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The fundamentals of good writing don’t change all that much from 
decade to decade, much less from year to year. Yet in re‐reading 
Essaying the Past for the first time since its first publication in 2009, I’m 
surprised by the small but revealing ways it has already become dated. 
I say “surprised,” not so much because a great deal has happened – writing‐
intensive innovations like social networking, blogging, e‐books, and 
the like were established realities at that point, and I myself had been 
using them – but because I had not fully absorbed such developments 
into my consciousness. As is so often the case, culture is slower to 
change than technology.

A small illustration of the point: In the last version of the chapter 
“Search Engines, Research Ingenuity,” I asserted, “Anybody can do 
research. And just about everybody does  –  looking up a number in a 
phone book or checking to see how a movie has been reviewed is nothing 
if not research.” Now, phone directories are still being published in book 
form in some places. But most of the people who read this book, born 
in the Internet Age, are barely likely to recognize, much less use, what 
were once called “the yellow pages,” a staple of twentieth‐century life. Of 
course, one reason young people would not use the yellow pages today is 
because they barely make phone calls any more. (They barely send  
e‐mails any more, either.) And while young people are still watching 
movies and checking out sites like Rotten Tomatoes to see how they’ve 
been reviewed, I’ll confess that when I wrote that sentence, I visualized 
people trying to decide what to see at a multiplex. Movie theaters haven’t 
gone away (yet). But likely as not, a movie is something to be streamed, 
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not rented at a video store, bought on DVD, or seen at a theater. Similarly, 
in the last edition of my chapter “The Sources of History,” I referred to 
reading about the results of a baseball game in the sports section of a 
newspaper. But most of the people who read this book would now get 
such results from a website, not a paper.

These are trivial examples (though ones that engender historical con-
sciousness, very much part of the agenda here). More relevant for your 
purposes is the steady growth of electronic publishing as a fact of aca-
demic life. Students and scholars have been citing web sources for about 
two decades now. In some cases, doing so has gotten simpler: you don’t 
need to provide a seemingly endless URL for something you got from 
The New York Times (or, for that matter, YouTube), since an interested 
party can find it pretty quickly from the home page of such sites. Less 
obvious are citations involving e‐books, particularly since they don’t 
(yet?) usually have page numbers, though searching for key terms or 
strings of words can be a real asset. But citing things like blogs, or even 
comments from blogs, which barely existed a decade ago, requires a little 
more knowledge and savvy. These are all matters addressed in the 
updated appendix on bibliographies and footnotes.

Other revisions to this edition are less technology‐driven. In some 
cases, they’re a matter of freshening the book with more contemporary 
illustrations – a former reference to Avril Levigne has been replaced with 
one to Taylor Swift (who, in my humble opinion, is a teen idol whose 
work is likely to last awhile). I’ve also added more recent examples of 
student work to illustrate some of the points I’m trying to make about 
problems, and solutions, in the writing process.

Still other changes represent evolutions in my thinking about the ped-
agogy of writing instruction. In Chapter 6, “How to Read a Book without 
Ever Getting to Chapter One,” I talk about the importance of the table of 
contents in terms of getting clues about what really matters for a writer’s 
agenda. It’s in that spirit that I’ve revised the table of contents for this 
edition. Last time, I tried to divide the main body of the text into two 
evenly divided parts, “Reading to Get Writing,” and “Writing to be Read.” 
This time, I made the former smaller and the latter larger. I also changed 
the names of Part I and Part II, which are now “Thinking and Reading 
about History” and “Writing about History” respectively. Just looking at 
the table of contents now makes more clear that Part I is really more 
preliminary, and that Part II is the heart of the book.
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Finally, I’ve added a new chapter and a substantially augmented appen-
dix to Essaying the Past. The first, “Scaling the Summit” (Chapter 14), deals 
with common situations that arise in writing essays that can seem like 
problems when in fact they’re often important steps in the transition from 
a rough first draft to a polished final one. The revised appendix on essay 
assignments has been given a more prominent place and adds a new sec-
tion on comparative essays, which are among the more common kind stu-
dents are asked to write.

For their work on this edition, I would like to again extend my thanks 
to Peter Coveney of Wiley‐Blackwell, as well as editorial assistant Allison 
Medoff. I am also indebted to production manager Janet Moth for her 
cheerful competence in shepherding the book back into print.

I’m grateful that thousands of readers have flipped through the pages 
of Essaying the Past since the publication of the first edition. I hope that 
this edition will provide additional help in the often vexing, but also 
often rewarding, process of writing about history.

February 2012 J.C.
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 Preface to the Third Edition

I’ll confess to some trepidation when I embarked on preparing this third 
edition of Essaying the Past because I believed I’d pretty much said every-
thing I knew how to say about how to write history. But I was sur-
prised  –  and pleased  –  to discover that I had some new ideas: in my 
ongoing work with students, I’ve realized that there are aspects of the 
writing process that I hadn’t fully understood or expressed. That’s why 
there’s new material on these pages about the nature of sources, more 
specific explanation of the varieties of evidence, and a new section on a 
key concept  –  credibility  –  that I wanted to identify and define more 
precisely.

Other revisions for this edition include new examples of student work, 
additional terms for the glossary, updated references and bibliographic 
entries, and corrections to previous editions. The book isn’t perfect, and 
I have limitations of space no less than talent, but I believe I’ve built on 
the strengths of the first two editions of this book, and hope that it will 
continue to be of assistance to students and teachers inside, as well as 
outside, of classrooms.

August 2016 J.C.
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 Preface to the Fourth Edition

Books about history are also always historical documents in their own 
right: In the very act of talking about other times and places, they also 
reveal things about the moment of their creation. This is not something 
likely to be at the front of your mind when reading a little volume about 
how to write an essay. But there have been some trends which, discerni-
ble when the first edition of this book was published, seem to have 
become more evident, even insistent, in the years since. And since those 
trends bear directly on the very work you happen to be embarked on as a 
student at this very moment, it may be worth saying a few words about 
them at the outset.

All books have an intended audience, and the audience for this one is 
reasonably clear: people who are on the road toward completing a liberal 
arts education. It’s worth remembering that this is a minority enterprise; 
most Americans in fact do not hold a college degree at all, and many of 
those who do major in subjects with a professional orientation (like 
accounting, nursing, or communications) rather than classic disciplines in 
the arts and sciences. Whatever their level or kind of education, young 
adults hope to arrive at a place where their backgrounds will culminate in 
the ability to earn a good living, variously understood. That living will not 
necessarily require mastery of the abilities that are foregrounded in this 
book, which are usually referred to as critical thinking skills, whose com-
ponents include facility with marshaling evidence, considering counter-
arguments, and analyzing documents. But it generally has been understood 
that entry into positions of power and influence has required such skills, 
which, while more general and harder to master than more technical rou-
tines, are potentially more powerful in their flexibility. If you can read, 
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write, and think well, the argument goes, you can apply your powers 
widely across a variety of situations and environments. Over the course of 
the still‐young twenty‐first century, however, it’s become less obvious that 
such critical thinking skills really are the coin of the realm of the American 
elite. In her 2008 book The Age of American Unreason (published just as 
Essaying the Past was first going to press), Susan Jacoby lamented not sim-
ply the widespread ignorance in American society – a society in which 
fewer than half of Americans had read a book of any kind in the previous 
year – but the elevation of anti‐intellectualism as a principle in its own 
right, a strain she traced back to deeper roots in American history. For 
former vice president Al Gore, author of the 2007 book The Assault on 
Reason, a big part of the problem was television, which he believed eroded 
the critical faculties necessary for a healthy democracy. A decade later, 
Michiko Kakutani, the former chief book critic of the New York 
Times  –  whose dazzling mastery of the skills discussed here made her 
among the most respected (and feared) figures in American letters – pub-
lished The Death of Truth, citing the concept of “truth decay” to describe 
“the diminishing role of facts and analysis” in our national life and its 
replacement with “fake news” and “alternative facts.”1

Kakutani wrote her book in the aftermath of Donald Trump’s election 
to the presidency in 2016, and many of Trump’s critics pointed to the real-
ity that Trump was truly extraordinary in his level of ignorance, impulsiv-
ity, and resistance to reasoned advice.2 But as Kakutani made clear, many 
of these troubling trends were apparent  –  and in some cases origi-
nated – not only on the American right, but also on the American left, 
especially in the nation’s colleges and universities, where a new emphasis 
on subjective experience, personal testimony, and a desire to dismantle all 
traditional sources of authority have placed certain kinds of analysis 
under unprecedented levels of suspicion.3 The restlessness with the 
Enlightenment traditions that were so central to the nation’s founding 
was now viewed as a problem, not a solution, to the ills of national life.

1 Susan Jacoby, The Age of American Unreason (New York: The Free Press, 2008);  
Al Gore, The Assault on Reason (New York: Penguin, 2007); Michiko Kakutani, The 
Death of Truth (New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2018), 13.
2 For a sobering chronicle of Trump’s difficulties with critical thinking, see  
Philip Rucker and Carol Leonnig, A Very Stable Genius: Donald J. Trump’s Testing of 
America (New York: Penguin, 2020).
3 See especially Kakutani, Chapter 3 (61–77).
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This is obviously not the place to explore such questions in any great 
detail. But it does seem appropriate to note that you are in some sense 
navigating against a headwind as you read a book like this, take a course 
like the kind you’re apparently taking, and writing essays of the kind this 
handbook is meant to help you write. And, in fact, there’s no guarantee 
that the values, methods, and products that are being foregrounded here 
will pay off in any literal or figurative sense. But the odds remain good. 
Loud voices, arbitrary standards, and ethical laxity may well result in 
success: they always have. But clarity, deliberation and fair‐mindedness 
have never been without utility either, and in the long run there is satis-
faction to be found  –  in multiple senses of that term  –  by developing 
them and sticking to them. This assertion may amount to little more than 
faith. But sometimes keeping the faith is the most reasonable way to 
proceed.

Changes to this edition include corrections, updated references, and 
more detail on the importance of defining terms and the role of context 
as an important source of evidence. I’ve also added more examples of 
student writing, and would like to take this opportunity to thank all my 
students from Harvard University, Sarah Lawrence College, and the 
Ethical Culture Fieldston School from the last 25 years who have 
consented to allow me to quote their excellent work as an example and 
inspiration to others. I would also like to thank my editor Jennifer Manias 
at Wiley, her assistant Skyler Van Valkenburgh, and project editor Ajith 
Kumar. It’s wonderful to get (another) new lease on life.

Hastings on Hudson, NY J.C. 
Summer 2020
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It came as something of a surprise to me when I began working on this 
book that I’ve been a teacher of writing for two decades. Like a lot of 
people, I ended up with expertise in something I never expected and 
never quite actively sought. But I am lucky to have had the experiences 
I’ve had, and would like to take a moment to trace the origins of this 
project so that I can thank some of the people involved.

I date its beginnings to the fall of 1988, when, as required by my doc-
toral program in American Civilization at Brown University, I enrolled 
in a class in the English Department on writing instruction. Brown at the 
time was at the vanguard of universities that were beginning to realize 
that knowing something and teaching something at the college level 
were two very different things, and I’m grateful to have received some 
formal training. I’m also grateful to the still-vibrant Center for Teaching 
and Learning founded by (and now named for) the late Harriet Sheridan 
at Brown.

But the truly decisive moment in my academic career came in 1994, 
when, as a freshly minted PhD, I was hired to teach in the Expository 
Writing Program at Harvard by director Nancy Sommers. “Expos,” as it is 
known, founded in 1872, was in a transitional period, evolving from a 
somewhat eclectic mix of scholars and writers into a more professional 
program with a rigorous pedagogy advanced by Nancy and her lieuten-
ant at the time, Gordon Harvey. These gifted teachers and administrators 
created a vibrant program that serves as an intellectual pillar of Harvard 
College (some form of expository writing is the only course required of 
every undergraduate). I am proud to be an alumnus, as it were, of Expos, 
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Introduction to the Student: Why Would 
You Look at a Book Like This?

Reading, writing, thinking: That’s what your education is about. That’s 
all your education has ever been about. In elementary school, it was a 
matter of preparing you to acquire these crucial skills. Later, you took 
classes in various subjects, but while the specific content may have var-
ied – lab reports, equations, poems about the Middle Ages – it all came 
down to reading, writing, and thinking.

And that’s what it will continue to be about even after you finish tak-
ing the last class of your academic career. A radiologist poring over a 
magnetic resonance image (MRI); a government accountant preparing 
an annual budget; a sales representative sizing up a prospective customer 
on a golf course: for all these people, reading, writing, and thinking are 
the essence of their jobs (even if what they’re reading, writing, or think-
ing about happens to be numbers or faces rather than words). At any 
given moment one of these skills may matter more than the other, and 
any given person may be better at one than the others. But every edu-
cated person in modern society is going to have to be able to do all three. 
Indeed, that’s precisely what it means to be educated in modern society. 
The faster and more gracefully you do these things in your chosen field, 
the more likely you are to reap the rewards it has to offer – and in some 
fields, the rewards are impressive indeed.

History, the subject of this book, is not one of those fields. Very few 
people get rich doing it. Certainly, lots of people, myself among them, 
have been seduced by its charms. For some, it’s a vocation, a lifelong 
commitment. For others, it’s an avocation  –  not a livelihood, but 
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treasured for that very reason, a source of pleasure affording relaxation 
and wisdom in an otherwise crowded and stressful life. Of the seemingly 
inexhaustible list of things human beings do for fun  –  passions other 
human beings regard as curious, if not downright bizarre – history is a 
single star in a crowded night sky.

Writing essays, the vehicle through which this book explores the subject 
of history, has a lot less intrinsic appeal. No one gets rich writing essays (on 
just about any subject – the most commonly read variety are those pub-
lished on the op-ed pages of newspapers). And almost no one regards pro-
ducing an essay as a relaxing experience, though there are people, 
admittedly not many, who do enjoy reading them. Under such circum-
stances, you may well wonder why so many teachers in so many schools 
ask you to produce them over and over again in more courses than you can 
count. It would be easy and understandable to conclude that the practice 
is at best a matter of marginal relevance, and at worst a waste of your time.

Understandable, but wrong. Actually, there are few better pedagogical 
tools for an educator than a well-conceived essay assignment. The chief 
reason for that is the chief premise of this book: There is no better way to 
simultaneously intensify and fuse the experiences of reading, writing, 
and thinking than producing an essay. As I hope the ensuing pages will 
show, to really write well, you need to read well (and history, so rooted in 
sources, makes a special demand for reading). To do both, you really 
need to think hard – a habit, like physical exercise, that is both demand-
ing and rewarding. Conversely, the experience of having read and written 
strengthens thinking, specifically a kind of thinking so central to the life 
of the mind: analysis.

Analysis is the keystone of this intellectual arch (and the topic of the 
keystone chapter of this book). It bridges reading, writing, and thinking, 
and is in effect the essence of what we typically call intelligence. It is a 
tremendous human achievement that takes manifold forms. Analytic 
talent is difficult to attain – and maddeningly difficult to teach. Despite 
countless attempts to quantify, mass-produce, and distribute a fast and 
cheap methodology, coaxing analysis out of students remains a highly 
labor-intensive skill for student and teacher alike. In the humanities, at 
least, we have yet to find a better tool for seeding fine minds than the 
traditional college essay.

Teachers may plant the seeds, but it is students who stretch and grow. 
It is important in this regard to recall that the word “essay” is not only a 


