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PREFACE

Since China’s 1978 opening and reform, Chinese universities have
placed increasing value on scholastic research and publication; some institu-
tions even aspire to surpass the global best universities in the realm of aca-
demic standards. Progress has been obvious. Taking my own institution
Peking University as an example, in the decade from 2001 to 2010, the an-
nual number of local publications recorded in the Science Citation Index
(SCI) (which centers on science, technology, and medical works) has in-
creased from 1700 in 2001 to 4700 in 2010; furthermore, the impact factor
of these works has also increased from less than 1.0 to 2.97. Correspondingly,
the quality of our academic departments has also clearly risen. If we limit our
argument to twenty-two Essential Science Indicators, internationally recog-
nized indices for standardizing and critiquing academic endeavors, ten years
ago only four of Peking University’s departments could have been considered
among the top one percent in the world, while today this number has risen
to seventeen, with rapid progress in ranking order. Nevertheless, upon inves-
tigating Peking University’s case, we also discover that even our traditionally
excellent humanities and social science departments have made less than ide-
al progress toward increasing the influence of their publications on global ac-
ademia; their growth seems to be less clear than that of the science, engineer-
ing, and medical departments. Why is this? Perhaps Michael E. Chapman’s
Thesis Writer’s Guide has provided an answer.

Michael Chapman is currently a professor at Peking University. Just as
he has observed, the academic papers of Asian countries tend toward reposi-
tories of data rather than interpretive analyses. But a paper should be a deep
discussion of an argumentative thesis. He says: “Thesis writers are the schol-
arly equivalent of trial lawyers. To put it another way, a thesis, dissertation,
or journal article that does not make an argument is unworthy of a degree or
publication.”

Academic papers are the materialized and socialized vehicles of scholas-
tic inquiry; as such, they allow knowledge to broadcast widely across time
and link the ancient with the current. They are a most important component
of academia, bringing together the processes of creating, transmitting, and
preserving knowledge into one material object. As the formal products of re-
search, academic papers, owing to the differences among various disciplines,
possess a variety of rules and standards of review. The alignment of these
standards with international practices not only enables the introspective
training of professional academic writers and honest review of the strengths
and weaknesses of their cultivation as international scholars, but it also ben-
efits the submission of academic results to the world, making more of our
country’s scholarship worth publishing and enabling more of our academic
elites to stand atop the global stage.
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Preface 11

Michael Chapman is an associate professor of history and scholar of in-
ternational relations. Born in England and trained as a historian in the United
States, he has firsthand experience with the linguistic and the academic prac-
tices of both countries. He has published several books and monographs, in-
cluding his latest Arguing Americanism: Franco Lobbyists, Roosevelts Foreign
Policy, and the Spanish Civil War, as well as several articles, including his lat-
est “Fidgeting Over Foreign Policy: Henry L. Stimson and the Shenyang
Incident, 1931” on the September 18 Shenyang incident, to be published in
the leading American journal Diplomatic History.

His book Zhesis Writer’s Guide is a fundamental source of study for stu-
dents in the humanities and social sciences. It offers highly applicable and
readable advice on every step of preparing and producing an academic paper,
from developing a research question, searching for evidentiary leads, and col-
lecting data, to clarifying a thesis, formally composing an argument, and fi-
nally editing your work. Its logic is clear and its style concise, with heady
concepts explained in simple terms, using rich vocabulary and an abundance
of personal anecdotes throughout. I believe that the precise understanding
and systematic implementation of this system will greatly enhance the inter-
national standing of researchers in the humanities and social sciences, as well
as increase the viability of their works before international publications. The
book is a must-read for anyone who wishes to publish his or her research in
English, and I earnestly recommend it to everyone.

Academic standards are the lifeblood of a discipline and the foundation
of a solid education; therefore, I hope this book may become as fundamental
a resource among students as the Xinhua Dictionary is to elementary school
students learning to read, with a copy in the hand of every scholar with aspi-
rations in the humanities to be browsed at will. I especially hope that every-
one is able to apply this book to the fullest, respecting academic standards,
protecting academic dignity, firmly and fairly upholding academic law, and
bravely paving the way for new academic breakthroughs.

ZHOU QIFENG, PRESIDENT, PEKING UNIVERSITY, 2012
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TRANSLATORS’ FOREWORD

When entering a village, follow its customs.

This Chinese proverb’s implications have never been far from the translation
of Thesis Writer’s Guide. As the editors and I strove to render Michael E. Chapman’s
book in a different language, we left the cultural territory of American English
readers and stepped into a village of more than a billion Chinese ones, whose
trust we needed to gain and interest we needed to attract. Imperative in this en-
deavor was learning to follow the customs of the village—or expressing ourselves
as conversationally, clearly, and natively as possible—even at the cost of leaving
behind some of Chapman's original intent at the gates.

But the difference, even antagonism, between this original intent—
namely, to pass on a method of research, argumentation, and exposition that
Chapman deems time-tested and worthy of dissemination—and the linguis-
tic and stylistic customs of our Chinese readers, is precisely the reason that we
attempted to gain access to the village in the first place. Chapman explains
in his introduction that he decided, in part, to write a Chinese edition of
Thesis Writer’s Guide after observing a lack of confidence, directness, and con-
cise argumentation in Chinese scholarship, which he feels are essential today.
But if Chinese academics are indeed unused to the frank and parsimonious
exposition exemplified on so many levels in the book’s English edition, with
its plainly stated judgments, direct commands, and economy of words, then
how were we to render it in Chinese without offending the sensibilities of
readers accustomed to scholars who humbly offer their thoughts in the third
person, decorate imperative sentences with the frequent please, and rarely fail
to precede evidence with the often superfluous words for example ?

Our answer was to cultivate a middle ground between following the cus-
toms of the Chinese village and proselytizing the traditions of our own, a balance
that we struck by constant and lively dialogue between the book’s two transla-
tors—I striving for loyalty to the author’s original messages and my colleague
Zou Haodan, whose editing efforts deserve special mention and thanks, stressing
comfort of use by Chinese readers. Only through scores of rewrites and recon-
figurations of each other’s work have we created a product that, we hope, embod-
ies Chapman’s lessons without sounding alien to our readers. To this end, when
we did choose to break from custom at the risk of discomforting our Chinese au-
dience, it was not without humble reluctance and always for good reason. We
chose to keep the original footnote pagination format (p. 42) rather than chang-
ing it to the standard Chinese format (354272) because the use of p. and pp. is a
point specifically discussed in the guide. We strove to minimize the use of please
in direct commands because the importance of concise style is also emphasized
throughout the book. Other deviations from Chinese tradition abound, most of
which the Note on Chinese Style addresses.

Still, the final balance we achieved is imperfect. Some readers will com-
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Translators’ Foreword 15

plain that the Chinese inadequately exemplifies the style Chapman advo-
cates, while others will judge it to be uncomfortably distant from conven-
tion. Readers dissatisfied by these or other aspects of the work are welcome
to send their comments, suggestions, and questions to swanberg@post.
harvard.edu. After all, it is not without open ears and open minds that we
have entered your village, ready to learn from its customs even while passing
on our own.

KELLEY SWANBERG, 2012
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INTRODUCTION

If you intend to produce a high-quality, groundbreaking senior research
paper, graduation thesis, MA thesis, PhD dissertation, or journal article,
whether in English, Chinese, or any other language, and in conformity with
internationally-recognized standards, then this guide is for you. My perspec-
tive happens to be that of a historian, so naturally I will draw examples from
my experience of doing history rather than, say, philosophy. Yet the system I
describe applies just as well to related disciplines like ethnography, interna-
tional relations, or literary studies, as well as to most social sciences fields
from political science to sociology that may use alternative styles of citation.
While I was born in Britain in 1954, I trained most recently in the United
States during 2002—2006; I mention this because since the 1990s American
historiography has improved on the European model characterized by multi-
sentence quotations, passive voice, and understated argumentation to create
expositions that are more textually immersive, actor driven, and argumenta-
tive. As distinct from the British English taught in European, Indian, and
Asian schools, American English furthermore offers benefits of flow and pre-
cision, and is now normative at leading journals and publishing houses
worldwide.

Colleagues in China urged me to publish this guide from a concern that
Asian theses had become repositories of information rather than interpretive
analyses. Indeed, at a recent graduate seminar at Peking University’s history
department, I asked my PhD students, “What is a thesis?” to which one re-
plied, “My topic,” and another added, “My research.” They were surprised to
hear the standard dictionary definition: “A thesis is 2 proposition advanced as
an argument.” Yes, a thesis is about a topic, and, for sure, it does present re-
search, but it interprets that research as evidence to build a case. Thesis writ-
ers are the scholarly equivalent of trial lawyers. To put it another way, a the-
sis, dissertation, or journal article that does not make an argument is unwor-
thy of a degree or publication.

For ease of use, as well as readability by non-native English speakers, I
have divided the process of brainstorming, gathering the evidence, writing,
and publishing a thesis into four chapters, each of which I subdivide into
tasks, and subdivide again virtually at the paragraph level into important
points I wish to make. All this dividing has inevitably created duplication,
for which I apologize, although the more crucial points bear restatement. I
recommend skimming this guide at the outset, then returning to it in detail,
a section here, a section there, as your project—and expertise—progresses.
Re-read the guide each year of your program because concepts that might not
make sense now will soon become clear.
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Introduction 19

A note, if I may, for researchers and writers outside Europe and North
America. Few social sciences graduates in Asia and South America present
their work in English. T hope this guide gives you the confidence to do so be-
cause you will then be able to reach a far larger scholarly universe, while dis-
tinguishing yourself from other graduates. As the quality of your work im-
proves and it receives the international recognition it deserves, so the prestige
of your institution will rise, thereby increasing the value of your degree. Still,
having spent the last two years teaching at a Chinese university, I am well
aware of the bureaucratic hurdles and institutional inertia you face, and that
some of my recommendations, particularly regarding library procedures and
archival accessibility, are inappropriate. But providing sufficient students
and faculty lobby for improvements, I am optimistic that within a few years
of this guide’s publication, it will be possible to request a book or roll of mi-
crofilm from interlibrary loan without paying a hefty fee, or browse through
open stacks of books and government documents, or quickly access a rich ar-
ray of online databases without a charge.

Academics are not always rigorous in their use of professional terms, in-
terchanging, say, citation, reference, and footnote, so to avoid confusion please
consult the glossary at the end of the guide. Rather than fill the main chap-
ters with clutter, I have included samples of work that illustrate key concepts
and styles in a separate Examples section; several of the samples are my own
work, not from egotism but to simplify copyright issues.

If you have questions or suggestions for enhancements to the second
printing, or if you spot errors that have slipped my attention then please
email: m4chapman@verizon.net.

My sincerest thanks to my students for your insights; to those who pro-
vided feedback on early drafts, particularly Robert Niebuhr, Cheng Yimeng,
Kelley Swanberg and Zou Haodan; and to you, dear reader, for buying this
guide—I hope you find it useful.

MICHAEL E. CHAPMAN,
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR,
PEKING UNIVERSITY, 2012
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