, institutions or agencies are mentioned the full names should
be used. In case of a complex institutional name, provide the acronym in parentheses after the full
name, e.g. British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC).
- For the rest of the paper you may use only the family name of the people or the acronym of the
institution.
- Always introduce people when you mention them for the first time. (e.g. “Louis Mountbatten,
the Viceroy of India, …”)
6. Plagiarism

Academic dishonesty in a thesis paper: in the case of detected plagiarism your thesis paper will
automatically be rejected and marked ONE.

7. Style Guide: The Chicago Manual of style for history/culture-related papers:
The Use of Footnotes
Footnotes are the acceptable method of acknowledging material which is not your own when you use
it in an essay. Basically, footnoted material is of three types:
-

Direct quotations from another author's work. (These must be placed in quotation marks).
Paraphrase from another author's work.
Material of an explanatory nature which does not fit into the flow of the body of the text.

In the text of an essay, material to be footnoted should be marked with a raised number immediately
following the words or ideas that are being cited. The footnotes should be numbered in sequence
throughout the entire essay.
Use two formats to reference a source: one when the source is cited for the first time (Notes), one for
subsequent citation (Shortened notes).
Bibliography
The bibliography should be on a separate page. It should list the relevant sources quoted in the paper.
This list should be arranged alphabetically by the surname of the author. (Unlike the footnote
reference, the surname is shown first, set off from the rest of the information.)
Use a hanging indent for the entries of the bibliography (the first line begins on the margin, all the
following lines are indented).

CITATION GUIDE:
BOOK
Footnotes:
1. Zadie Smith, Swing Time (New York: Penguin Press, 2016), 315–16.
2. Brian Grazer and Charles Fishman, A Curious Mind: The Secret to a Bigger Life (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2015), 12.
Shortened footnotes:
1. Smith, Swing Time, 320.
2. Grazer and Fishman, Curious Mind, 37.
Bibliography entries (in alphabetical order):
Grazer, Brian, and Charles Fishman. A Curious Mind: The Secret to a Bigger Life. New York: Simon
& Schuster, 2015.
Smith, Zadie. Swing Time. New York: Penguin Press, 2016.

CHAPTER OR OTHER PART OF AN EDITED BOOK
In a note, cite specific pages. In the bibliography, include the page range for the chapter or part.
Footnote:
1. Henry David Thoreau, “Walking,” in The Making of the American Essay, ed. John D’Agata
(Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2016), 177–78.
Shortened footnote:
1. Thoreau, “Walking,” 182.
Bibliography entry:
Thoreau, Henry David. “Walking.” In The Making of the American Essay, edited by John D’Agata,
167–95. Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2016.
E-BOOK
For books consulted online, include a URL or the name of the database. For other types of e-books,
name the format. If no fixed page numbers are available, cite a section title or a chapter or other number
in the notes, if any (or simply omit).
Footnotes:
1. Herman Melville, Moby-Dick; or, The Whale, New York: Harper & Brothers, 1851, 627,
http://mel.hofstra.edu/moby-dick-the-whale-proofs.html.
2. Philip B. Kurland and Ralph Lerner, eds., The Founders’ Constitution, Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1987, chap. 10, doc. 19, http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/.
3. Brooke Borel, The Chicago Guide to Fact-Checking, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016,
92, ProQuest Ebrary.
4. Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, New York: Penguin Classics, 2007, chap. 3, Kindle.

Shortened footnotes:
1. Melville, Moby-Dick, 722–23.
2. Kurland and Lerner, Founders’ Constitution, chap. 4, doc. 29.
3. Borel, Fact-Checking, 104–5.
4. Austen, Pride and Prejudice, chap. 14.
Bibliography entries (in alphabetical order):
Austen, Jane. Pride and Prejudice. New York: Penguin Classics, 2007. Kindle.
Borel, Brooke. The Chicago Guide to Fact-Checking. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016.
ProQuest Ebrary.
Kurland, Philip B., and Ralph Lerner, eds. The Founders’ Constitution. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1987. http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/.
Melville, Herman. Moby-Dick; or, The Whale. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1851.
http://mel.hofstra.edu/moby-dick-the-whale-proofs.html.
JOURNAL ARTICLE
In a note, cite specific page numbers. In the bibliography, include the page range for the whole article.
For articles consulted online, include a URL or the name of the database.
Footnotes:
1. Susan Satterfield, “Livy and the Pax Deum,” Classical Philology 111, no. 2 (2016): 170.
2. Shao-Hsun Keng, Chun-Hung Lin, and Peter F. Orazem, “Expanding College Access in Taiwan,
1978–2014: Effects on Graduate Quality and Income Inequality,” Journal of Human Capital 11, no.
1 (2017): 9–10, https://doi.org/10.1086/690235.
3. Peter LaSalle, “Conundrum: A Story about Reading,” New England Review 38, no. 1 (2017): 95,
Project MUSE.
Shortened footnotes:
1. Satterfield, “Livy,” 172–73.
2. Keng, Lin, and Orazem, “Expanding College Access,” 23.
3. LaSalle, “Conundrum,” 101.
Bibliography entries (in alphabetical order):
Keng, Shao-Hsun, Chun-Hung Lin, and Peter F. Orazem. “Expanding College Access in Taiwan,
1978–2014: Effects on Graduate Quality and Income Inequality.” Journal of Human Capital 11,
no. 1 (2017): 1–34. https://doi.org/10.1086/690235.
LaSalle, Peter. “Conundrum: A Story about Reading.” New England Review 38, no. 1 (2017): 95–109.
Project MUSE.
Sattrfield, Susan. “Livy and the Pax Deum.” Classical Philology 111, no. 2 (2016): 165–76.
NEWS OR MAGAZINE ARTICLE
Articles from newspapers or news sites, magazines, blogs, and the like are cited similarly. Page
numbers, if any, can be cited in a note but are omitted from a bibliography entry. If you consulted the
article online, include a URL or the name of the database.

Footnotes:
1. Rebecca Mead, “The Prophet of Dystopia,” New Yorker, April 17, 2017, 43.
2. Farhad Manjoo, “Snap Makes a Bet on the Cultural Supremacy of the Camera,” New York Times,
March 8, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/08/technology/snap-makes-a-bet-on-the-culturalsupremacy-of-the-camera.html.
3. Rob Pegoraro, “Apple’s iPhone Is Sleek, Smart and Simple,” Washington Post, July 5, 2007,
LexisNexis Academic.
4. Tanya Pai, “The Squishy, Sugary History of Peeps,” Vox, April 11, 2017,
http://www.vox.com/culture/2017/4/11/15209084/peeps-easter.
Shortened footnotes:
1. Mead, “Dystopia,” 47.
2. Manjoo, “Snap.”
3. Pegoraro, “Apple’s iPhone.”
4. Pai, “History of Peeps.”
Bibliography entries (in alphabetical order):
Manjoo, Farhad. “Snap Makes a Bet on the Cultural Supremacy of the Camera.” New York Times,
March 8, 2017. https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/08/technology/snap-makes-a-bet-on-thecultural-supremacy-of-the-camera.html.
Mead, Rebecca. “The Prophet of Dystopia.” New Yorker, April 17, 2017.
Pai, Tanya. “The Squishy, Sugary History of Peeps.” Vox, April 11, 2017.
http://www.vox.com/culture/2017/4/11/15209084/peeps-easter.
Pegoraro, Rob. “Apple’s iPhone Is Sleek, Smart and Simple.” Washington Post, July 5, 2007.
LexisNexis Academic.
INTERVIEW
Footnote:
1. Kory Stamper, “From ‘F-Bomb’ to ‘Photobomb,’ How the Dictionary Keeps Up with English,”
interview by Terry Gross, Fresh Air, NPR, April 19, 2017, audio, 35:25,
http://www.npr.org/2017/04/19/524618639/from-f-bomb-to-photobomb-how-the-dictionary-keepsup-with-english.
Shortened footnote:
1. Stamper, interview.
Bibliography entry:
Stamper, Kory. “From ‘F-Bomb’ to ‘Photobomb,’ How the Dictionary Keeps Up with English.”
Interview by Terry Gross. Fresh Air, NPR, April 19, 2017. Audio, 35:25.
http://www.npr.org/2017/04/19/524618639/from-f-bomb-to-photobomb-how-the-dictionarykeeps-up-with-english.
THESIS OR DISSERTATION
Footote:
1. Cynthia Lillian Rutz, “King Lear and Its Folktale Analogues”, PhD diss., University of Chicago,
2013, 99–100.

Shortened footnote:
1. Rutz, “King Lear,” 158.
Bibliography entry:
Rutz, Cynthia Lillian. “King Lear and Its Folktale Analogues.” PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2013.
WEBSITE CONTENT
It is often sufficient simply to describe web pages and other website content in the text (“As of May 1,
2017, Yale’s home page listed . . .”). If a more formal citation is needed, it may be styled like the
examples below. For a source that does not list a date of publication or revision, include an access date
(as in example note 2).
Footnotes:
1. “Privacy Policy,” Privacy & Terms, Google, last modified April 17, 2017,
https://www.google.com/policies/privacy/.
2. “About Yale: Yale Facts,” Yale University, accessed May 1, 2017, https://www.yale.edu/aboutyale/yale-facts.
Shortened footnotes:
1. Google, “Privacy Policy.”
2. Yale University, “Yale Facts”
Bibliography entries (in alphabetical order):
Google. “Privacy Policy. Privacy & Terms.” Last modified April 17, 2017.
https://www.google.com/policies/privacy/.
Yale University. “About Yale: Yale Facts.” Accessed May 1, 2017. https://www.yale.edu/aboutyale/yale-facts.

For further information please consult:
https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide/citation-guide-1.html

