How to Read Sources:

Basic Questions

The following are questions to consider when examining historical sources. This is not a recipe for understanding history, it is only a starting point. You should go beyond these questions to ask: “Why are the answers important?” and “What other sources should be consulted?”    

1) What type of document or object is it?

2) Who created it?  Why is this important?

3) Why does it exist?  What motivated the author(s) to write it?

4) In addition to the surface level meaning, what information can be gathered from the document?  Is it reliable or credible?

5) How does the document relate to the broader society that produced it?  How does it compare to other documents?

6) What did the document mean in its own time?

7) What does the document tell us about continuity or change in society?

8) What are some additional important questions to ask about the document?  

