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Working with Sources 

2a identifying historical sources, 8
2b Evaluating sources, 12 

As you begin to think about historical questions, you 
will find that your search for answers will require you to 
explore many different kinds of sources. You will look at 
materials written in the period you are studying, and you 
will read books and articles written by modern historians. 
You may examine maps, photographs, paintings, and 
pottery. Ultimately, you may discover that you need to 
broaden your knowledge in several allied fields, for his-
tory often takes its practitioners into all manner of related 
disciplines: literary criticism, art history, and archaeology; 
political science, economics, and sociology. In any case, 
you will need to learn how to work with the sources on 
which the study of history is based. 

2a Identifying historical sources 

To answer their questions, historians evaluate, organize, 
and interpret a wide variety of sources. These sources fall 
into two broad categories: primary sources and secondary 
sources. To study history and write history papers, you 
will need to know how to work with both kinds of sources. 

2a-1 Primary sources 

Primary sources are materials produced by people or groups 
directly involved in the event or topic under consider-
ation, either as participants or as witnesses. These sources 
provide the evidence on which historians rely in order to 
describe and interpret the past. Some primary sources are 
written documents, such as letters; diaries; newspaper and 
magazine articles; speeches; autobiographies; treatises; 
census data; and marriage, birth, and death registers. In 
addition, historians often examine primary sources that 
are not written, like works of art, films, recordings, items 
of clothing, household objects, tools, and archaeological 
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2aidentifying historical sources 9

remains. For recent history, oral sources, such as inter-
views with Iraq War veterans or Holocaust survivors and 
other such eyewitness accounts, can also be primary 
sources. By examining primary sources, historians gain 
insights into the thoughts, behaviors, and experiences of 
the people of the past. 

Sometimes, you may be able to work directly with pri-
mary source materials, such as letters or manuscripts in 
an archive. More often, you will use print or electronic 
versions of sources, such as edited and/or translated 
collections of letters or documents, images of maps or 
paintings, or facsimiles. (For more on evaluating edited 
and translated sources, see p. 13.) In either case, primary 
sources provide windows into the past that allow you to 
develop your own interpretation, rather than rely on the 
interpretation of another historian.

Note: If you are using a collection of documents brought 
together in a single volume, the preface, introduction, 
headnotes to the documents, and other materials written 
by the editor or translator are considered secondary 
sources; however, the documents themselves — letters, wills, 
poems, sermons, and so on — are primary sources. (See 
2a-2 for a discussion of secondary sources. For information 
on how to cite the parts of an edited volume, see p. 126.)

2a-2 Secondary sources 

As a student of history, you will also use secondary sources. 
Unlike primary sources, secondary sources are texts — such 
as books, articles, or documentary films — that are written 
or created by people who were not eyewitnesses to the 
events or period in question; instead, the authors of sec-
ondary sources synthesize, analyze, and interpret primary 
sources. Secondary sources may be written by professional 
historians, but popular writers and journalists also write 
books and articles about historical subjects. For an aca-
demic paper, you will usually want to consult scholarly 
works, not popular ones. (For tips on how to distinguish 
popular from scholarly sources, see p. 20.) 

Secondary sources are extremely useful. Reading sec-
ondary sources is often the simplest and quickest way to 
become acquainted with what is already known about the 
subject you are studying. In addition, examining schol-
arly books and articles will inform you about the ways 
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2a10 Working with Sources

in which other historians have understood and inter-
preted events. Reading a variety of secondary sources is 
also the best way to become aware of the issues and inter-
pretations that are the subject of controversy and debate 
among professional historians, debates in which you, as 
a student of history, are invited to participate. Moreover, 
the bibliographies of secondary sources can direct you to 
primary sources and additional secondary sources that 
you might find useful. 

As valuable as secondary sources are, you should never 
base a history paper on them alone, unless, of course, you 
are writing a historiography paper (see 3d-2). Whenever 
possible, you should work from primary sources, studying 
the events of the past in the words of people who experi-
enced, witnessed, or participated in them.

Note: As a student of history, you will also encounter ter-
tiary sources, such as encyclopedias, dictionaries, and text-
books. Unlike secondary sources, which provide analysis 
and interpretation of primary sources, tertiary sources 
usually do not reflect new historical research; rather, they 
summarize and synthesize secondary sources. When you 
write an academic paper, it is not acceptable to rely on 
tertiary sources; most professors will not accept them as 
appropriate sources to cite in your bibliography. How-
ever, a textbook or an encyclopedia article can be a useful 
introduction to a subject that is new to you.

2a-3 Primary or secondary? The changing status  
 of a source

While the definitions provided above seem fairly straight-
forward, it is not always easy to determine whether a par-
ticular text is a primary source or a secondary source. This 
is because the status of a source as primary or secondary 
does not depend on how old the source is, but rather on 
the historical question you are asking. For example, if you 
are writing about the reign of Julius Caesar (100–44 BCE), 
Suetonius’s Lives of the Twelve Caesars, written in the early 
second century CE, would be a secondary source because 
Suetonius was not a witness to the events he describes.  
If, however, you are writing about the debates among 
 second-century Romans about the use and abuse of impe-
rial power, Suetonius’s work would be a primary source. 
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2aidentifying historical sources 11

Thus, the status of a source as primary or secondary 
depends on the focus of your research. 

2a-4 Accessing sources in history

Both primary and secondary sources often exist in multi-
ple formats. Although the same source might be available 
in a printed book, on a Web site, or on microfilm, how 
you access a source does not affect its status as primary or 
secondary. Think about your university library: you can 
find both primary sources (such as collections of letters, 
newspapers, and photographs) and secondary sources 
(such as journal articles and books) in its print collection; 
some sources, such as newspapers and magazines, can also 
be found on microfilm. You can also find both primary 
and secondary sources online. For example, The Complete 
Work of Charles Darwin Online, published online by Cam-
bridge University (http://darwin-online.org.uk), includes 
facsimiles of Darwin’s notebooks, letters, and other origi-
nal documents that would be considered primary sources. 
Similarly, you can find many secondary sources online. 
An increasing number of scholarly peer-reviewed journals 
are published solely in electronic formats; in addition, 
many academic articles that originally appeared in print 
journals can be accessed through electronic databases 
or archives such as JSTOR. (For more information about 
electronic databases, see 5c-5.) Whether you access such 
articles in print or online, these are secondary sources.

2a-5 Uses of primary and secondary sources

Both primary and secondary sources can provide valu-
able information; however, they provide different kinds 
of information. Primary sources allow you to enter the 
lives and minds of the people you are studying. The doc-
uments people wrote — sermons and wills, novels and 
poems — and the things they made — music and movies, 
knife blades and buttons — bring you into direct contact 
with the world of the past. Secondary sources provide a 
broader perspective on the events of the past and allow 
you to see them in context. Historians can present mul-
tiple points of view, have access to a wide range of docu-
ments, and are aware of the outcome of historical events, 
giving them a perspective that no single participant could 
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12 Working with Sources2b

have. In studying nineteenth-century communes, for 
example, primary sources such as diaries, letters, or items 
that commune members produced and used can provide 
firsthand information about the thoughts, feelings, and 
daily lives of the people who lived in such communities. 
Primary sources would be less useful, however, in exam-
ining the larger sociological effects of communal living. 
To get a better understanding of those effects, secondary 
sources in which historians examine several such commu-
nities over time, or study the ways in which contempo-
rary outsiders viewed communes, might prove more use-
ful. In your own work, you will need to use both primary 
and secondary sources, always keeping in mind what 
kinds of information each of those sources can give you 
about a topic. 

2b Evaluating sources 

If primary sources always told the truth, the historian’s 
job would be much easier — and also rather boring. But 
sources, like witnesses in a murder case, often lie. Some-
times they lie on purpose, telling untruths to further a 
specific ideological, philosophical, personal, or political 
agenda. Sometimes they lie by omission, leaving out bits 
of information that are crucial to interpreting an event. 
Sometimes sources mislead unintentionally because the 
authors’ facts were incomplete, incorrect, or misinter-
preted. Many sources are biased, either consciously or 
unconsciously, and contain unstated assumptions; all 
reflect the interests and concerns of their authors. More-
over, primary sources often conflict. As a result, one of 
the challenges historians face in writing about history is 
evaluating the reliability and usefulness of their sources. 

Like primary sources, secondary sources may contra-
dict one another. Several historians can examine the same 
set of materials and interpret them in very different ways. 
Similarly, historians can try to answer the same ques-
tions by looking at different kinds of evidence or by using 
different methods to gather, evaluate, and interpret evi-
dence. To get the most out of your reading of secondary 
sources, you will need to study a variety of interpretations 
of historical events and issues.

You can find general advice about critical reading in 
Chapter 3 (see 3b); the following sections provide specific 
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2bEvaluating sources 13

suggestions for evaluating both primary and secondary 
sources.

2b-1 evaluating primary sources 

Since primary sources originate in the actual period 
under discussion, we might be inclined to implicitly trust 
what they say. After all, if the author is an eyewitness, 
why should anyone doubt his or her word? Alternatively, 
we might lean toward dismissing primary sources alto-
gether on the grounds that they are too subjective; as 

Tips for Writers 
Questions for evaluating Text-Based Primary Sources 

•	 Who	is	the	author?	
•	 When	was	the	source	composed?	
•	 Who	was	the	intended	audience?	
•	 What	is	the	purpose	of	the	source?	(Note	that	some	pri-

mary sources, such as letters to the editor, have a central 
theme or argument and are intended to persuade; others, 
such as census data, are purely factual.)

•	 What	is	the	historical	context	in	which	the	source	was	
written and read? 

•	 How	do	the	author’s	gender	and	socioeconomic	class	
compare to those of the people about whom he or she is 
writing? 

•	 What	unspoken	assumptions	does	the	text	contain?	
•	 What	biases	are	detectable	in	the	source?	
•	 Was	the	original	text	commissioned	by	anyone	or	pub-

lished by a press with a particular viewpoint?
•	 How	do	other	contemporary	sources	compare	with	this	

one? 

Special considerations for editions and translations

•	 Is	the	source	complete?	If	not,	does	the	text	contain	an	
introductory note explaining editorial decisions? 

•	 If	you	are	using	a	document	in	a	collection,	does	the	
editor explain his or her process of selection and/or 
translation? 

•	 Are	there	notes	introducing	individual	documents	that	
provide useful information about the text? 

•	 Are	there	footnotes	or	endnotes	that	alert	you	to	alternate	
readings or translations of the material in the text?

•	 Does	the	edition	or	translation	you	are	using	most	accu-
rately reflect the current state of scholarship? 
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14 Working with Sources2b

Tips for Writers 
Questions for evaluating nonwritten Primary Sources 

For artifacts 

•	 When	and	where	was	the	artifact	made?	
•	 Who	might	have	used	it,	and	what	might	it	have	been	

used for? 
•	 What	does	the	artifact	tell	us	about	the	people	who	made	

and used it and the period in which it was made? 

For art works (paintings, sculpture, and so on) 

•	 Who	is	the	artist,	and	how	does	the	work	compare	to	his	
or her other works?

•	 When	and	why	was	the	work	made?	Was	it	commis-
sioned? If so, by whom? 

•	 Was	the	work	part	of	a	larger	artistic	or	intellectual	
movement?

•	 Where	was	the	work	first	displayed?	How	did	contempo-
raries respond to it? How do their responses compare to 
the ways in which it is understood now? 

For photographs 

•	 Who	is	the	photographer?	Why	did	he	or	she	take	this	
photograph? 

•	 Where	was	the	photograph	first	published	or	displayed?	
Did that publication or venue have a particular mission or 
point of view? 

•	 Do	any	obvious	details	such	as	angle,	contrast,	or	crop-
ping suggest bias? 

For cartoons 

•	 What	is	the	message	of	the	cartoon?	How	do	words	and	
images combine to convey that message? 

•	 In	what	kind	of	publication	(for	example,	a	newspaper	or	
a magazine) did it originally appear? Did that publication 
have a particular agenda or mission? 

•	 When	did	the	cartoon	appear?	How	might	its	historical	
context be significant? 

For maps 

•	 What	kind	of	map	is	this	(for	example,	topographical,	
political, or military)?

•	 Where	and	when	was	the	map	made?	What	was	its	
intended purpose? 

•	 Does	the	map	contain	any	extraneous	text	or	images?	If	
so, what do they add to our understanding of the map 
itself?
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2bEvaluating sources 15

any police investigator could tell you, eyewitnesses see 
different things and remember them in different ways. 
In fact, historians steer a middle ground between these 
two approaches. Although primary sources comprise the 
basic material with which they work, historians do not 
take the evidence provided by such sources simply at face 
value. Like good detectives, they evaluate the evidence, 
approaching their sources analytically and critically. 

Historians have developed a variety of techniques 
for evaluating primary sources. One such technique is 
to compare sources; a fact or description contained in 
one source is more likely to be accepted as trustworthy 
if other sources support or corroborate it. Another tech-
nique is to identify the authors’ biases. For example, the 
historian Polydore Vergil asserted in his book Anglica His-
toria that King Richard III killed his nephews. Since Vergil 
was a contemporary of Richard III, you might accept his 
account at face value, unless you were also aware that the 
book was commissioned by King Henry VII, an enemy of 
Richard III who had organized a rebellion against him, 
killed him in battle, and seized his throne. Taking this 
fact into consideration, you would want to approach Ver-
gil’s work with a more critical eye, considering whether 
his loyalty to his employer led to any bias in his history. 
Historians also read their sources carefully for evidence 
of internal contradictions or logical inconsistencies, and 

For video and film

•	 What	kind	of	film	is	this	(for	example,	a	documentary	or	a	
feature film)?

•	 Who	are	the	director,	the	producer,	and	the	screenwriter	
for the film? Have they made other films to which you 
can compare this one?

•	 Who	is	the	intended	audience?	Why	was	the	film	made?
•	 Does	the	film	use	particular	cinematic	techniques	that	

convey a particular mood or tone? (For more on analyzing 
film, see 3e.)

For sound recordings

•	 Who	made	the	recording,	and	what	kind	of	recording	is	it	
(music, speech, interview, and so on)?

•	 Was	the	recording	originally	intended	for	broadcast?	
If so, why was it broadcast, and who was the intended 
audience?
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16 Working with Sources2b

they pay attention to their sources’ use of language, since 
the adjectives and metaphors an author uses can point to 
hidden biases and unspoken assumptions.

Thinking about editions and translations. As an undergradu-
ate, you will probably not have the opportunity that pro-
fessional historians do to work with original documents 
in their original languages. Instead, you will likely be rely-
ing on published, translated editions of primary sources 
or on documents found on the Internet. 

Using modern editions of sources in translation is an 
excellent way to enter into the worldview of the people 
you are studying. Be aware, however, that any edited text 
reflects, to some extent, the interests and experiences of 
the editor or translator. For example, the process by which 
the editor of a document collection selects which docu-
ments to include and which to leave out involves interpre-
tation: the collection, as it appears in print, reflects how 
the editor has understood and organized the material and 
what he or she sees as significant. Similarly, excerpts from 
a long document can be useful in introducing you to the 
basic content and flavor of the document, but it is impor-
tant to note that in the process of choosing excerpts, the 
editor is making a judgment about what aspects of the 
source are important. You should read the whole source, 
if possible, rather than excerpts, in order to understand 
the significance of the entire document and the context 
of any portions of the source that you wish to discuss or 
quote. A scholar or an archivist developing a Web site is, 
of course, making similar choices about which primary 
sources to include, how and in what order they will appear 
on the web page, and how they will be edited and linked 
to one another and to other Web sites. Finally, translation 
always involves decisions about word choice and grammar 
that can range from inconsequential to very significant.

Note: Often, the introduction to an edited volume, the 
home page on a Web site, or the short headnotes that 
introduce individual texts in a print or online collec-
tion not only will provide useful background informa-
tion about the text but also will alert you to the editor’s 
choices and intentions. 

To be effective research sources, primary documents 
require both careful and critical reading. When you ana-
lyze a primary source, keep in mind the questions in the 
Tips for Writers box on page 13.
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2bEvaluating sources 17

Thinking about nonwritten primary sources. Although his-
torians work mainly from written sources, they also use 
a wide variety of nonwritten materials, including works 
of art, photographs, maps, and audio and video record-
ings. When dealing with nonwritten primary sources, you 
should consider the same questions about author, audi-
ence, and context that are outlined in the Tips for Writers 
box on page 13, while adding the questions from the Tips 
for Writers box on pages 14–15 that are specific to the 
type of source you are considering. 

Evaluating primary sources: an example. In a letter writ-
ten to Sheik El-Messiri in 1798, Napoleon expresses the 
hope that the sheik will soon establish a government in 
Egypt based on the principles of the Qur’an, the sacred 
text of Islam. Those principles, according to Napoleon, 
“alone are true and capable of bringing happiness to 
men.”1 Should we assume, on the evidence of this let-
ter, that Napoleon believed in the truth of Islam? A his-
torian might ask, “Do we have any other evidence for 
Napoleon’s attitude toward Islam? What do other pri-
mary sources tell us about Napoleon’s attitude toward 
religions such as Catholicism, Protestantism, and Juda-
ism? Do any other primary sources contradict the attitude 
toward Islam expressed in Napoleon’s letter to the sheik?” 
In other words, “How accurately and to what extent can 
this source answer questions about Napoleon’s religious 
beliefs?” In addition, historians try to understand or 
interpret their sources even if those sources do not offer 
the best or most accurate information on a certain topic. 
As it happens, Napoleon did not believe in Islam. This 
does not mean, however, that his letter to the sheik has 
no value. Instead, a good historian will ask, “Under what 
circumstances did Napoleon write this letter? Who was 
Sheik El-Messiri, and what was his relationship to Napo-
leon? What does this letter tell us about Napoleon’s will-
ingness to use religion to his political advantage?” Thus, 
to write about historical questions, you will need to know 
how to approach many different kinds of primary sources 
and ask appropriate questions of them. (For more on writ-
ing about primary sources, see Chapters 3 and 4.)

1. Napoleon Bonaparte, “Letter to the Sheik El-Messiri,” in The 
Mind of Napoleon: A Selection from His Written and Spoken Words, 4th 
ed., trans. and ed. J. Christopher Herold (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1969), 104.
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18 Working with Sources2b

2b-2 evaluating secondary sources 

Reading secondary sources helps us understand how 
other historians have interpreted the primary sources for 
the period being studied. Students sometimes hesitate to 
question the conclusions of established scholars; never-
theless, as with primary sources, it is important to read 
secondary sources critically and analytically, asking the 
same questions you ask of primary sources. Evaluate a sec-
ondary source by asking the critical questions listed in the 
Tips for Writers box below. (For more on critical reading, 
see 3a.) In addition, whenever you work with a secondary 
source, it is especially important to consider the points on 
pages 19–21.

Tips for Writers
Questions for evaluating Secondary Sources 

•	 Who	is	the	author?	What	are	his	or	her	academic	creden-
tials? (You will often find information about the author in 
the preface of a book; journals sometimes include authors’ 
biographies, either on the first page of the article or in a 
separate section.) 

•	 When	was	the	text	written?
•	 What	is	the	political,	social,	and	cultural	context	in	which	

the source was written?
•	 Who	is	the	publisher?	Is	the	text	published	by	a	scholarly	

press or a popular one? (For more information on schol-
arly and popular presses, see p. 20.) 

•	 Who	is	the	intended	audience	for	the	text	(scholars,	stu-
dents, general reading public, or some other audience)? 

•	 What	is	the	author’s	main	argument	or	thesis?	(For	more	
on identifying the author’s thesis, see p. 26.)

•	 Does	the	author	use	primary	sources	as	evidence	to	sup-
port his or her thesis? Is the author’s interpretation of the 
primary sources persuasive?

•	 Are	you	aware	of	any	primary	source	evidence	that	the	
author does not consider? 

•	 Does	the	author	contradict	or	disagree	with	others	who	
have written on the subject? If so, does he or she acknowl-
edge and effectively address opposing arguments or 
interpretations? 

•	 Do	the	footnotes/endnotes	and	bibliography	reference	
other important works on the same topic? 

•	 Does	the	author	build	his	or	her	argument	on	any	unsub-
stantiated assumptions? (See pp. 19–20.) 
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2bEvaluating sources 19

Consider the implications of the publication date. As with 
primary sources, it is very important to understand the 
political, social, and cultural context in which a second-
ary source was produced. The original date of publication 
can provide clues about the historical questions and prob-
lems that interested historians writing in a particular time 
and place. If you are writing a historiographic essay (see 
3d-2), reading secondary sources published in several dif-
ferent decades might offer a historical perspective on how 
interpretations of an issue or event have changed over 
time. Conversely, for some papers it may be important 
that you know the most recent theories about a histori-
cal subject. For example, a 2010 article reviewing theories 
about the construction of Native American burial mounds 
may contain more recent ideas than would a 1964 review. 
Do not assume, however, that newer interpretations are 
always better; some older works have contributed signifi-
cantly to the field and may offer interpretations that are 
still influential. (As you become more experienced in his-
torical research, you will be able to determine which older 
sources are still useful.) 

Evaluate the logic of the author’s argument. Any book or arti-
cle makes an argument in support of a thesis. (For detailed 
information on what a thesis is, see 4c; for a discussion of 
how the thesis relates to the argument of a paper, see 4d.) 
Once you have identified the author’s thesis, you should 
evaluate the evidence he or she uses to support it. You 
may not be in a position to judge the accuracy of the evi-
dence, although you will build expertise as you continue 
to read about the subject. Nonetheless, you can evaluate 
the way in which the author uses the evidence he or she 
presents. You might ask yourself whether the evidence 
logically supports the author’s point. For example, Mar-
garet Sanger, who founded the American Birth Control 
League in 1921, was also involved in the US eugenics 
movement, which advocated, among other things, for the 
sterilization of individuals deemed “mentally incompe-
tent.” This fact, however, does not justify the conclusion 
that all early-twentieth-century birth control advocates 
favored eugenics. Such an assertion would be a logical fal-
lacy known as a hasty generalization. 

You should also ask whether the same facts could be 
interpreted in another way to support a different thesis. 
For example, G. Stanley Hall, an early-twentieth-century 
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20 Working with Sources2b

American psychologist, amassed evidence that demon-
strated a correlation between a woman’s educational 
level and the number of children she had: women who 
attended colleges and universities had fewer children 
than their less educated sisters. From this fact, he con-
cluded that higher education caused sterility in women. 
A modern historian looking at the same evidence might 
conclude that education allowed women to become eco-
nomically independent, freed them from the necessity 
of forming early marriages, and allowed them to pursue 
careers other than raising children.

Another consideration is whether the cause-and-effect 
relationships described in a source are legitimate. It may be 
true that event A happened before event B, but that does 
not necessarily mean that A caused B. For example, on July 
20, 1969, Neil Armstrong became the first person to walk 
on the moon. The following winter was particularly harsh 
in the United States. We should not conclude, however, 
that the lunar landing caused a change in weather pat-
terns. This would be a post hoc fallacy, from the Latin post 
hoc, ergo propter hoc (“after this, therefore because of this”). 

Finally, consider how the author deals with any coun-
terevidence. (See 4d-2 for a discussion of counterevidence.) 

Distinguish between popular and scholarly sources. If you 
consult secondary sources for a history paper, it is impor-
tant that you use scholarly, rather than popular, sources. 
Scholarly sources are written by experts in the field and 
are usually peer-reviewed — evaluated by other scholars — 
before being published. To determine whether a second-
ary source is scholarly or popular, consider the following 
questions.

•	 Does	the	author	have	academic	credentials?
•	 Does	the	book	or	article	have	notes,	a	bibliog-

raphy, and other academic apparatus?
•	 Is	the	source	published	by	an	academic	press?
•	 Does	the	book	or	article	analyze	and	interpret	pri-

mary sources or the work of other scholars?

If you are still not sure whether a book or an article you 
want to use is an appropriate secondary source, consult 
your professor or a reference librarian.

Note: Although popular magazines are not appropriate 
secondary sources, they can be excellent primary sources 
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2bEvaluating sources 21

for certain research topics. For example, you might con-
sult back issues of Time magazine in order to explore how 
the news media covered the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
or you might examine the advertisements in Good House-
keeping for a paper on women’s economic importance in 
the period between the two world wars.

2b-3 evaluating online sources 

As noted above, the Internet provides ready access to both 
primary and secondary sources. Editions of a wide variety 
of written primary sources (such as letters, treatises, and 
government publications) are available on the Internet. 
Project Gutenberg (www.gutenberg.org), for example, is  
an extremely useful source for free e-books of interest 
to historians. You can also find a wide variety of visual 
sources — such as cartoons, photographs, images of antique 
maps, and other nonwritten primary sources — on the 
Internet. YouTube (www.youtube.com), for example, is 
more than just a site for viewing music videos and Super-
bowl commercials; the site also offers radio and television 
addresses, newscasts, interviews, films, and other histori-
cally significant video materials. 

If you are looking for secondary sources, historians 
may publish their research online in electronic journals 
like the E-Journal of Portuguese History (www.brown.edu 
/Departments/Portuguese_Brazilian_Studies/ejph); increas- 
ingly, some scholarly journals are published simulta-
neously in print and electronic formats. In addition,  
digitized versions of countless scholarly articles are avail-
able in electronic databases such as JSTOR: The Scholarly 
Journal Archive (www.jstor.org), which scans and archives 
a wide variety of scholarly print journals. 

Web sites maintained by universities, museums, gov-
ernment agencies, and other institutions can be a gold 
mine for students whose access to large research librar-
ies is limited. Making effective use of the Internet as a 
research tool, however, requires you to anticipate and 
avoid the special problems that it presents.

The most significant difficulty you may encounter 
when trying to evaluate a source accessed online is deter-
mining its credibility. When working with such a source, 
first determine if it has a print or real-life equivalent. Is 
it an article from a journal that is published in print? 
Is it an artifact that resides in a museum? If the source 
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actually exists in physical form, you can refer to the Tips 
for Writers boxes in 2b-1 and 2b-2 to help you study and 
evaluate it. If, however, the source exists only online, you 
must use extra caution in evaluating it. This is because, 
while articles in scholarly journals and books from aca-
demic presses are carefully reviewed by other scholars 
in the field, anyone with Internet access can create a 
Web site or a blog. You should also be aware that many 
popular online resources are not appropriate sources for 
scholarly research. For example, Wikipedia, the widely 
used online encyclopedia, is composed of entries writ-
ten largely by anonymous authors. The entries are not 
peer-reviewed; moreover, anyone can modify a Wikipedia 
entry. It is worth noting, however, that Wikipedia entries 
often contain useful references and links to helpful online 
resources.

The questions in the Tips for Writers box on the next 
page will help you determine whether a Web site is reli-
able. In general, the most worthwhile sites with the most 
accurate sources will probably have a scholarly affiliation. 
You can find reputable sites by consulting your professor 
or a reference librarian.

Once you have determined that a Web site is credible 
(see the Tips for Writers box on p. 23), you still need to 
evaluate the material it contains. If you are using a pri-
mary source found on the Web site, analyze it using the 
criteria in the Tips for Writers box on page 13. If you are 
accessing an article or other secondary source, evaluate its 
usefulness and reliability by using the guidelines in the 
Tips for Writers box on page 18.
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Tips for Writers
Questions for evaluating Web Sites

•	 Is	the	author’s	identity	clear?	If	so,	what	are	his	or	her	
academic credentials? Does the author list an academic 
degree? Is he or she affiliated with a college or university? 
Do other Web sites provide additional information about 
the author? 

•	 Does	the	author	provide	evidence	for	his	or	her	assertions,	
such as citations and bibliographies? Are the sources up-
to-date? Does the author include the sources for statistics? 

•	 Is	the	site	affiliated	with	an	academic	institution,	press,	or	
journal? The web address — or URL — can provide some 
clues to such affiliations. If .edu or .gov appears in the 
address, the site is published by an educational or govern-
mental institution, which should give you a greater degree 
of confidence in the material it contains. 

•	 Is	the	site	sponsored	by	a	particular	organization?	(Look	
for .org in the URL.) Do you know anything about the 
interests and concerns of the person or group that pub-
lishes the site? (Check the home page or click on “About” 
to find a mission statement.) Does the organization seem 
biased? 

•	 Does	the	site	allow	users	to	add	or	change	content?	If	so,	
you cannot rely on the site to provide accurate informa-
tion, even if it includes notes, references to academic 
sources, or useful links. (This is the case, for example, with 
Wikipedia articles, which often include scholarly apparatus 
but can be altered by any user.)

•	 What	is	the	purpose	of	the	site?	Is	it	designed	to	inform?	
Persuade? Sell a product? Does the site contain adver-
tising, and if so, does it affect the way the content is 
presented?

•	 Does	the	information	on	the	site	coincide	with	what	you	
have learned about the subject from other sources? 

•	 Has	the	site	been	updated	recently?	
•	 Does	the	site	contain	useful	links	to	other	sites?	Are	

the linked sites affiliated with reputable institutions or 
persons?

If you are still unsure whether an online source is reliable, it 
is best to consult your professor or a reference librarian. 
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