Skills of the Historian - Working with Documents
Historians study documents in order to determine what can be learned from them.  There are two types of documents: primary and secondary.  Historians use several methods to determine if the information found in such documents is reliable.

Primary Sources: letters, statements, autobiographies, writings from the era, newspaper articles, cartoons, etc.  Anything that can be seen to come from the era being studied are called primary sources.

Secondary Sources: Anything written long after the event being studied has taken place.  Your history textbook is a good example.  Biographies are also secondary sources.

Your goal as a historian is to determine what you can learn from these sources.  

	Source
	Reliable
	Unreliable

	Primary
	· Written by someone involved in the event or by a knowledgeable observer (newspaper, magazine)

· Personal connection with the event

· Involved in the event, so should have a good idea of what actually happened
	· Writer could be biased-wants to present a topic in order to make him/herself look good

· May have been involved, but may not know everything about the event (“just a cog in the wheel”)

	Secondary
	· Written by someone who has access to more information about the event-the passage of years could present more information being turned up

· Less biased, more balanced approach to history
	· May be presenting history in a biased manner

· Can play up one event and play down another

· Can present history in such a way to make his/her cause more just than that of another


As well as primary and secondary sources we must also examine content.  In other words, is what is being said actually true?  If it is factually correct, it can be said to be valid.  If not, it is not a reliable source.

Bias is an important aspect in the study of history.  Does the author say things in a manner to make the audience think in a particular way?  For example, we have just finished looking at the treatment of Germany by the Big Three after the First World War.  Would the German view of reparations agree with the French views?  Even though they are examining the same facts they would be presenting them in a very different way.  Almost everything you read is biased: your job is to decide if the bias in the work makes it unreliable.  Your text has biases, but they are not so biased to make the text invalid.  However, Adolf Hitler’s speeches about the Treaty of Versailles were made in order to get people to support his policies.  But this does not make his speeches useless.  Instead, they can be used to determine his ideas and what German people generally believed in the 1920s and the 1930s.

To summarize, you must determine whether or not a source is primary or secondary, whether the information being presented is accurate, and whether or not the bias makes the work invalid and unreliable.

So, to practice, let’s try the following exercise:  Read through the two sources and answer the questions that follow.

Documents





Name: 

	Document ONE

In 1919, we delegates flooded the great Hall of Mirrors in Versailles some twenty miles from Paris.  We were quite overwhelmed by the prospect before us: create peace from the remains of the most-bloody conflict in history.  We needed to find a way of making the French happy with the result while, at the same time, not destroying Germany.  Despite some early difficulties, I believe we achieved our goal of creating a lasting peace in Europe.

Neville Johnstone, British delegate to the Paris Peace Conference, Memoirs, 1928.


	Document TWO

As the delegates met to pick the carcass of Germany, they were torn only by one central concept: to what extent should we destroy Germany?  What the idiots of Paris did not realize was that it was an impossible task: Germany can never be destroyed.  There was no great overwhelming desire to create a lasting peace.  They feared the power of Germany, and the power of Germany had to be destroyed.  That was the only goal of Versailles.

Adolf Hitler, speech to the Reichstag, 1935


1. What is reliable about Document ONE? 

	


2. What is unreliable about Document ONE?

	


3. What is reliable about Document TWO?  

	


4. What is unreliable about Document TWO?

	


5. In what ways do the documents agree with each other?

	


6. In what ways do the documents disagree with each other?

	


