Source Work





	As historians we rely on sources of evidence to provide us with information about the past.  When looking at sources there are a few main things we should consider;


What can this source tell us?


What does this source NOT tell us? (i.e.  What other information would we need?)


Is this source reliable?


What is this source useful for?


In what ways might this source be biased?





What about the Author?


You will often be asked “What do you think the author meant by this”, and it is a very important question to ask.  We must not take sources at face value.  An author has written or shown his opinion in some way, this does not necessarily mean its true, neither does it mean the author is lying.  The author is giving their opinion on the matter which, even if it is bias, is still as valid as any other source.  These are questions that you should ask yourself when you analyse a source;


What does the source say?  


What is it about?


What information does it contain?


When was it produced and where?


What about the author?


Who was he or she?


What did the author do? (be careful : does what a person did mean the evidence is more or less reliable? )


What views or opinions is the author putting forward?


Is the author expressing his thoughts and beliefs? What are they?


What is the value of the author’s opinion?  Is there any suggestion of bias?


Is the author telling the truth?  Or is the source designed to show the author in a good light?


Why did the author produce the source?  What motives or intentions can be seen?





These are all the questions you should ask yourself when you look at a source.  Depending on the question you have been asked either by the teacher or in an exam, you should write down and explain  everything you can, even if it seems obvious.


The first question you should ask is about the author.  The next is about bias.





Bias.


 When someone creates a source they often have a motive for it, because of this you have to ask yourself what they are trying to show.  They may be trying to show themselves or someone else in a good light, or they may be trying to show someone else in a bad light.  If this is the case the author is biased, and you have to work out why.  Bias means one sided, or taking one side of an argument, so often sources are biased.  This does not mean the source is lying or not telling the truth, nor does it mean the source is useless.  The source is useful for telling us about this persons opinion.  There are lots of other reasons why someone’s interpretation of a situation may be different from another.  For example the authors could be from different places (towns or countries), they may have different political ideas, they may be from different social backgrounds. Comparing sources is very important as this tells us more about history. We can find out about peoples different ideas and experiences and also find out why they were different.  Here are key questions that you should consider when looking at bias and interpretations;


Is the source biased?


In what way is the source biased? 


Why  is the source biased?


What does this opinion tell us?


Does this source differ from another ? (you should compare sources)


Why might these sources differ?  (i.e.  were the authors enemies, from different backgrounds)





Reliability


	A source may or may not be reliable for a number of reasons.  An author may not be telling the truth (this does not mean the source is useless), or the source may have been tampered with.  For example photograph sources can be unreliable for a number of reasons. Firstly a photograph is only one second in time, a lot can happen before or after the photograph was actually taken that would totally change or disagree with what you think the photograph is showing.  Also the photograph only shows a small space,  a couple of metres away from the where photograph was taken could be a situation completely different.  Also the photograph can be set up to show a certain situation.  For example if someone wanted to show lots of people who were very unhappy and poor, they could set up this situation, the characters could even be acting!  Finally the photograph itself can be tampered with in some way, or only a small piece of it could be used.  This is true of all sources.  In some ways they may not be reliable.  What you must decide on, and say, is the extent to which they are reliable or not.  Remember even if a source is not reliable this doesn’t mean it isn’t useful.





Usefulness


	The main thing to remember about sources is that all sources of evidence in the past are useful to some extent, this depends on what you want to find out.  Obviously a source about Napoleon will not be useful if you are researching Hitler!  You have to say what the source IS useful for, (i.e.  what information can it give you) and you must also say what the source doesn’t tell you, and what extra information you would need to back up this sources.  This will get you valuable points in your exams - SO REMEMBER THIS!
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