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Primary Sources: What Are They, and How Do We Read Them?

What is History?

Many students believe that the study of history involves simply memorizing dates, names, battles, treaties, and endless amounts of similar, usually uninteresting facts that seem to have no relevance whatsoever to their lives and concerns.  After all, so they think, the past is over and done with.  Historians have recorded what happened, and all that is left for students to do is to absorb this body of knowledge, for reasons known only to educators.

But these notions are wrong—totally wrong.  History involves discovery and interpretation, and its content is vitally relevant to our lives.  Our understanding of history is constantly changing and deepening, as historians continually learn more about the past and shed new light on its meaning . . .

The drive to understand what has gone before us is innately human and springs from our need to know who we are . . . Contrary to popular opinion, the study of history does not focus exclusively, or even primarily, on politics.  It deals with all aspects of past human activity and belief, for there is no subject or concern that lacks a 

history . . . .

How and why do things change over time, and how and why do certain values and practices endure throughout a society’s history?  Answers to these basic questions, no matter how partial or tentative, reveal a culture’s inner dynamics and also help us better understand and challenges that confront us in our own day . . .

The word history, which is Greek in origin, means “learning through inquiry,” and that is precisely what historians do.  They discover and interpret the past by asking questions and conducting research.  Their inquiry revolves around an examination of evidence left by the past.  For lack of a better term, historians call that evidence primary source material.

Primary Sources: Their Value and Limitations

Primary sources are records that, for the most part, have been passed on in written form, thereby preserving the memory of past events.  These written sources include, but are not limited to, official records, private correspondence, literature, religious texts, merchants’ account books, memoirs, and so on.  No source by itself contains the unadulterated truth or the whole picture; each gives us only a glimpse of reality.  It is the historian’s task to fit these fragments of the past into a coherent picture.

Imagine, for a moment, that some historian in the late twenty-first century decides to write a history of your college class.  Think about the primary sources this researcher would use: the school catalogue, the registrar’s class lists, academic transcripts, and similar official documents; class lecture notes, course syllabi, examinations, term papers, and possibly even textbooks; diaries and private letters; school newspapers, yearbooks, and sports programs; handbills, posters, and even photographs of graffiti; and recollections written down or otherwise recorded by some of your classmates long after they have graduated.  With a bit of thought, you could add other items to the list, among them some unwritten sources, such as recordings of popular music and photographs and videotapes of student life and activity.  But let us confine ourselves, for now, to written records.  What do all these documentary sources have in common?

Even this imposing list of sources does not and cannot present the past in its entirety.  Where do we see evidence of long telephone calls home, all-night study groups, afternoons spent at the student union, or complaints shared among yourselves about professors and courses that never made any official record?  Someone possibly recorded memories of some of these events and opinions, but how complete and trustworthy are those records?  Also consider that all the documents available to this twenty-first-century historian will be fortunate survivors.  As such, they will represent only a small percentage of the vast bulk of written material generated during your college career.  Thanks to the wastebasket, the “delete” key, the disintegration of materials, and the inevitable loss of life’s memorabilia as years slip by, the evidence available to the future historian will be fragmentary.  This is always the case with historical evidence.  We cannot preserve the records of the past in their totality.  Clearly, the more remote the past, the more fragmentary our documentary evidence.  Imagine the feeble chance any particular document from the twelfth century had of surviving the wars, worms, and wastebaskets of the past eight hundred years.

Now let us consider the many individual pieces of documentary evidence relating to your class’s history that have survived.  As we review the list, we see that no single primary source gives us a pure, unvarnished, and complete picture.  Each has its perspective, value, and limitations.

You probably are aware of how every college catalogue presents an idealized picture of campus life.  Despite its flaws, however, that catalogue is an important piece of evidence, because it reflects the values of the faculty and administrators who composed it.  In addition, it provides useful information by listing rules and regulations, courses, instructors, school organizations, and similar items.  That information, however, is the raw material of history, not history itself, and certainly does not reflect the full historical reality of your class.

What is true of the catalogue is equally true of the student newspaper and every other piece of evidence generated by or pertinent to your class.  Each primary source is part of a larger whole, but as we have already seen, we do not have all the pieces.  Think of your historical evidence in terms of a jigsaw puzzle: Many pieces are missing, but it is possible to put most, though probably not all, of the remaining pieces together in a reasonable fashion to form a fairly accurate and coherent picture.  The picture that emerges might not be complete, but it is useful and valid.  The keys to fitting these pieces together are hard work and imagination.  Each is absolutely necessary.

1) What are the most important points made about historical research in these excerpts?

2) Imagine you are going to do research about a particular historical topic (person, place, event, etc.).  What kinds of questions will you ask about your topic?  What sorts of primary & secondary sources will you look for in order to answer your questions? (you do NOT need to give specific titles or names here)
