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T Y P E S O F W R I T I N G

All historians make use of four basic approaches to writing. While they go by a
variety of names, for our purposes, they are narration, description, interpreta-
tion, and persuasion. The first two, narration and description, are often closely
related and provide a visceral sense of an event or period. The second two, inter-
pretation and persuasion, are similarly interdependent, but function on a more
intellectual level. Historical writing requires all four methods to be effective.
Although each method is different, they often overlap and intertwine. For that rea-
son, a brief explanation of the four methods and their usefulness is necessary.

Narration

Narration is a critical element of history that tells what happened in the past—
the series of events that when combined narrates the story. Thus, the historian
must resurrect past events and organize these events in a manner that the reader
can follow. The key to narration is to tell a good story about what happened.

The beginning researcher should consider several ideas when narrating events.

■ Narration has a purpose beyond simply telling what happened. Like the
thesis statement, narration must create curiosity in the reader to want to
continue reading. It introduces information that will be explained later.
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■ The beginning researcher should tell the story in a manner that enables the
reader to understand what happened. Be efficient in this presentation:
what to include or not include are critical decisions. Too much detail will
burden the reader with unnecessary information, while too little will leave
the reader wondering what actually transpired. Provide sufficient informa-
tion so that the reader can make connections later in the paper, or so they can
understand the analysis of events.

■ Tell the story from multiple perspectives, if possible. This is particularly
important if various viewpoints are to be addressed, or if historians provide
differing interpretations of the events. Where possible, the beginning
researcher should reveal the contradictions and tensions in the sources, while
trying to remain faithful to retelling what happened.

In the following selection, Jack Sheehan weaves a lively narrative of the
London Fire with a vivid description of its impact.

During the fire, there was a great deal of chaos. People were running
from their homes leaving all of their valuables behind. Many of the lower
class stayed until the last seconds before they ran to the river and caught
boats to get across to the opposite bank. The confusion was heightened
with the darkness on the first night, when the fire broke out. The London
Gazette describes a great amount of yelling and confusion, and nobody
knowing quite what to do. People were trying to move their valuables
from their homes in the city to areas that were untouched by the fire,
such as churches. The mass confusion was present throughout the entire
time the fire raged, and then continued for some time afterwards. Soon
after the fire, before the embers had cooled, the people suspected plots of
various kinds, and looked to convict someone for what had occurred.
The chance appeared in a French Huguenot, who claimed to have
started the fire all by himself. He was later convicted and sentenced to
death. Even though spots were still burning, the inhabitants now faced a
daunting task of rebuilding the entire city from the ground up. Very
quickly it was apparent that some had plans to build the city in a new and
elaborate style, much different from that of the city in ruins.2

Description

Description is a vivid presentation that appeals to the senses. It describes the way
things smell, look, feel, taste, and sound. Description provides a sensory perception
of the situation in the past so that readers can relate to these past events through their
own experiences. For example, those who have spent time outside on a cold winter
day might better understand the situation facing the Continental Army encamped at
Valley Forge in the winter of 1777�78. Or, those who have canoed on a river or
hiked in the wilderness, might have a better appreciation of the Lewis and Clark
expedition. Description can also help the reader visualize different circumstances.

2Pepys, v. 7, 268, 270, 277; The London Gazette; Bell, 23; Wykes, 25; Hanson 59, 170.
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Words can describe the confusion, the jumble of a battlefield, the acrid smell of gun-
powder. They can also present the loneliness of life on the frontier, or the mixed
emotions of European immigrants as they were processed though Ellis Island.

Description can also be used to explain geography. Any discussion of European
colonialism in East Asia must address the geographical importance of cities such as
Shanghai and Hong Kong. Similarly, it would be hard for any reader to understand
the Battle of Gallipoli in 1915 without a description of the surrounding terrain.

It is important that beginning researchers use narration and description
carefully.

■ Narration and description should not dominate a paper. They are devices,
methods to draw the reader into the topic and to provide the reader with
enough information to understand the situation.

■ The beginning researcher should provide sufficient information, but not
overwhelm the reader with a blizzard of excessive detail. The basic question
at this juncture is, ‘‘What does the reader need to know at this point in the
paper in order to understand later sections?’’

■ Description should be based directly on the sources or what can be inferred
from them. Never make up information. Be as historically accurate as possible.

Interpretation

This method of writing, which is intertwined with persuasion, explains or ana-
lyzes the meaning of events or ideas. Interpretation most often involves a close
analysis of primary sources to determine, as best as possible, why something hap-
pened. The beginning researcher defines terms or ideas in a historical context and
seeks to explain past writings and actions for the present-day reader to under-
stand. Such analysis often produces different interpretations of past events,
based on the weight of the primary source evidence. The goal is to advance a
convincing interpretation supported by such evidence.

The beginning researcher should consider the following elements in inter-
pretative writing.

■ Interpretation is central to historical writing. The analysis of human
actions is often complex and must be fully explained. There are often con-
tradictions or exceptions that must be considered and evaluated. Such critical
thinking requires marshalling evidence to support an interpretation, while
also acknowledging—and sometimes refuting—other existing viewpoints.

■ Historians are critical readers of the scholarship on their topic. They must
be alert to the interpretations that are presented. Sometimes it is best to
write down a brief description of the scholar’s interpretation, as it will be
helpful in developing a historiographic footnote or an annotated bibliography.
Remember, be skeptical of the sources. Understanding the various scholarly
interpretations will enable the beginning researcher to confidently develop an
interpretation based on the weight of the primary source evidence.
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■ Beginning researchers should present their interpretations carefully and in an
organized and logical manner. Make sure that the interpretation is consistent
throughout the paper. Make use of evidence to support the interpretation,
while also acknowledging that other interpretations and contradictions in the
primary sources exist.

Persuasion

Modern academic writing must contain a thesis. While persuasion may actually
form a small part of the paper, it is likely to be the most important part. Persua-
sion is the argument and the evidence which supports it. Persuasive writing is
easiest to locate in the introduction, where the thesis is first stated, and in the con-
clusion, where the thesis is restated and subsidiary conclusions are presented. But
persuasion will also appear throughout the paper. Historians interpret evidence
throughout the course of their written arguments to clarify how they use evi-
dence. The thesis functions as the framework of a historical essay; the reader
must be frequently reminded about the thesis and be shown how the evidence
supports such an assertion.

Student Jack Sheehan effectively uses all four forms of historical writing in
his conclusion: narration, description, interpretation, and persuasion.

Even though none of the plans were undertaken, London was still rebuilt
to a better standard than it had held previously. The roads were now
wider, the houses safer, and the streets cleaner. The social impacts of the
fire and fear of what was to happen to the city had driven the people to
their breaking points. The people did not seek a magnificent work for
themselves; instead they sought a functioning economic area that was
safe from any more tragedy. It is this mindset that forced Parliament, the
King, and city officials to rebuild the area in a manner that incorporated
safety precautions and also speediness. Although fires still struck the city
on a regular basis, no significant damage was done to London until the
mid-twentieth century. More important than the actual design of London
as it stands today are the thoughts and ideas that the committee of men in
the latter half of the seventeenth century dreamed of how the city would
look. So, whether the city was built according to the ideal plans or not,
the seeds of the progressive city planning had been planted, and it would
not be long before others noticed, but the dream of an ideal city of
London died within a year of the fire.
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