SOURCES

Primary  (1st Cevel)
Secondary (2nd Cevel)
Tertiary (3rd Cevel)

What are the types ot Sources?

How Historians Work

Like you, historians are challenged by the complexity of the world, and
many want to use their studies of the past to help solve the problems of
the present or future. The questions that can come to mind are num-
berless, and serious historical investigators must choose wisely among
them. They do not want to spend a lot of effort pursuing the kind of
question to which history has no answer (for example, “What is the
purpose of the Universe?”™ “Am [ a lovable person?” “Who is the
smartest person in the world?"). Nor do they want to struggle 1o
achieve the solution to a problem that is not of real importance. (His-
torical investigation can probably tell you who wore the first pair of
pants with a zipper in it, but that might not be worth knowing.) The



main difficulty facing historians is not eliminating unanswerable or
unimportant questions but choosing among the important ones.

A historian’s choice among important questions is determined by
personal values, by the concerns of those who support the historian’s
work, by the nature of the time in which the historian lives, or by a
combination of all of these. The ways in which these influences operate
are very complex, and often historians themselves are unaware of
them.

When the historian has chosen his or her subject, many questions
still remain. For example, does historical evidence dealing with the
subject exist, and if so, where can it be found? If someone wanted to
study gypsy music from medieval Europe, and that music was never
written down or mentioned in historical accounts of the period, then
litde or nothing can be found about this subject through historical re-
search. Even if records exist on a particular subject, the historian may
be unaware of them or unable to locate them. Perhaps the records are
in an unfamiliar language or are in the possession of individuals or
governments that deny access to them. Sometimes locating historical
evidence can be a problem.

Having determined that records do exist and that they can be lo-
cated and used, the historian faces another and more important prob-
lem: What is the credibility or reliability of the evidence? Is it genuine?
How accurate are the records, and what biases were held by those who
wrote them? If sources of information are in conflict, which is correct?
Or is it possible that most of the sources are in error? Historians must
pick and choose among the sources they uncover, and that is not al-
ways easy to do. The historian’s own biases also cloud the picture, mak-
ing impardal judgment extremely difficult.

Primary and Secondary Sources of Evidence

There are wwo basic forms of historical evidence: primary and sec-
ondary. Primary sources (see Figures 1.1 and 1.2) record the actual
words of someone who participated in or witnessed the events de-
scribed or of someone who got his or her information from partici-
panis. These can be newspaper accounts, diaries, notebooks, letters,
minutes, interviews, and any works written by persons who claim firse-
hand knowledge of an event. Another primary source is official state-
ments by established organizations or significant personages — royal
decrees, church edicts, political party pladforms, laws, and speeches.
Primary sources also include any official records and statistics, such as
those concerming births, marriages, deaths, taxes, deeds, and court tri-
als. Recent history has been recorded by photographs, films, and
audio- and videotapes. These recordings of events as they actually hap-
pened are also primary forms of evidence. Artifxets are another form
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FIGURE 1.1 Example of Primary Evidence [ L755)

Prieary docwmencs are of e handwoiten rather than prined and rellsce e
wncabnliary and wridng sode of the day. Here s an invalee deseribing a ship-
ment of salt carmed from Lisban, Portugal, o Providenwcs, Rhode Island, in
Barch 1765 "on Board the Roall Charlotia Captain William Tavlor for Bhode
Isiand for aocoung & rl'aqlll.n olf Br. Wiltarm Verrmon. - . 7 Tlhoe vislae of the carfo
is wkinen in Portuguese sscudioa. The documest was handwrioen and slgned
by Theomas Flerne just after the salt was losdad onboard the ship, It boiogs us
as cluse 23 we con coned b the 2oel scene on the dochs at Lishon ever two
hutdred Wears sgo.

of primyary evidence. These ace things mmade by people o the past
houses, public buildings, teoels, clothing, and much meore,

Secondary sowrces (sce Figure 1.3) record the findings of someone
whao did not obeerve the cveot but whe investiguied prinazy evidence.

Most history books and aricles tall into dils cavegory, although some



are acially fertizry (third level) evidence because they cely not on prs-
TOLARY cvidenee bt are themselves dmwm from secondary sources,
When vour own history research paper 15 Gmished, it wall be sscondany
or leriiary evidence to anyone who may use it in the future,

Dougloss"s persosal seary, Hke Amezic e hisiocy iel?, is both inspisieg and tarmible, Few
wrilers have betver cooebinsd expernenes wills U mueie of wiards 10 make us see the deep-
ezl pomtradiclioes al Amenican hiscory, the trogedy and meceesny of conflicl betwssn slkav-
&¥ and fregd o m o mpublic. Dioaplass exposes the bitemes ond sbeomiiy of recisan &
the same glme deae he Iraghecs the Fullest possibilities of the natural rights raciiiom, ihe
ides that poople ane o with sgqusl Teghs in Me eyos oF OGod aod thai these dghis con be
proiecied under humman law. Few have wrmes mone ¢fRclively aboul the sodommce of the
human spicil under appression. fund in Asmericen lemees, s e na beskes 11 vstration of
lkerzion ihrough he powsr of languzge than in Douglass’s Murmbibps, With liis pan,
Diiplaes s ey mituicle o sell-comnecious ariim, and wiih his voloe and his scchdam,
b wis & selfconsclous prople,

Reader: of the Marrardve guickly come in realize dhar b smpe, winien ssd amloocal,
head Beste 1 Ssciiatioom and a weapon foc Deoaglass during his vears ag s slave, Whes ho Bist
spoke befowe giwecting af New Bedlioed Slacks apring African colosiznien In karch 1335,
erd whes he delivered his first publle speoches before & gallering of the Mossachuzels
Anli-Slavery Socety oo Mentucket Bslond in Avsprast TRE1, e wig 200 mssc ]y apos e as
the: aperarmeus ibalitionist wincls he vas clen portreyed — and portea yed Bimeell — Do
e M doube ihe el efRul 4 “spesking 10 whike peaple” oi the Manoscke: meeting wios &
Tmewere cross,” mE he deseribes the expericocs im the Noresdive® Bul Deuglass was nn
Elranger Lo orabory,. ar i the mamk prpumsenis. seimeninlise, sod evargelical zeal that
ehameerized i antislévery meovemsent during chat . By 1841 5 loud bea n isacing abali-
G0N En S ey, wclilorinls, s poeicy in William Lloyd Gurlson®™s newspapes, The i
arar, for s l2ace rag pears, Aid a8 the Narrative tells o o a vaciety of wines, Doesg less Fard
been a practicing chalibonist of o kind — cwc of 2ed<imenzat and for his fellow bondsaoen
—vif aiile he was o siave. le hed read the Bible extensisely, amd he el discoversd and
mnndeled Mis ideas al style oo remarkable 1797 book, Tlee Codumblas Qrape, by Calch
Binghom, & selection from wissh i# repooduced in this volurme.

Froom the eariest period of s pubiic comes, Touglass kaew that whether in the slave
BHNK of id e free Morth io which he bad Eheraced Lienseil, Blmocy was pover. The
wensteerih-comury Western wocld awsed much of les walues ond sscevs o e sigiednih-
cerrury Enlighneament’s Fith in bwmea reason and ils csseriicn of imdividual dphis To
ke judged truly hacnan nnd & citizen with aocsal and political recognifon, therefore, 8 pes-
eow had bo ochieve Elsracy. Por beoer o woues, civilizlion itsell was egumled with cul-
By that coald winte Lheir Disicry. Hence, wries Henry Lowds Gaies, I, Dougliss ba-
cane an American “Réartsomtative han because he was Ehstoricel Men, hlnck rimsrner off
e wernal 2ns Domgless is onf clenmes agample of the will 1o power as the will & write,
The ac off writing For the slave conctivmed e act of creaing a public. bisiurival se89

FICURE 1.8 Ewmaanple of Secondary Bvideooe

This #xomple of secondany evidenee romes from a book about Frederick
Douglass, the excaped stvee who became a leader of the movement o end sk
ey in the Loited States. I is an esoy, peblished clong with Doselass's autobs-

ography (a gf=ey eonboe ). et expluing the dgnificance of the suuohiogrsply
and ==ix it in ik historesl canoed,



AN Be imvcorrect. closer PO ATE 10 an event, the mone
emoliomally inwoked you are, and this distons your understanding of
It We can all recall evenis in which we completely nabsunderstood the
Feelings, actions, and even words of another person. Histodans hawe w
weigh evidence carefully to ses i those who have participated in an
event undersioad it well encugh to accurately desccibe it, snd whether
later authors undersiwd the meaning of the prigary sources they
e, —
A EoVEFMTRENL, growp, or instostion may make
sinterneries that bt wishes others to be lheve but that are not rrue, What 2
group says may not be what it does. This I8 especially true in politics,
_]:E_E!'IEI'J'. ] nefig bl liny of =gdence hi LA i niks ol comnEs

checking one seuroe azxins another. For example, Figure 1.4 on s
11-12 presents twp primary docaments which both repont the fighting a1
Lexingwn and Concord, Massschusetts, in 1775 — batas bt began the
Revolugonary War. As you read them, consider whan sddidonal sources
would help you decice which repon B more acoumate. The tweo accounts
agres on some Few but disagres on the responsibility for the fghting, Eve-
wiiness accounts froan other English soldiers and from American colonial
whowere thers will help in determining which descripdon ismeare acourate.
& might s o, For example, thar pars of ook acoount ame corvect and

ather partsare dimored in some wary. Sanegives dueesde no-anatmas spyree
i of Ml the more primary sounces you read, ihe
e yoan will come 1o the event in all its deanils and meanings

The bias of a sowrce abo present difficulties, People's aitudes w-
ward the world infloence the way they interpret events. For example,
You and your paress may have different antmdes wwacd muske, sex,
religion, or politics. These differences can cause you disagree with
thein about the value of a rock concert, a Sunday sermon, or the presi-
dent. Historiana have their own attindes townrd the subjects they are
investigacing, and these cwuse them 10 draw diferent conclusion
about the charmcwer and imponance of religiows, polizal, intelleciual,
and other mmvements. Later historians muast mke these biases into o
eamnt when weighing the reliability of evidence,



Primary sources are the best source of information. Here are some examples.

Some Primary Sources:

IL.

I1I.

IV.

VI

VIIL

VIII.

Contemporary Records: while something is going on.
A. Instruction or Command

B.  Stenographic, Photographic, or Phonographic
C. Some business or legal papers

D. Personal Notebooks and Private Memoranda

E. Video or Audio Recordings

Confidential Reports: after the fact, to create impression, less intimate, not as
close to the event.

A. Military and Diplomatic Dispatches
B. Journal and Diaries

C. Personal Letters

Public Reports

A. Newspapers and TV News

B. Memoirs and Autobiographies

C. Official and Authorized Histories
Written Questionnaires

Government Documents and Compilations

Expressions of Opinion: Editorials, Speeches, Letter-to-the-editor, Cartoons,
Political Cartoons

Fiction Books, Songs, and Poetry (contemporary)

Folk Lore, Myths, Legends, Stories (contemporary)



