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Some Recommendations for Your Writing

Raffael Scheck, History Department, Colby College

R.1) Conciseness and brevity serve you best as long as clarity does not suffer! Words are more powerful devices if used sparingly. Avoid overusing adjectives and adverbs. They often tire the reader and contain redundancies. 

Bad style: In 1923 political unrest and economic trouble in Germany combined dangerously to produce a quite serious crisis. Hyper-inflation caused bad economic hardship and highly threatening famines. The utterly helpless government did not know at all what to do.

Better: In 1923 political unrest and economic trouble in Germany combined to produce a crisis. Hyper-inflation caused economic hardship and famines. The government was helpless. (Which famine is not highly threatening? Which crisis is not serious and dangerous?)
R.2) Generally, you should avoid repeating the same words or expressions nearby in your text. Exceptions to this rule exist, but try not to let repetition become a habit. It makes for boring reading. Pronouns (he, she, they, which, him) can help you to be more succinct; but make sure they are not ambiguous. Conjunctions (because, for) allow you to link two sentences and thus to avoid duplicating clauses or phrases.

Bad style: All of this pretending and acting that you are someone else is rather difficult and scary for a young boy. Not only is it scary and difficult for a young boy but also very confusing. It is confusing for the boy, who forgets who he is.

Better: All of this pretending and acting to be someone else is rather difficult and scary for a young boy. It is also very confusing for him because he forgets who he is and who he is supposed to be. 

Bad style: Shahar often argues that Ariès was wrong. In many chapters, however, Shahar reiterates arguments Ariès had made himself.

Better: Shahar often argues that Ariès was wrong. In many chapters, however, she reiterates arguments he had made himself.

R.3) Avoid overusing the passive voice. It either hides the agent--which can create confusion or vagueness--or makes a sentence wordy. (Conventions of style in some disciplines, however, request or at least allow the passive voice. This is true for medicine and many natural sciences.)

Bad style: The new law regarding the schooling of poor children was criticized in 1763 [by enlightened circles at the court of Louis XV]. 

Better: Enlightened circles at the court of Louis XV criticized the new law regarding the schooling of poor children in 1763.

R.4) Study the comma rules. Wrong punctuation often makes reading difficult and confusing. Comma splices belong to the most frequent mistakes: Avoid connecting two main clauses with only a comma; insert a connecting conjunction or rephrase the sentence by starting it with the conjunction. If you write two main clauses connected by a conjunctive adverb or a transitional phrase, use a semicolon or period between them.

Bad style (example of comma splice): Bismarck declined to impose harsh peace conditions on defeated Austria in 1866, he wanted to win the Austrians as allies.

Better: Bismarck declined to impose harsh peace conditions on defeated Austria in 1866, for he wanted to win the Austrians as allies. (A semicolon between the two main clauses would also work.)

Or: Because he wanted to win the Austrians as allies, Bismarck declined to impose harsh peace conditions on defeated Austria in 1866.
Bad style: The Agricultural Revolution must have preceded the Industrial Revolution, otherwise people in industry would not have had enough food.

Better: The Agricultural Revolution must have preceded the Industrial Revolution; otherwise people in industry would not have had enough food.

Comma before “and” and the comma in a series: Commas usually come before "and" and "but" if a complete sentence follows. Note that in a series of three parallel words a comma precedes the "and" coming before the last item (this is true for U. S. rules but not for British English).

Example: The three steps of dialectic reasoning are thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.

R.5) Transitional words and phrases (however, moreover, on the other hand, nevertheless) often work better within a sentence than at the beginning. Do not forget to set them off by commas! Avoid using "though" in the place of "however".

Bad style: Moreover, the castration of boys was a common practice among the Romans.

Better: The castration of boys, moreover, was a common practice among the Romans.

Bad style: Though, medieval iconography does not support Ariès' argument.

Better: Medieval iconography, however, does not support Ariès' argument.
R.6) Many manuals of style recommend that you use strong verbs instead of "to be" and "to have" and ask you in particular to avoid the phrases "there is" or "there are." You do not have to be intransigent about this rule, but follow it whenever you can think of a convenient replacement.

Bad style: There were some cases in which Polish farmers hid Jewish children and were nice to them.

Better: Some Polish farmers hid Jewish children and treated them nicely.
R.7) Do not shift tense unnecessarily unless meaning requires it. Longer summaries of texts or paraphrases should be put into the present tense, but I prefer the past tense for summaries of historical events.

Bad style: Goethe was afraid of the dark rooms in his parents' house. One day the father scares him in order to help him overcome his fear. 

Better: Goethe was afraid of the dark rooms in his parents' house. One day the father scared him in order to help him overcome his fear. 

Bad style: In the beginning of his second discourse Rousseau wrote that humans once enjoyed a harmonious state of nature.

Better: In the beginning of his second discourse Rousseau writes that humans once enjoyed a harmonious state of nature. (Paraphrase or part of a text summary; motivated change of tense)
Also: Some workshops still produce violins as they were built in the days of Stradivarius. (Motivated change of tense)

R.8) Whenever you introduce persons you should give their full name and briefly identify them. Later you should simply use their last name. Exceptions to this rule are persons so famous that almost every reader knows their full name and role.

Bad style: Chamberlain thought Britain ought to appease Adolf Hitler, the German dictator.

Better: Neville Chamberlain, Britain's Prime Minister from 1937 to 1940, thought Britain ought to appease Hitler. Later in the text: Chamberlain soon found out that nobody can appease a fanatic.

R.9) Among the most frequent mistakes I see are the confusion of "their" and "there" and "affect" and "effect." Note that "there" is an adverb and "their" the possessive pronoun of the third person plural. The noun "affect" stands for "affection" or "passion," while "effect" is the result of a cause. As a verb, "to affect" means "to influence" (or "to pretend"). "To effect" means "to produce" or "to bring about." Another widespread problem is the confusion of "principal" (an adjective meaning "main" or "primary") and "principle" (a noun meaning "guideline" or "rule"). The "principal" (as a noun) is, of course, the head of a school district.

Wrong: The revolution of 1848 had profound affects on Marx and Engels and there theories. Their are many quotes that prove this.

Correct: The revolution of 1848 had profound effects on Marx and Engels and their theories. There are many quotes that prove this. Or: As many quotes prove, the revolution of 1848 profoundly affected the lives and theories of Marx and Engels.

Wrong: One of the principle ideas of the French Revolution was the principal of popular sovereignty.

Correct: One of the principal ideas of the French Revolution was the principle (or better: concept - to make the sentence sound less repetitive) of popular sovereignty.

R.10) Another frequent mistake is the misuse of the possessive and plural "s." The plural "s" does not require an apostrophe, whereas the possessive one usually calls for it. A plural word ending with "s" used in the possessive form also calls for an apostrophe, which follows the word. Note: "it's" is a short form of "it is" and should not be confused with the possessive pronoun "its."

Wrong: Rousseaus writing's exposed European societies flaws.

Correct: Rousseau's writings expose European societies' flaws (or: the flaws of European societies). Or singular: Rousseau's writings expose society's flaws. 
R.11) Watch sentence logic, particularly the correlation between subject, verb, and objects. Ambivalent or faulty references distort your argument.

Wrong: Women in European society suffered many hardships in addition to the loved ones lost in World War I. (This makes the "loved ones" appear as "hardship," which the author probably did not mean to say.)

Better: Women in European society suffered many hardships in addition to the loss of the loved ones in World War I.

Frequently, a modifying clause at the beginning of a sentence does not fit the subject that follows the comma:

Wrong: Having written his autobiography, Mill's thoughts developed in other directions. (The subject is Mill's thoughts, but his thoughts had not written the autobiography.)

Correct: Having written his autobiography, Mill developed thoughts that went in other directions.
R.12) Avoid short forms, the "you" form, and slang expressions in formal writing.

Bad style: Under extreme circumstances of war and persecution you feel that you're not yourself and that you don't respect your heritage enough.

Better: Under extreme circumstances of war and persecution people feel that they are not themselves and that they do not respect their heritage enough.
R.13) Hyphenate two-word adjectives, but do not hyphenate most two-word nouns.

Wrong: Twentieth century thinkers often praised the intellectual impulses of the nineteenth-century.

Correct: Twentieth-century thinkers often praised the intellectual impulses of the nineteenth century.
R.14) A quotation should illustrate or prove your point. Never should it make your point, which is a contradiction in itself. Otherwise you run the risk of producing a collage of foreign thoughts. Quotations should normally be short; otherwise they may contain thoughts that you have not yet introduced yourself. 

You should indent and single-space quotations that are longer than three lines. You do not need quotation marks in that case. When using a quotation within your own sentence, make sure that your words and the quotation form a complete and grammatically correct sentence.

R. 15) Many historical terms cause spelling errors, often through the confusion of nouns and adjectives. Some examples:

The bourgeoisie (noun - meaning the class) - but bourgeois capital (adjective).

The proletariat (noun - meaning the class) - but the proletarian movement (adjective).
Note that in these two cases the individual member of the class is spelled like the adjective: the richest bourgeois meets the poorest proletarian.

The Nazis (noun) - but Nazi society (adjective). Note: the plural possessive of the noun is: the Nazis' (see R. 10).

Please spell out the term World War in formal writing. Do not use WWI and WWII!

R. 16) A word on dating (not the kind you may do on Friday night): Two ways of putting historical dates are accepted:

On 28 June 1914 Gavrilo Princip assassinated the Austro-Hungarian heir apparent.

or:

On June 28, 1914, Gavrilo Princip assassinated the Austro-Hungarian heir apparent.

Note the two commas in the second case. The first version is obviously simpler. Note also that dates without either the day or the year do not require any commas:

In June 1914 Gavrilo Princip assassinated the Austro-Hungarian heir apparent.

or:

On June 28 (or: On 28 June) Gavrilo Princip assassinated the Austro-Hungarian heir apparent.
Good luck!
Corrections:
R.9
refers to the recommendations above

IS
incomplete sentence

MW
missing word(s)

|P
start new paragraph ("P" with two vertical lines)

RD
redundant word, expression, or passage (you may have said the same thing before)

REF
reference required (footnote, endnote, or page number). Note that all quotations and paraphrases (summaries of text or ideas) require a reference.

RP
repetive word use

WW
wrong word

[....]
unnecessary text
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