	
	
	



Historiographical Paper Assignment

Information for Instructors
Historiographical Paper Assignment
Overview
This assignment addresses the Pathways outcome: Gather, interpret, and assess information from a variety of sources and points of view. 

In this assignment, students will write a historiographical paper examining how historians have interpreted a major event, theme, or development in twentieth-century Europe. They will gather information from multiple scholarly sources, interpret differing historical perspectives, and assess how these perspectives shape our understanding of the topic. This assignment builds research skills, critical historical thinking, and academic writing necessary for advanced history coursework.


Information for Students
Historiographical Paper Assignment
Overview
For this assignment, you will write a historiographical paper analyzing how historians have interpreted a major event, theme, or development in twentieth-century European history. Your paper will synthesize and assess the arguments of at least three scholarly sources, identifying how historians agree, disagree, or build on one another’s interpretations. You will demonstrate your ability to gather information from multiple perspectives and assess its significance for understanding history.

As you work on this assignment you will:
· Select a major twentieth-century European historical topic (e.g., causes of World War I, Nazi propaganda, decolonization, 1968 student movements).
· Gather information from at least three scholarly historical sources presenting different interpretations.
· Summarize each historian’s main argument and evidence.
· Assess how these historians agree, disagree, or build on each other’s work.
· Analyze how these different perspectives shape our understanding of the topic.

Assignment Format & Guidelines
Your historiographical paper will:
· Be 4–5 pages in length, typed and single-spaced, using 12-point font.
· Use Chicago Manual of Style citation format (footnotes) and include a bibliography.
· Include an introduction identifying your topic and summarizing the focus of your historiographical review.
· Present body paragraphs summarizing and assessing each historian’s argument.
· Include an analysis of how the interpretations compare and what these differences reveal about the topic.
· Use clear academic writing with complete sentences and proper grammar.

Assessment Criteria
Your assignment will be graded on your:
· [bookmark: _Int_VD1b2xvX]Selection of an appropriate historical topic aligned with assignment guidelines.
· Summary of each historian’s argument clearly and accurately.
· Interpretation and assessment of differing historical perspectives effectively.
· Analysis of how the differences in interpretation shape understanding of the topic.
· Use of ethical attribution and correct Chicago Manual of Style citation format throughout.
· Demonstration of clear, organized, and coherent writing, using appropriate academic writing style, grammar, punctuation, and formatting.

	Historiographical Paper Assignment Grading Rubric

	Criteria
	Exceeds Expectations
	Meets Expectations
	Approaches Expectations
	Developing

	Topic Selection & Introduction 
(20 points)
	Selects an insightful topic with a clear, sophisticated introduction framing historiographical issues.
(18–20 points)
	Selects an appropriate topic with a clear introduction framing historiographical issues.
(14–17 points)
	Topic is somewhat appropriate but introduction is somewhat vague or lacks focus.
(10–13 points)
	Topic is too broad/narrow or introduction is unclear.
(0–9 points)

	Summary of Historians’ Arguments 
(20 points)
	Thoroughly and accurately summarizes each historian’s main arguments and evidence.
(18–20 points)
	Summarizes each historian’s main arguments clearly.
(14–17 points)
	Summaries are somewhat incomplete, lacking important details.
(10–13 points)
	Summaries are incomplete, unlcear, or inaccurate.
(0–9 points)

	Interpretation & Assessment 
(20 points)
	Insightfully interprets and assesses differing perspectives with clear analysis of significance.
(18–20 points)
	Interprets and assesses differing perspectives with general analysis.
(14–17 points)
	Interpretation is attempted but lacks clarity, depth, or sufficient analysis.
(10–13 points)
	Provides limited or unclear interpretation or assessment.
(0–9 points)

	Comparative Analysis 
(20 points)
	Provides sophisticated analysis of how historians agree, disagree, or build on each other’s work.
(18–20 points)
	Provides clear analysis of how historians agree, disagree, or build on each other.
(14–17 points)
	Comparative analysis is attempted but needs more details.
(10–13 points)
	Provides minimal or unclear comparative analysis.
(0–9 points)

	Organization & Writing
(10 points)
	Writing is exceptionally clear, organized, and academic with virtually no errors. 
(9-10 points)
	Writing is mostly clear and organized with few errors. 
(7-8 points)
	Writing is somewhat clear organized with several detracting errors. 
(5-6 points)
	Writing lacks clarity, organization, or academic tone. 
(0–4 points)

	Citation & Format
(10 points)
	Uses ethical attribution and Chicago citation flawlessly; adheres fully to guidelines. 
(9–10 points)
	Uses Chicago citation with few errors; mostly adheres to guidelines. 
(7–8 points)
	Use of citations  or formatting is not consistent 
(5-6 points)
	Citation formatting is not correct, or citations are not properly 
(0–4 points)




Sample Student Submission

Charlemagne Jones
Historiographical Analysis
HIS 242: Twentieth Century Europe

The Outbreak of World War II: A Historiographical Analysis

The outbreak of World War II remains one of the most debated topics in twentieth-century European historiography. While early narratives emphasized German aggression and Adolf Hitler’s personal ambition, later scholars have expanded this interpretation to include structural, ideological, and international dimensions. This paper explores how interpretations of the causes of World War II have evolved by comparing the arguments of A. J. P. Taylor, Richard Overy, and Zara Steiner. Their differing perspectives on Hitler’s agency, economic and military factors, and failures of diplomacy not only reveal the complexity of the conflict’s origins but also illustrate how historical interpretation is shaped by shifting methodologies and political contexts. Through a comparative analysis of these three historians, this paper argues that understanding the outbreak of World War II requires balancing intentionalist and structuralist interpretations and recognizing the interplay between national and international dynamics.
A. J. P. Taylor’s 1961 work The Origins of the Second World War ignited significant controversy by challenging the prevailing view of Hitler as a master strategist bent on global conquest. Taylor argued that Hitler’s actions, while aggressive, were not markedly different from those of previous German leaders and could be seen as rational responses to the Treaty of Versailles and the constraints it imposed. He downplayed Hitler’s ideological convictions and instead emphasized the continuity of German foreign policy from the 19th century through the 1930s. According to Taylor, war erupted not from a grand Nazi plan but from miscalculation and diplomatic failures by Britain and France, who underestimated Hitler’s willingness to use force as a negotiating tool.¹

Taylor’s argument reflected the revisionist wave of postwar British scholarship, shaped by disillusionment with traditional moral narratives. He used diplomatic records to argue that Hitler’s foreign policy was more reactive than expansionist. However, critics accused Taylor of minimizing Nazi ideology and ignoring the genocidal intent behind Hitler’s policies. Despite the backlash, his work forced historians to reconsider the deterministic portrayals of Hitler and to question the moral clarity of interwar diplomacy.
In contrast to Taylor’s revisionism, Richard Overy reaffirmed the central role of Hitler’s ideology and intentional leadership in The Origins of the Second World War (1998). Overy argued that Nazi Germany pursued a calculated policy of territorial expansion rooted in racial ideology and the quest for Lebensraum. For Overy, Hitler’s speeches and writings—particularly Mein Kampf—provided a clear blueprint for war, and his diplomatic moves in the 1930s were steps toward a larger plan of European domination.²

Overy criticized Taylor’s narrow diplomatic lens and called for a broader analysis that integrated military planning, economic pressures, and ideological imperatives. He emphasized how Hitler’s regime mobilized German society for war, with rearmament policies, propaganda, and the suppression of dissent aligning with his long-term goals. Unlike Taylor, who treated Hitler as an opportunist, Overy saw him as a driven and consistent actor, whose personal vision deeply influenced Nazi strategy.

Overy’s work represented a return to intentionalist interpretations, enriched by access to newly declassified archives after the Cold War. His synthesis of military, political, and ideological dimensions provided a comprehensive rebuttal to Taylor’s relativism and reestablished the agency of the Nazi leadership as a central factor in the war’s outbreak.

Zara Steiner’s The Triumph of the Dark: European International History 1933–1939 (2011) shifted the focus from national leaders to the systemic failures of international diplomacy. Steiner examined how the collapse of collective security mechanisms—particularly the League of Nations—contributed to the erosion of peace in the 1930s. She argued that appeasement policies, while often criticized, were part of a broader context in which Western democracies were politically fractured, economically weakened, and unprepared for confrontation.³

Steiner did not ignore Hitler’s agency but placed it within a broader matrix of missed opportunities, failed alliances, and global instability. Her work bridged the gap between intentionalist and structuralist approaches by showing how Hitler’s ambitions were enabled by international disunity and the paralysis of democratic powers. She paid particular attention to the role of Eastern Europe, Soviet diplomacy, and the Spanish Civil War in shaping European tensions.

Drawing on a wide range of international sources, Steiner’s historiography exemplified the growing trend toward transnational history. Her contribution highlighted how war resulted not only from German aggression but also from systemic dysfunctions in global governance, deepening our understanding of how multilateral institutions and diplomacy—or their absence—shaped the path to war.
Taylor, Overy, and Steiner represent three historiographical paradigms—revisionism, intentionalism, and systemic analysis—that frame our understanding of World War II’s origins. Taylor’s emphasis on diplomatic patterns challenged traditional narratives but failed to address the moral and ideological dimensions of Nazism. Overy’s response reasserted the primacy of ideology and leadership, underscoring the genocidal goals embedded in Nazi strategy. Steiner synthesized these approaches by showing how both leadership and systemic breakdowns contributed to the conflict’s inevitability.
Their differing emphases reflect broader shifts in historiographical methodology. Taylor’s work emerged in the Cold War context, when skepticism toward grand narratives and elite actors gained traction. Overy, writing with the benefit of archival access and Holocaust scholarship, reemphasized ideology as a historical force. Steiner, influenced by the rise of global history and diplomatic studies, examined how international institutions and global disorder conditioned national decisions.

Together, these perspectives reveal the complexity of attributing causation in history. Rather than privileging one factor, a robust interpretation of the war’s origins must account for the interaction between Hitler’s intentions, structural conditions, and the failures of international diplomacy.
The outbreak of World War II cannot be reduced to a single cause or actor. As the work of Taylor, Overy, and Steiner demonstrates, historical interpretation evolves in response to new evidence, scholarly debates, and changing political climates. By comparing these perspectives, we gain not only a deeper understanding of the war’s origins but also insight into the practice of historiography itself. The disagreement among historians is not a weakness but a strength—it compels us to approach the past with critical attention, balancing agency and structure, ideology and diplomacy, the national and the international.
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