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What are the most inappropriate forms of academic writing? 

The most inappropriate forms of academic writing, are not grammar errors. They reflect deeper 

intellectual, ethical, and disciplinary failures. The most egregious include: 

1. Intellectual Vagueness and Conceptual Sloppiness 

Examples: Using terms like "power," "modernity," or "identity" without defining them; 

deploying theoretical jargon without historical grounding. 

Why it fails: It masks the absence of argument and analytical precision. Elite academic 

venues demand clarity, not mystification. 

2. Rhetorical Inflation and Grandstanding 

Examples: "This changes everything," "a completely neglected topic," or "unprecedented in 

world history." 

Why it fails: Serious historians disdain hyperbole. They reward modesty, precision, and well-

documented claims over grandiosity. 

3. Failure to Engage with Existing Scholarship 

Examples: Ignoring key historiography, misrepresenting others’ arguments, or pretending a 

topic is "new" when it is not. 

Why it fails: Scholarship is a dialogue. Any failure to situate one’s argument within the field 

signals amateurism or arrogance. 

4. Sloppy Structure and Meandering Prose 

Examples: Wandering paragraphs, lack of topic sentences, sentence stacking (stringing 

together thoughts without connective tissue). 

Why it fails: It shows poor thinking. Incoherent structure indicates the author has not 

clarified their argument, even to themselves. 

5. Ethical and Evidentiary Violations 

Examples: Fabricating sources, cherry-picking data, mistranslating or misquoting 

documents, or using sources without citation. 

Why it fails: These are scholarly sins. They lead to retraction, reputational damage, and 

professional disgrace. 

6. Uncritical Use of Theory 

Examples: Citing Foucault, Marx, or Agamben as intellectual ornamentation rather than 

analytical tools grounded in historical context. 
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Why it fails: It betrays a superficial reading and undermines historical analysis. Top-tier 

historians use theory to illuminate, not obscure. 

7. Tone-Deaf or Politicized Moralizing 

Examples: Judging historical actors by present-day norms without analytical distance; 

inserting polemics unrelated to the argument. 

Why it fails: Elite scholarship requires analytical detachment, not activist rhetoric disguised 

as history. 

8. Pretending Style Doesn’t Matter 

Examples: Dull, mechanical, or jargon-choked prose under the assumption that "content" is 

all that matters. 

Why it fails: Style is inseparable from thought. Incoherent writing is incoherent thinking. 

In sum: the most inappropriate academic writing is intellectually lazy, stylistically 

careless, and ethically compromised. It fails to respect the craft, the reader, and the 

discipline. 
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What makes a sentence good or bad? 

A good sentence in academic historical writing is one that advances the argument, reflects 

disciplined historical thinking, and exhibits stylistic clarity. A bad sentence, by contrast, muddies 

the analysis, obstructs the reader, or reveals intellectual sloppiness. 

What Makes a Sentence Good? 

1. Analytical Precision 

The sentence communicates a clear historical point or interpretive insight. It uses terms that are 

well defined or grounded in historiography or theory. 

“By shifting grain allocations from communal kitchens to household-based coupons in 1957, local cadres re-

inscribed scarcity as a personal moral failure rather than a collective condition.” 

2. Clarity and Structure 

The grammar is clean, the syntax logical, and the argument unfolds without obstruction. 

Sentences vary in length for rhythm but never meander. 

“Surveillance under the Qing did not rely on omnipresent institutions but on relational accountability 

embedded in village alliances.” 

3. Disciplinary Authority 

The sentence demonstrates familiarity with sources, periodization, and scholarly debates. It 

avoids anachronism, generalization, or imprecision. 

“As [insert secondary source] argues, Republican-era hygiene campaigns marked a shift from ritualized 

conceptions of purity toward biologized understandings of contamination.” 

4. Stylistic Economy 

Every word earns its place. No filler, repetition, or decorative language. Elegance comes from 

restraint and clarity. 

“Tax grain spoiled in transit was rarely reported; to admit rot was to confess mismanagement.” 

What Makes a Sentence Bad? 

1. Vagueness or Generalization 

Relies on abstract or sweeping claims without specificity. 

“Food shortages were a big problem for people during this time.” — Who? Where? How? According to what 

evidence? 

2. Overstuffed or Meandering Syntax 

Packs in too many clauses or digressions, losing the main point. 
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“In terms of the overall historical background, it can be said that many people, especially those in rural areas, 

faced a variety of complex problems related to food distribution, which was not always consistent or reliable.” 

— Flatten, tighten, specify. 

3. Theoretical Jargon without Function 

Deploys terms without historical anchoring. 

“The epistemology of everyday life was discursively inscribed in the performativity of embodied routines.” — 

Unreadable, unprovable, unhelpful. 

4. Passive Voice or Empty Verbs 

Uses forms that obscure agency and weaken prose. 

“It has been observed that there were changes in local governance.” — By whom? What changes? According 

to what data? 

A good sentence advances the argument and invites no confusion. It is lucid, 

authoritative, and crafted with editorial discipline. A bad sentence obscures meaning, 

weakens structure, or betrays inattention to the historian’s craft. 
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How to choose the right verb? 

Choosing the right verb is one of the most intellectually consequential decisions in academic 

writing. Verbs carry agency, define causality, and establish the analytical frame. They do more 

than describe; they interpret. 

I. Establish Historical Agency 

Ask: Who or what is doing the work of history here? 

Bad (vague): “There was resistance to the policy.” 

Improved (with agency): “Villagers evaded the policy through informal bartering 

networks.” 

II. Clarify Causality and Process 

Ask: Is this an action, a transformation, or a condition? 

Function Verb Type Examples 

Action (deliberate) Strong transitive verbs enforce, demand, prohibit, justify 

Transformation Process verbs shifted, evolved, fragmented, 
intensified 

Structural condition Stative or systemic verbs constrained, enabled, patterned, 
structured 

 

Avoid empty process verbs: “underwent,” “was subjected to,” “occurred.” Instead: “The 

commune abolished wage differentials in 1959 to discipline labor hierarchies.” 

III. Choose Verbs That Embed Interpretation 

Ask: Does the verb do analytical work, or merely describe? 

• “The policy targeted minority households.” — connotes intention. 

• “The registry system naturalized household hierarchies.” — shows ideological work. 

• “Cadres reclassified widows as ‘dependents.’” — implies administrative violence. 

IV. Vary Rhythm Without Losing Power 

• Punchy verbs for high-stakes argument: “expropriated,” “criminalized,” “mandated.” 

• Measured verbs for transitions or nuance: “reflected,” “negotiated,” “complicated.” 

V. Strip Weak, Passive, or Redundant Verbs 

Delete or replace: “was done,” “has been said,” “there is/was,” “plays a role,” “serves as,” 

“functions to.” These are verbal crutches. 

Instead of: “The document serves as evidence that…” 
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Use: “The document exposes the state’s anxiety over female mobility.” 

Verb Selection Logic 

Ask Yourself… Choose Verbs That… Avoid 

Who holds power? Assign agency Passive voice 

What changes? Show transformation Empty process verbs 

What’s your argument? Embed interpretation Descriptive or neutral 
phrasing 

Is it readable? Use strong, vivid verbs Repetition, filler verbs 

 

Seven Bad Verb Examples with Revisions 

1. Bad 

“There was a change in the taxation system during the Qing dynasty.” 

Problem: “Was” is a passive, empty verb. “Change” is a vague nounified verb. 

Better: “Qing officials restructured the taxation system to tighten fiscal control over rural households.” 

2. Bad 

“The policy was implemented by the government.” 

Problem: Passive voice with a generic verb. 

Better: “The Ministry of Civil Affairs enforced the policy through county-level cadre inspections.” 

3. Bad 

“People were affected by the famine.” 

Problem: “Were affected” is vague and overused. 

Better: “Rural laborers in Shaanxi rationed husks and weeds when grain relief stalled.” 

4. Bad 

“Resistance was seen among some groups.” 

Problem: “Was seen” is passive and evasive. 

Better: “Female militia members in Henan sabotaged grain transports to protest cadre abuse.” 

5. Bad 

“The system underwent several modifications.” 

Problem: “Underwent” is an abstract, process-neutral verb. 

Better: “County officials revised the household registration system to exclude seasonal migrants.” 
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6. Bad 

“Efforts were made to improve rural hygiene.” 

Problem: “Were made” is filler. “Efforts” is generic. 

Better: “Cadres mandated latrine construction in every production team to embody Maoist ideals of 

cleanliness.” 

7. Bad 

“The practice played a role in local governance.” 

Problem: “Played a role” is vague and overused. 

Better: “Ancestral rites legitimized lineage authority over grain storage and tax mediation.” 

Five Good Sentences 

1. Good 

“By redefining ‘vagrancy’ as a political category in 1957, local cadres expanded surveillance beyond laborers 

to include unmarried women and itinerant storytellers.” 

“Redefining” embeds interpretation. “Local cadres” reveals who wielded power. Specifies 

target groups rather than vague collectives. Shows how ideological change widened coercive 

capacity. 

2. Good 

“The abolition of corvée labor in 1723 did not eliminate extraction but displaced it into monetized 

obligations, deepening dependency on unstable silver markets.” 

Makes a revisionist claim. Terms like “extraction” and “monetized obligations” are specific 

and meaningful. “Displaced” and “deepening” indicate structural transformation. 

3. Good 

“Grain hoarding during the Great Leap was not merely an act of desperation, it was a strategy of risk 

distribution among households with unequal access to ration coupons.” 

Frames hoarding as a rational moral economy strategy. Anchors the abstract in material 

institutions. Reframes peasant behavior through strategic calculus. 

4. Good 

“By embedding production targets in local folklore, commune leaders transformed quotas into moral 

obligations.” 

Short, rhythmic, but layered. “Transformed” suggests ideological conversion. Recognizes the 

use of vernacular forms in statecraft. Suggests Foucauldian governmentality without jargon. 

5. Good 
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“Instead of dismantling elite lineages, Republican land surveys in Jiangnan often re-legitimated their authority 

by treating ancestral claims as evidence of tenure.” 

Challenges assumptions about the Republican state’s secularizing role. “By treating” shows 

how method leads to outcome. Each word earns its place. 
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How to structure a paragraph? 

A well-structured paragraph in historical writing functions as a complete unit of argument. It 

should contain: 

• Analytical topic sentence: States the paragraph’s central claim, not just the subject. 

• Evidentiary support: Anchors the claim in specific detail (primary sources, 

historiography, or material context). 

• Interpretive development: Explains why the evidence matters and connects it to 

broader stakes. 

• Internal cohesion: Logical progression of ideas; no sentence should feel dropped in. 

• Purposeful close: Either clinches the point or pivots smoothly to the next paragraph. 

Bad Paragraph 

Grain shortages were a major problem during the Great Leap Forward. People had trouble getting enough to 

eat. The government tried different policies to address the issue, such as rationing and communal kitchens. 

However, many people still suffered. This shows that the policies did not work very well, and people had to 

find their own ways to survive. Hunger was everywhere. 

Why it fails 

• “Grain shortages were a problem” lacks argument or specificity. 

• No agent: who caused or managed the shortage? 

• Empty verbs: “had trouble,” “tried,” “shows” carry no analytical weight. 

• Flat prose with no structure, rhythm, or momentum. 

• No evidence or citation: pure summary or assertion. 

Good Paragraph 

In 1959, as famine deepened across Henan, local officials reclassified full adult rations as contingent on labor 

productivity, effectively redefining subsistence as a reward for discipline. This shift marked a departure from 

the egalitarian promises of the early commune system, which had guaranteed grain regardless of output. Cadres 

justified the recalibration through Maoist rhetoric of “iron discipline,” but archival reports from Yiyang county 

reveal widespread withdrawals from work teams as households chose hunger over intensifying surveillance. 

Rather than stabilizing production, ration-based discipline fragmented collective labor and undermined trust 

in state provisioning. The commune’s failure was not logistical but moral: scarcity was politicized, and hunger 

became a metric of loyalty. 

Why it succeeds 

• Strong topic sentence with conceptual depth. 

• Specific evidence: names time, place (Henan, 1959), institutional actor (cadres), and 

archive (Yiyang reports). 

• Causal logic: explains how policy triggered social consequences. 
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• Theoretical subtlety: suggests biopolitical logic without jargon. 

• Powerful close: reframes the failure of the commune as moral, not merely technical. 
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How to decide the rhythm of a paragraph? How to mix long and short 

sentences? 

Deciding the rhythm of long and short sentences in historical prose is both a matter of analytical 

clarity and literary control. It affects how a paragraph sounds and thinks. Good rhythm ensures 

that your writing breathes, builds argument, and guides the reader’s attention with precision and 

force. 

Core Rule: Form Follows Argument 

Sentence length should mirror the complexity of the idea, the intensity of the moment, and the 

precision of the intervention. 

When to Use Short Sentences 

Use short sentences when you need clarity after a long or dense passage; when you want 

emphasis, to underline stakes, shift tone, or deliver a blow; or when you are stating an undeniable 

consequence or moral pivot. 

“But the commune could not feed them.” 

“Trust collapsed.” 

“This was not an accident, it was the design.” 

Avoid stacking short sentences back to back. It creates staccato rhythm that feels juvenile or 

journalistic. 

When to Use Long Sentences 

Use long sentences when you are unpacking complexity: policy evolution, historiographic 

tension, or layered causality; when you need to embed interpretation within evidence; or when 

you are contrasting agents, systems, or temporalities. 

“By linking ration eligibility to workpoint calculations, local cadres transformed a system once premised on 

collective subsistence into a mechanism of moral judgment that punished non-productivity as ideological 

deviation.” 

Ensure all long sentences have internal scaffolding: clear clauses, logical progression, and a 

strong verb core. 

Ideal Rhythm: Variation With Purpose 

Think of paragraph rhythm like musical phrasing: start strong with a medium or long topic 

sentence; build tension with one or two complex sentences containing layered evidence or 

analysis; release with a short, sharp sentence to conclude or pivot. 

Sample Rhythm 
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The abolition of corvée labor did not eliminate extraction. It merely monetized it. Villagers now paid in silver, 

a currency increasingly volatile in early Qing markets. In shifting tax burdens this way, local elites insulated 

themselves from imperial quotas while exposing households to grain-price shocks that destabilized subsistence. 

Reform, in this context, deepened dependence. 

Sentence 1: Medium (claim). Sentence 2: Short (punch). Sentences 3–4: Long (context + 

causality). Sentence 5: Medium (conclusion). 

Editorial Tools for Controlling Rhythm 

• Read aloud: Good rhythm is audible. Bad rhythm fatigues the ear. 

• Vary opening clauses: Don’t start every sentence with “The state,” “This policy,” or “It 

was…” 

• Control commas: Too many clauses = confusion. Use semicolons sparingly. 

• Be brutal with cuts: If a clause adds no interpretive weight, delete it. 

Good historical rhythm is not decorative. It is argumentative. Use sentence length to 

pace the reader’s movement through evidence, argument, and insight. You are not 

decorating thought; you are structuring how it unfolds. 
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How to write with clarity? 

Writing with clarity in historical prose requires more than avoiding jargon or simplifying 

vocabulary. It is the product of precise thinking, controlled syntax, and editorial discipline. 

Clarity is not simplification; it is intellectual elegance without distortion. 

I. Begin with Intellectual Clarity 

Know your argument before you write. If you cannot summarize your paragraph’s point 

in one sentence, you are not ready to write it. Clarity begins in the outline, not the prose. 

Test: Can you answer: What exactly is changing? Who is doing it? Why does it matter? 

II. Write Sentences that Say One Thing Well 

One idea per sentence 

Weak: “The government tried various methods, such as rationing and communal kitchens, and although these 

seemed helpful at first, the people continued to suffer, and the problem worsened.” 

Stronger: “Communal kitchens were meant to equalize scarcity. Instead, they concentrated hunger.” 

Name the agent. Always. 

Weak: “Regulations were introduced to control population movement.” 

Better: “Provincial officials introduced residency permits to confine seasonal laborers.” 

Use strong, specific verbs 

Weak: “The policy had an impact on rural families.” 

Precise: “The policy disqualified families with migrant sons from grain subsidies.” 

III. Strip Sentences to Their Argument 

Cut filler and expository hedging 

Delete “It is important to note,” “This shows that,” “In other words,” “One can say that…” 

Before: “It is important to note that village cadres were often improvising when distributing grain.” 

After: “Village cadres improvised grain distribution under ambiguous quotas.” 

Avoid nominalizations 

Weak: “The implementation of new measures led to the reorganization of household records.” 

Better: “Officials reorganized household records after enforcing new residency rules.” 

IV. Build Transparent Paragraphs 
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Each paragraph should begin with a clear claim (not a vague “topic”), present specific evidence 

(not summary), and explain causality or consequence — never assume the reader will infer it. 

V. Read Your Work Aloud 

If you stumble when reading, the sentence lacks rhythm or clarity. Good prose flows aloud 

because its logic is sound and its syntax deliberate. 
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How to write precisely? 

Writing with precision means conveying complex ideas with maximum clarity and minimal 

waste. Redundancy and repetition dilute argument, obscure meaning, and fatigue the expert 

reader. In prize-level historical prose, every word earns its place. 

Bad Sentences: Redundant, Repetitive, Imprecise 

1. “The commune system was implemented and put into place by the government authorities.” 

“Implemented” and “put into place” are synonyms. “Government authorities” is redundant. 

2. “This policy, which was introduced in 1958, was a policy that many people had problems with.” 

“Policy” is repeated. “Had problems with” is vague. 

3. “The famine caused widespread suffering and hardship among many people in rural areas.” 

“Widespread suffering” and “hardship” overlap. “Many people in rural areas” is wordy. 

4. “The cadres believed that those who were disloyal could not be trusted because of their disloyalty.” 

Circular logic. Says the same thing three times. 

5. “The reason for the failure was due to the fact that the system was not efficient.” 

“The reason,” “due to,” and “the fact that” all serve the same function. 

Good Revisions: Concise, Precise, Effective 

1. “Cadres implemented the commune system.” 

2. “Introduced in 1958, the policy met immediate resistance.” 

3. “The famine devastated rural households.” 

4. “Cadres equated political disloyalty with moral untrustworthiness.” 

5. “The system failed because it was inefficient.” 

Techniques to Write Precisely 

• Use exact verbs and nouns: not “had an influence on” but “shaped”; not “was a cause 

of” but “triggered,” “produced,” “justified.” 

• Cut filler phrases: “Due to the fact that” → “Because.” “In order to” → “To.” “A 

number of” → “Several” or specify the number. 

• Avoid meaningless modifiers: “very,” “really,” “somewhat,” “quite often” weaken prose. 

Replace “very important decision” with “decisive shift.” 

• Read aloud, revise line by line. Does the sentence say more than it needs to? Does it 

repeat something said in the last sentence? 

Precision is intellectual discipline made visible. Cut until nothing essential is lost, and 

clarity deepens. 
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How to improve structural control and conceptual pacing? 

Striking the right balance of information in an academic paragraph requires mastering paragraph 

architecture. This involves structural control, conceptual pacing, and editorial precision. 

Core Principle: One Analytical Movement per Paragraph 

A good academic paragraph should develop a single analytical move, not a theme, not a topic, 

but a movement: a shift in insight that builds your argument. 

Anatomy of a Well-Balanced Paragraph 

• Opening Sentence: States the analytic thrust, not just the topic. 

• Contextual Setup (1–2 sentences): Grounds the claim historically or historiographically. 

• Evidence Block (2–4 sentences): Introduces and interprets primary/secondary sources. 

Evidence is not dumped but read. 

• Conceptual Development (1–2 sentences): Pushes the claim further, ties it to broader 

argument, shows tension or complexity. 

• Transition Sentence (optional): Signals what comes next without summary. 

Total length: 8–12 sentences, or 150–250 words in polished academic prose. 

What to Avoid 

Too Dense 

• 3–4 ideas or debates crammed together. 

• Multiple citations without analysis. 

• Long quotations with no unpacking. 

• Theoretical jargon ungrounded in material. 

Too Loose 

• General observations with no argument. 

• Description without interpretation. 

• Paragraph ends without conceptual movement. 

• Ideas spread thin over many sentences. 

Good Example: Balanced Academic Paragraph 

The 1950s land reform campaign in rural China did more than redistribute property; it reorganized the 

moral architecture of village life. While official narratives portrayed land reform as a simple correction of 

feudal injustice, archival materials from Anhui suggest a more complex dynamic in which ritual humiliation 

and public violence became constitutive acts of political subjectivity. Villagers were not merely passive recipients 

of redistributed land but active participants in the symbolic annihilation of landlord identity. As historian 
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Brian DeMare notes, the “speaking bitterness” sessions functioned less as testimonial and more as theatrical 

pedagogy, staging revolution as moral purification [insert citation]. One former cadre recalled rehearsing 

villagers’ stories before performance, underscoring the scripted nature of spontaneous emotion [insert source]. 

These rituals of redistribution thus operated not only on the economic plane but within a Foucauldian logic of 

disciplinary transformation. What emerged was a newly visible category of “the poor” whose political legibility 

depended on their performed suffering. In this context, redistribution was less about land than about aligning 

bodies with the revolution’s narrative. 

Step-by-Step Writing Method 

• Step 1: Identify Your Paragraph’s Analytical Purpose. What work is this paragraph 

doing in your larger argument? 

• Step 2: Choose One Primary Idea. If you feel tempted to add another, make a new 

paragraph. 

• Step 3: Select Targeted Evidence. One or two well-analysed examples. Quote or 

paraphrase, but always follow with interpretation. 

• Step 4: Develop, Don’t Just Describe. Ask: What does this evidence allow me to say 

that I couldn’t before? 

• Step 5: Trim or Expand. Too dense? Split into two paragraphs. Too loose? Add 

specific evidence or conceptual framing. 

The “So What?” Test 

After reading your paragraph, ask: “What insight has this developed that the reader didn’t already 

have?” If the answer is vague (“it gave context” or “it supports my point”), then your paragraph 

is probably too loose or lacks analytical sharpness. 
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How to write the beginning of a paragraph? 

Beginning a paragraph well is essential in historical writing. The opening sentence is not a topic 

announcement; it is a miniature argument that sets the analytical agenda for everything that 

follows. 

A strong paragraph opener does three things: makes a clear, specific claim (not a general 

observation or narrative setup); connects to your overall argument, implicitly or explicitly; and 

establishes the frame through which evidence will be interpreted. 

Bad Paragraph Openers 

“During the Cultural Revolution, many people were affected in different ways.” — Vague, passive, non-

argumentative. 

“Food shortages were a common problem in the 1950s.” — Descriptive, not analytical. 

“This paragraph will explore how rural families dealt with hunger.” — Meta-writing. 

“The Qing dynasty was an important period for state formation.” — Flat and generic. 

Good Paragraph Openers 

“By redefining grain eligibility as a function of political loyalty in 1959, commune leaders transformed famine 

into a test of ideological discipline.” 

“Qing state formation relied not on bureaucratic expansion alone, but on the symbolic authority of rituals that 

made imperial presence legible in distant villages.” 

“In Xinjiang, the state’s attempt to standardize weights and measures in the 1760s exposed the limits of 

Qing sovereignty beyond formal conquest.” 

“Rather than marginalizing elite lineages, Republican-era land surveys often restored their authority by 

treating ancestral claims as evidence of ownership.” 

Tips 

• Never start with a date unless it is conceptually loaded. 

• Avoid “topic sentences” that name a subject without a claim. 

• Don’t save your claim for the end of the paragraph. State it first, then spend the rest 

proving or unfolding it. 

A paragraph should begin with thought, not fact. 
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How to end a paragraph? 

Ending a paragraph well is just as crucial as beginning it. A strong paragraph ending should 

clinch the argument, transition with precision, or reframe the problem, deepening or 

complicating the claim in light of the evidence, without simply repeating the opening sentence. 

Bad Paragraph Endings 

“This shows that the policy did not work very well.” — Vague, evaluative, redundant. 

“Thus, hunger was a problem for many people in rural China.” — Flat summary. 

“More research is needed to fully understand this issue.” — Evasion. 

“The next paragraph will explore how families responded.” — Meta-writing. 

Good Paragraph Endings 

“In this framework, famine ceased to be a logistical failure and became a moral test, hunger was evidence not 

of scarcity, but of political disloyalty.” 

“What appeared as compliance in production records was often strategic silence, masking negotiated forms of 

resistance that escaped bureaucratic detection.” 

“The archival silences around women’s work here are not accidental, they reflect the state’s narrowing vision of 

who counted as productive labor.” 

“That reclassification did not just alter household rosters, it inscribed suspicion onto the bodies of widowed 

women, binding gender to political reliability.” 

Editorial Techniques 

• Use the last sentence to interpret. Not just what happened, but why it matters. 

• Avoid circular logic. Don’t repeat your topic sentence with different words. 

• Land on a concept: moral economy, ideological discipline, sovereign visibility, ritual 

legitimacy. 

• Do not introduce new evidence. If it hasn’t been discussed, it doesn’t belong at the end. 

A good paragraph ending is not a summary; it is a culmination. It should add weight to 

what came before, not merely reflect it. 
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How to transition between paragraphs? 

Writing strong transitions between paragraphs in historical prose is essential for maintaining 

argumentative coherence, narrative momentum, and intellectual control. Good transitions do not 

merely “link” two topics, they guide the reader through the logic of your thinking. 

Bad Transitions 

“Having discussed the famine, we now turn to labor policy.” — Flat and meta. 

“In addition to what was previously mentioned, another thing to consider is…” — Wordy, unfocused. 

“On the other hand, gender also played a role in state policy.” — False pivot. 

“The next paragraph discusses the commune system in more detail.” — Meta-commentary. 

Good Transitions 

1. Contrast or Reversal 

“If rationing rewarded labor discipline, grain inspections punished its failure, turning scarcity into a visible 

mark of political deviance.” 

2. Deepening or Expansion 

“Yet control did not rely on quotas alone. Bureaucratic suspicion seeped into kinship forms, reclassifying 

family ties as administrative liabilities.” 

3. Temporal or Causal Movement 

“By 1960, this calculus had hardened. What began as emergency triage became the new grammar of 

subsistence.” 

4. Historiographic Intervention 

“Historians have often read this moment as bureaucratic overreach. Yet the documents suggest something 

stranger: withdrawal, not excess.” 

5. Quiet Pivot 

“Silence, too, was a political act. In households where protest was impossible, refusal took other forms.” 

Techniques 

• Use conceptual links, not filler. 

• Avoid meta-signposting (“In this paragraph, we will…”). 

• Think in stakes, not sequence. Why does this paragraph follow — not just what comes 

next, but why it must. 

• Let language do structural work quietly. The best transitions are invisible in form but 

clear in function. 
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How to analyze historical evidence? 

Analyzing historical evidence, rather than simply describing it, is the core of serious historical 

scholarship. Good analysis interprets, contextualizes, and leverages evidence to support a precise 

argument. 

Good Example 

Archival Order, 1959: “All widowed women under 45 are to be removed from work teams and reclassified as 

dependents.” 

This directive did more than manage labor, it redefined widowhood as a threat to collective 

discipline. By classifying younger widows as dependents, cadres encoded sexual suspicion 

into the political economy of work. The regulation reveals how gendered morality became 

legible to the state through bureaucratic categories, anticipating later campaigns that linked 

women’s sexuality to political reliability. 

Bad Example 

In 1959, an archival document stated that widows under 45 were to be classified as dependents. This shows 

that the state was involved in regulating widows. This was part of broader changes during the Great Leap 

Forward, when many things changed. 

This merely restates the source. No interpretive work is done. Vague verbs and empty nouns 

(“many things”) replace analysis. 

Another Good Example 

Cadre Memo, Sichuan, 1961: “Better to feed the loyal poor than the cunning middle peasants.” 

The memo collapses food distribution into a moral calculus, where scarcity justifies political 

triage. Loyalty, not hunger, becomes the legitimate claim to subsistence. In this frame, famine 

is not mismanagement but discipline, distribution operates as a test of ideological worth. The 

state’s triage logic reflects not desperation, but an ethics of partisan provisioning. 

Evidence does not speak. You must make it speak. A historian’s task is not to repeat the 

source, but to reveal what it meant in its structural, ideological, or cultural context, and 

to explain why that matters. 
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How to write the beginning of a journal article? 

Beginning a journal article in elite historical writing is a high-stakes task. The opening must 

establish intellectual authority, frame the historical problem, and signal originality, all in elegant, 

precise prose. 

What a Good Opening Must Do 

• Define the historical problem or tension. 

• Intervene in the historiography. 

• Establish your analytical frame. 

• Signal the originality of your approach. 

Bad Journal Article Openings 

“The Qing dynasty was one of the most powerful empires in world history.” — Overly broad, textbook-level. 

“This article will explore how state policies affected rural China in the 1950s.” — Flat meta-writing. 

“From ancient times to the present, food has been a basic human need.” — Rhetorical inflation and truism. 

“In this paper, I examine archival documents to show the impact of famine on rural women.” — Descriptive, 

weak verbs. 

Good Journal Article Openings 

“In 1959, a local directive in Yiyang county classified widowed women under forty-five as ‘ideologically 

unstable’ and barred them from collective labor teams. This regulation, one of hundreds issued during the 

famine years, reveals how hunger was politicized through gendered suspicion. Far from being a neutral 

distribution crisis, the famine became a moral sorting mechanism, one that inscribed loyalty and deviance onto 

the bodies of rural women.” 

“Recent scholarship on Qing state formation has emphasized bureaucratic expansion, population 

management, and fiscal innovation. Yet little attention has been paid to the symbolic work of ritual in 

making imperial authority legible in borderland villages. This article argues that ritual performance functioned 

as a form of governance; staging the emperor’s presence where administrative reach failed.” 

“Rather than dismantling elite lineage authority, Republican-era land surveys in Jiangnan often restored it. 

By treating ancestral claims as legitimate evidence of tenure, surveyors inadvertently re-legitimated the very 

institutions targeted for reform. This article uses county gazetteers, lineage registers, and cadastral maps to 

argue that Republican modernization, far from secularizing rural space, deepened the archive of kinship.” 

Techniques 

• Start with a paradox or tension, not a summary. 

• Avoid grand narrative or sweeping statements. 

• Name the stakes early. 
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• Do not wait to introduce your argument. A reviewer should be able to extract your thesis 

by the end of paragraph two. 

• Embed your voice without rhetorical flourishes or meta-signposting. 

A journal article does not begin with a topic. It begins with an intervention. By the end of 

your first page, your reader should know what you are arguing, why it matters, and how 

you will prove it. 
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How to end a journal article? 

Ending a journal article well is an art of conceptual closure without flattening complexity. A 

strong conclusion extends the argument, reflects on its broader implications, and leaves the 

reader with intellectual resonance. 

Bad Journal Article Endings 

“In conclusion, this article has examined the role of famine policy in 1950s China. More research is needed to 

fully understand this topic.” 

“This study adds to our understanding of how states operate during crises and shows that policies don’t always 

work as intended.” 

“Thus, we see how the past can teach us lessons for the present.” 

“Hopefully, this article has shed light on a neglected issue.” 

Good Journal Article Endings 

“If famine became a disciplinary regime, it did so not through scarcity alone, but through the politicized 

calibration of need. In transforming subsistence into a moral category, the commune turned hunger into a 

register of loyalty. This logic, where provisioning functioned as surveillance, compels us to reconsider the 

biopolitical dynamics of Maoist governance and the ethical grammar of state violence in rural China.” 

“That Qing rituals functioned as instruments of governance does not negate the state’s administrative 

innovations. It reminds us, instead, that sovereignty was never only institutional, it was aesthetic, embodied, 

and staged. To ignore these performances is to misread the grammar of rule in early modern empires.” 

“Land surveys in Republican Jiangnan did not merely catalog property, they legitimated social authority. In 

preserving ancestral claims as tenure, the state reinforced what it aimed to dissolve. Modernization here was 

archival, not revolutionary, a reminder that reform often advances by enshrining what it fails to name.” 

Techniques 

• Use your strongest conceptual language in the final sentences. 

• Land on a consequence or paradox, not a summary. 

• Avoid transitions like “In conclusion…”; they waste space and authority. 

• The last sentence should echo, not fade. 

A good article ending leaves the reader with a sharper question, not a blurred summary. 

It should resonate intellectually, not resolve everything. 
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How to write the beginning of an academic book? 

Beginning a scholarly book is a task that must balance intellectual authority, narrative 

momentum, and conceptual framing. Unlike an article, a book must establish durable stakes and 

reader trust over hundreds of pages. 

What a Good Book Opening Must Do 

• Define the problem or tension that motivates the book. 

• Introduce a compelling case, archive, or scene that anchors the narrative. 

• Signal your intervention and method, without overt academic scaffolding. 

• Establish tone and rhythm. 

Bad Book Openings 

“Since the beginning of time, empires have risen and fallen, reshaping the destinies of countless peoples.” — 

Empty grandiosity. 

“This book explores how land reform, gender, and policy intersected in rural China during the Maoist era.” 

— Sounds like an abstract. 

“The present moment compels us to look back at our past mistakes.” — Presentist moralizing. 

“In this book, I argue that state policies had significant impacts on people’s lives.” — Flat, vague, 

tautological. 

Good Book Openings 

1. The Scene that Reveals a Structure 

“In October 1959, a Party secretary in Anhui stood in front of a crowd of famished villagers and announced 

that grain rations would be distributed only to households with perfect labor records. A woman collapsed in 

protest. The crowd did not move. That silence, ordered, practised, internalized, forms the subject of this book.” 

2. The Contradiction in the Archive 

“The Qing state kept exquisite records, tribute ledgers, grain registers, lineage censuses. Yet the farther one 

moves from the capital, the more visible the gaps become. In the mountains of western Hunan, entire villages 

appear in one document, vanish in the next. This book begins in those absences.” 

3. The Conceptual Tension 

“Modernization promised legibility. Roads, maps, and surveys would make the countryside knowable to the 

state. But in Jiangnan, the Republican land survey produced not clarity, but confusion. Fields once held by 

families for generations were suddenly ‘unregistered’; ancestral claims clashed with cadastral categories.” 

Techniques 

• Start with the specific: a moment, a phrase, a contradiction, not a theme. 
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• Introduce a voice. Establish a confident, thoughtful narrator early. 

• Avoid abstract terms until anchored. 

• Never summarize your chapters in the opening. 

• End the first page with a sentence that tightens the problem. 

A book should open like a controlled detonation. It should pose a problem that explodes 

slowly and precisely across every chapter. 
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How to end an academic book? 

Ending a scholarly book is a task of conceptual closure, historiographic authority, and intellectual 

resonance. A strong ending does not summarize chapters; it pulls the reader upward, reframing 

the core insight with thematic depth and analytical elegance. 

Bad Book Endings 

“In summary, this book has explored the state’s role in shaping rural life in China through various policies.” 

“Hopefully, this book has contributed something to the field of Chinese history.” 

“The lessons of the past remain relevant today.” 

“Further research is needed to fully understand these complex issues.” 

Good Book Endings 

1. Reframing the Argument through Consequence 

“To say that famine was politicized is not to deny hunger’s materiality, but to insist that suffering became 

legible only through categories of loyalty, discipline, and moral worth. Maoist governance did not simply 

mismanage food, it transformed scarcity into a diagnostic tool. If the commune failed, it did so not because it 

lacked order, but because it demanded too much of belief.” 

2. Moving from Case to Conceptual Stakes 

“The Qing did not govern the borderlands by extending its reach, but by calibrating its absence. Rule was 

performed, not imposed. What we call sovereignty was sustained here by what was never written, never 

counted, never taxed. This is not a story of imperial weakness, it is a record of a state that knew when to 

disappear.” 

3. Ending with a Conceptual Irony or Tension 

“Lineage registers, land surveys, and gazetteers were meant to replace memory with measurement. Instead, 

they gave kinship a documentary afterlife. Republican modernization did not dismantle the old order, it 

archived it. And in doing so, it made tradition legible to a new kind of state.” 

Techniques 

• Do not rehash chapters. That belongs in a preface or introduction. 

• Return to your opening paradox or scene, but transformed by the book’s insights. 

• Use declarative, controlled prose. No hedging. 

• Land on a concept. Avoid “what’s next” unless offering a profound theoretical insight. 

• No moral closure. Elite historical writing ends with complexity, not comfort. 

A great book does not conclude. It echoes. Its final pages resonate backward through the 

whole structure, elevating its archive, deepening its insight, and unsettling the reader 

with new ways of seeing. 
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How to construct logical flow in academic writing? 

Constructing logical flow in academic writing means ensuring that every sentence, paragraph, 

and section follows a clear, coherent sequence of reasoning. Logical flow is not just about 

transitions or paragraph order, it is about the architecture of argument. 

Bad Logical Flow 

“The commune system was introduced in 1958. Gender roles were also important in Maoist China. 

Sometimes families resisted policies, but cadres punished them. Food shortages were widespread. This shows 

that the system had problems.” 

Each sentence introduces a new topic with no causal or conceptual connections. The vague final 

claim has no specific support. 

Good Logical Flow 

“The commune system, launched in 1958, promised collective abundance, but ration eligibility was quickly 

tied to labor output. For widowed women and the elderly, this meant exclusion from grain distribution. In 

Yiyang County, cadres justified these exclusions by invoking Maoist discipline, framing dependency as a 

political liability. Here, gender became a vector of hunger, not incidental, but institutional. Scarcity, in this 

system, was not accidental. It was assigned.” 

Causal progression: Policy → impact → justification → ideological function. Each sentence 

builds analytically. The final sentence clinches the argument with interpretive weight and 

rhythmic force. 

Common Problems that Break Logical Flow 

Problem Example Fix 

Topic jumping “Rations were strict. Women 
sewed clothes.” 

Ask: what connects these? 

Weak links “This also affected the commune.” Name exactly how. Replace “this” 
with a specific noun. 

Paragraph loops Repeating the same point in 
different words 

Advance the argument, don’t orbit 
it. 

Front-loaded summary Long background before the real 
claim appears 

Lead with the analytical insight. 

 

Strategies 

• Outline before writing. Treat each paragraph as a proposition. 

• Write paragraph topic sentences as claims. 

• Use guiding verbs and modifiers: “While,” “Despite,” “Because,” “Whereas,” “By doing 

so…” 
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• End paragraphs with a conceptual hook. The last sentence should motivate the next. 

Logical flow is not about order. It is about consequence. Each sentence should be 

necessary because of the one before it, and unthinkable without the one after. 
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What are the differences between newspaper writing and academic 

writing? 

The differences between newspaper blog writing and academic writing are substantial and 

foundational, rooted in audience, purpose, evidence, tone, and structure. 

1. Audience and Purpose 

Newspaper blog writing is aimed at a general, often time-constrained audience seeking accessible 

information or commentary. Academic writing is directed at a specialized community of 

scholars, aiming to contribute to an ongoing intellectual conversation through evidence-based 

argumentation. 

2. Structure and Argumentation 

Blog writing is often loosely structured, relying on anecdote, topical relevance, or personal 

perspective. Academic writing demands coherent, explicitly stated arguments supported by 

rigorous logic and sustained analysis, following disciplinary conventions. 

3. Evidence and Citation 

Blog writing may use a few hyperlinks; standards of proof are flexible. Academic writing requires 

systematic citation of primary and secondary sources, with claims that are verifiable and 

contextualized within existing scholarship. 

4. Tone and Style 

Blog writing is conversational, colloquial, and often opinionated. Academic writing is precise, 

formal, and restrained, with ego and rhetoric subordinated to clarity and intellectual rigour. 

5. Temporal Horizon and Depth 

Blog writing is oriented toward the present, reactive and ephemeral. Academic writing engages 

historical context, theoretical frameworks, and historiography, building durable analytical insight. 

6. Revision and Peer Review 

Blog writing undergoes light editing. Academic writing undergoes multiple rounds of revision, 

often including blind peer review. 

Comparative Examples 

Topic: Land Reform in 1950s China 

Newspaper blog: “In the early 1950s, the Chinese Communist Party took radical steps to seize land from 

landlords and give it to peasants. It was a brutal, chaotic process, but it changed rural China forever.” 
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Academic: “The early 1950s land reform campaign, implemented under the aegis of the Chinese Communist 

Party, restructured the political economy of the countryside through the expropriation of landlord property and its 

redistribution to land-poor peasants. While local variation was significant, the campaign’s violence functioned as a 

performative mechanism for consolidating revolutionary legitimacy.” 

Topic: Scarcity During the Cultural Revolution 

Newspaper blog: “During the Cultural Revolution, people in China faced extreme shortages. Food was hard 

to come by, and ration tickets controlled nearly everything.” 

Academic: “Scarcity during the Cultural Revolution was not merely a consequence of logistical failure but a 

disciplinary structure in itself. The rationing system functioned as both a bureaucratic mechanism of distribution 

and a moral economy of suffering.” 

Topic: Urban Surveillance in Republican Shanghai 

Newspaper blog: “Shanghai in the 1930s was a city of intrigue. The police were everywhere, and it was hard 

to avoid their gaze.” 

Academic: “In 1930s Shanghai, the municipal police apparatus operated not simply as a reactive force but as 

a proactive surveillant regime. Archival records reveal a systematic effort to categorize, monitor, and neutralize 

both political and social deviance.” 

The shift from blog to academic form is not merely stylistic; it is a disciplinary 

transformation. It requires slow thought, rigorous contextualization, and methodological 

self-awareness. 
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What are the differences between A Level writing and academic 

writing? 

The difference between A Level writing and academic writing is not merely one of complexity, 

but of intellectual ambition, methodological discipline, and rhetorical maturity. 

1. Purpose and Intellectual Scope 

A Level writing is designed to demonstrate mastery of set content and apply pre-taught 

frameworks. Academic writing aims to intervene in scholarly debates by producing original 

arguments. 

2. Argumentation 

A Level arguments are often thesis-driven but formulaic. Academic argumentation is nuanced, 

provisional, and dialectical, anticipating counterarguments and addressing contradictions. 

3. Use of Evidence 

A Level evidence confirms a claim, drawn from textbooks. Academic evidence is the core of the 

analysis: writers interpret primary sources, engage secondary literature, and cite according to 

formal conventions. 

4. Language and Style 

A Level style prioritizes clarity and relevance, following predictable patterns. Academic language 

is analytically precise, stylistically varied, elegant without being ornamental, and complex without 

obscurity. 

5. Theoretical Awareness 

A Level writing rarely engages theory; categories are taken as given. Academic writing demands 

conceptual and theoretical self-awareness, questioning the terms of analysis. 

6. Structure and Organization 

A Level writing follows a clear essay format. Academic structure emerges from the argument 

itself, building momentum through conceptual layering and strategic ordering of evidence. 

7. Citation and Historiography 

A Level writing may reference a few famous names. Academic writing engages deeply with 

historiography, situating the intervention within the field. 

A Level writing proves that a student can understand and apply existing ideas. Academic 

writing proves that the scholar can think with and beyond them. 
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How to improve from A Level writing to university academic writing? 

Improving from A Level writing to university academic writing requires a deliberate shift in 

mindset, technique, and critical depth. 

1. Stop Answering Questions, Start Asking Them 

A Level: “Mao Zedong introduced the Cultural Revolution in 1966 to remove capitalist elements from Chinese 

society. It lasted ten years and caused chaos across the country.” 

Academic: “Rather than viewing the Cultural Revolution as a top-down purge of ‘capitalist elements,’ recent 

scholarship emphasizes its performative instability: a mass campaign that blurred the boundaries between state and 

society, revolution and ritual.” 

2. Abandon Chronology as Default Structure 

A Level: “First, the Communists won support in the countryside. Then they surrounded the cities. Finally, they 

took control of the government.” 

Academic: “The CCP’s strategic pivot to rural bases during the 1930s marked a reconfiguration of political 

legitimacy, one grounded in land reform and grassroots mobilization rather than urban proletarian revolution.” 

3. Replace Stock Phrases with Conceptual Precision 

A Level: “On the one hand, Mao was popular, but on the other hand, his policies were sometimes harsh.” 

Academic: “Mao’s charismatic authority drew legitimacy from revolutionary myth, yet this same symbolic power 

enabled forms of coercion that blurred voluntarism and compulsion in mass campaigns.” 

4. Make Evidence Do More Than Prove 

A Level: “In 1958, Mao launched the Great Leap Forward. Millions died of starvation. This shows the policy 

failed.” 

Academic: “The catastrophic mortality of the Great Leap Forward cannot be reduced to policy failure alone. 

Local cadres’ inflation of grain quotas and the suppression of dissent suggest a structurally induced epistemic 

blindness within the Maoist information order.” 

5. Engage Historiography 

A Level: “Historians disagree about the causes of the Opium War. Some say it was economics. Others say it 

was politics.” 

Academic: “While economic determinism dominated early accounts of the Opium War, recent scholarship 

reframes the conflict as a crisis of diplomatic epistemology, wherein Qing ritual protocol and British mercantile 

liberalism collided over incompatible assumptions about sovereignty.” 

6. Use Tentative, Dialectical Language 

A Level: “The Cultural Revolution was a failure because it caused too much chaos.” 
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Academic: “The Cultural Revolution’s ‘failure,’ if measured in institutional collapse, must be balanced against 

its success in radically reshaping political subjectivity. Chaos, in this sense, may have been a feature, not a flaw.” 

Core Mindset Shift 

A Level Writing University Academic Writing 

Repeats what is known Questions what is assumed 

Answers fixed questions Frames open problems 

Uses facts as decoration Uses evidence to build argument 

Writes for teacher/examiner Writes for fellow scholars 

Seeks clarity and correctness Seeks complexity and critical precision 
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How to write a top-tier journal article? 

Writing for a top-tier history journal requires far more than competence. It demands original 

argumentation, methodological sophistication, historiographical intervention, and stylistic 

precision. 

Three Tiers of Historical Writing 

Tier Journal Example Hallmarks 

Top-Tier Past & Present, AHR, Modern China Original intervention, methodological 
innovation, elegant prose, theoretical 
awareness 

Second-Tier Journal of Social History, History 
Workshop Journal 

Solid archival research, clear structure, 
conventional argument 

Third-Tier Departmental journals, graduate 
reviews 

Competent summary, descriptive, 
lacks historiographical or conceptual 
ambition 

 

1. Argument 

• Top-Tier: Produces a conceptually generative claim. Often reframes a problem, 

challenges a dominant narrative, or creates a new category of analysis. 

• Second-Tier: Offers a strong but narrow thesis; confirms existing frameworks or 

provides new evidence for known conclusions. 

• Third-Tier: Often descriptive or chronological; tends to summarize events without an 

interpretive arc. 

2. Historiographical Engagement 

• Top-Tier: Engages multiple fields and connects local cases to global debates. 

• Second-Tier: Cites key figures but treats scholarship as background, not terrain for 

argument. 

• Third-Tier: Sparse or superficial citation. 

3. Evidence and Method 

• Top-Tier: Uses archival, visual, and textual sources with innovative interpretation. 

Method is reflexive. 

• Second-Tier: Solid archival base; evidence illustrates rather than drives the argument. 

• Third-Tier: Evidence is present but uninterrogated. 

4. Style and Structure 

• Top-Tier: Elegant, lucid, rhythmically balanced prose. Paragraphs build analytically. 
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• Second-Tier: Clear and competent, though often formulaic. 

• Third-Tier: Prolix, repetitive, or overly expository. 

Comparative Example: Grain Rationing in 1950s China 

Third-Tier Paragraph 

“In the 1950s, the Chinese government implemented a grain rationing system. Urban residents were issued 

ration tickets, and grain was distributed through state-run stores. This system helped manage food supply and 

prevent hoarding. Many people still struggled with shortages. In rural areas, grain distribution was more 

uneven. This shows that the rationing system was not perfect.” 

Second-Tier Paragraph 

“Grain rationing in the 1950s was more effective in urban centres than in rural regions, where uneven 

implementation and local discretion produced wide disparities in access. While the policy succeeded in 

stabilizing supply chains and reducing urban unrest, its rural consequences were more complex. As Thaxton 

has shown, rural households often relied on informal networks to supplement official quotas.” 

Top-Tier Paragraph 

“Rationing in 1950s China was not simply a technocratic solution to food scarcity but a disciplinary 

infrastructure through which the Maoist state sought to cultivate political reliability. The grain coupon system 

redefined consumption as a function of citizenship, embedding moral hierarchies in everyday life. While urban 

residents received stable allocations, rural cadres exercised wide discretionary power, transforming food access 

into a local political currency.” 

Steps to Write at Top-Tier Level 

• Start with a Problem, Not a Topic. Bad: “This article explores land reform in 

Shaanxi.” Good: “This article asks how ritualized violence during land reform 

reconfigured village authority in post-imperial China.” 

• Map the Field. Define the debate, state what is missing or misframed, and declare how 

your article repositions the question. 

• Let Method Drive Evidence. Don’t just quote or describe — analyse how the source 

works. What genre is this source? What assumptions does it make? What silences does it 

reveal? 

• Rewrite for Rhythm and Precision. Vary sentence lengths: short for force, long for 

depth. Prune dead verbs in favour of precise action. 

• Peer-Review Yourself Ruthlessly. Ask: What is this paragraph doing? Does this 

sentence earn its place? Could this section appear in Past & Present? 

Second-tier history is correct. Top-tier history is compelling. Third-tier history recounts 

events. Top-tier history reframes them. 


