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How to Read Historical Sources 

 

Historians often study sources that, at first glance, seem obscure.  Although the sources that 
we use in history courses are sometimes interesting, we would hardly read most of them for 
their literary or philosophical merits.  Instead, we read these sources to gain insight into 
different experiences and perspectives and to help us see both continuity and change in the 

past.  But PRIMARY SOURCES—sources that originated during the time being studied—do not 
speak fully for themselves.  They often raise as many 
questions as they answer.  The process of answering 
these questions reveals how the many facets of the past 
are interconnected.    It’s tracing out the web of 

relationships that tends to excite historians.  We want 
to know more than just the facts.  We want to see how 
everything fits together. 

In order to see these connections, we begin our 
exploration of primary sources by situating them 
within their HISTORICAL CONTEXT.  The context often 
helps us see things that weren’t immediately obvious.  
Imagine, for instance, that you are looking at a poster 

that shows the Statue of Liberty decapitated and the 
surrounding area in flames.  The poster’s caption 
reads: “That Liberty Shall Not / Perish from the Earth 
/ Buy Liberty Bonds.”  If you weren’t familiar with the 
poster, a few questions might come to mind, starting 

with, “When was this made?” and “What are Liberty 
Bonds?”  You might even legitimately wonder if, at some time in the past, the Statue of 
Liberty had been attacked; and if you knew that it hadn’t, you might wonder why the picture 
depicted such an event.  The answers to some of these questions would simply help you 
understand what you are looking at.  The poster is an advertisement for war bonds, created 

by Joseph Pennell and printed by the United States Committee on Public Information in 
1918, during World War I.  With these basic factual questions answered, the real 
interpretative work begins.  A good start might be made by recognizing that the poster’s 
central phrase, “That liberty shall not perish from the earth,” alludes to Abraham Lincoln’s 
Gettysburg Address.  How might that phrase have shaped the meaning of the poster, to an 

audience of people who grew up memorizing Lincoln’s words in school?  If you can answer 
that question, you are on your way to understanding what this poster, situated in its context, 
says about the United States’ mobilization for the “Great War.” 



 

 

As this example suggests, the first questions to ask about a primary source usually address 
MATTERS OF FACT and are fairly easy to answer: 

• Who wrote the text? 

• Where and when did the author (possibly more than one person) create the text? 

• What personal, local, regional, national, and global events shaped the document’s 
composition? 

After you have some idea of the context of the document, you should read it with the 

following questions in mind. These questions address MATTERS OF INTERPRETATION and 
evaluation: 

• Why did the author create the text?  

• Who was the audience? 

• How might the goal and audience have shaped the content or style of the text? 

• What main point(s) does the text try to convey? If there is no apparent main point, 
what goal was the author trying to achieve? 

• Considering the goals and the audience, what are the text’s strengths and weaknesses? 
(Is it logical or illogical? Judicious or highly biased?) 

Notice the difference between these two types of questions. It is important to answer 
questions about matters of fact, but they usually don’t lead to broader issues. When you start 
to evaluate and interpret, on the other hand, you apply skills that are crucial to being a 

critical reader and to doing history. In order to answer an interpretive question, you will have 
to provide specific evidence to support your claim, or thesis. The process of doing a close 
reading of a text, then, will often lead you to the kinds of questions and answers that will be 
worthy of an essay. For more help with writing, see “So What? How to Write with a Thesis.” 
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