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2.a.
How to Read a Secondary Source

Reading secondary historical sources is a skill which may be acquired and must be practiced. 
Reading academic material well is an active process that can be far removed from the kind of pleasure
reading most of us are used to. Sure, history may sometimes be dry, but you’ll find success reading
even the most difficult material if you can master these skills.  The key here is taking the time and
energy to engage the material -- to think through it and to connect it to other material you have
covered.

I:  How to read a book

1. Read the title.  Define every word in the title; look up any unknown words.  Think about what
the title promises for the book.  Look at the table of contents.  This is your "menu" for the book. 
What can you tell about its contents and structure from the TOC?  

2. Read a book from the outside in.  Read the foreword and introduction (if an article, read the first
paragraph or two).  Read the conclusion or epilogue if there is one (if an article, read the last one
or two paragraphs).  After all this, ask yourself what the author's thesis might be.  How has the
argument been structured?

3. Read chapters from the outside in.  Quickly read the first and last paragraph of each chapter. 
After doing this and taking the step outlined above, you should have a good idea of the book's
major themes and arguments.  

4. You are now finally ready to read in earnest.  Don't read a history book as if you were reading a
novel for light pleasure reading.  Read through the chapters actively, taking cues as to which
paragraphs are most important from their topic sentences.  (Good topic sentences tell you what
the paragraph is about.)  Not every sentence and paragraph is as important as every other.  It is
up to you to judge, based on what you know so far about the book's themes and arguments.  If
you can, highlight passages that seem to be especially relevant.  

5. Take notes: Many students attempt to take comprehensive notes on the content of a book or
article.  I advice against this.  I suggest that you record your thoughts about the reading rather
than simply the details and contents of the reader.  What surprised you?  What seemed
particularly insightful?  What seems suspect?  What reinforces or counters points made in other
readings?  This kind of note taking will keep your reading active, and actually will help you
remember the contents of the piece better than otherwise.
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II.  “STAMP” it: A technique for reading a book which complements the steps above is to answer a
series of questions about your reading.  

Structure: How has the author structured her work?  How would you briefly outline it?  Why
might she have employed this structure?  What historical argument does the structure employ? 
After identifying the thesis, ask yourself in what ways the structure of the work enhances or
detracts from the thesis.  How does the author set about to make her or his case?  What about
the structure of the work makes it convincing?

Thesis:  A thesis is the controlling argument of a work of history.  Toqueville argued, for
instance, that American society in the first half of the nineteenth century believed itself to be
radically oriented towards liberty and freedom while in fact its innate conservatism hid under a
homogeneous culture and ideology.  Often, the most difficult task when reading a secondary is
to identify the author's thesis.  In a well-written essay, the thesis is usually clearly stated near the
beginning of the piece.  In a long article or book, the thesis is usually diffuse.  There may in fact
be more than one.  As you read, constantly ask yourself, "how could I sum up what this author is
saying in one or two sentences?"  This is a difficult task; even if you never feel you have
succeeded, simply constantly trying to answer this question will advance your understanding of
the work.

Argument:  A thesis is not just a statement of opinion, or a belief, or a thought.  It is an
argument.  Because it is an argument, it is subject to evaluation and analysis.  Is it a good
argument?  How is the big argument (the thesis) structured into little arguments?  Are these little
arguments constructed well?  Is the reasoning valid?  Does the evidence support the conclusions? 
Has the author used invalid or incorrect logic?  Is she relying on incorrect premises?  What
broad, unexamined assumptions seem to underlay the author's argument?  Are these correct?  

Note here that none of these questions ask if you like the argument or its conclusion.  This
part of the evaluation process asks you not for your opinion, but to evaluate the logic of the
argument.  There are two kinds of logic you must consider: Internal logic is the way authors
make their cases, given the initial assumptions, concerns, and definitions set forth in the essay or
book.  In other words, assuming that their concern is a sound one, does the argument make
sense?  Holistic logic regards the piece as a whole.  Are the initial assumptions correct?  Is the
author asking the proper questions?  Has the author framed the problem correctly?

Motives: Why might the author have written this work?  This is a difficult question, and often
requires outside information, such as information on how other historians were writing about the
topic.  Don’t let the absence of that information keep you from using your historical imagination. 
Even if you don't have the information you wish you had, you can still ask yourself, "Why would
the author argue this?"  Many times, arguments in older works of history seem ludicrous or silly
to us today.  When we learn more about the context in which those arguments were made,
however, they start to make more sense.  Things like political events and movements, an author's
ideological bents or biases, or an author's relationship to existing political and cultural
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institutions often have an impact on the way history is written.  On the other hand, the struggle
to achieve complete objectivity also effects the ways people have written history.  It is only
appropriate, then, that such considerations should inform your reading.

Primaries:  Students of history often do not read footnotes.  Granted, footnotes are not exactly
entertaining, but they are the nuts and bolts of history writing.  Glance occasionally at footnotes,
especially when you come across a particularly interesting or controversial passage.  What
primary sources has the historian used to support her argument?  Has she used them well?  What
pitfalls may befall the historians who uses these sources?  How does her use of these kinds of
sources influence the kinds of arguments she can make?  What other sources might she have
employed?

III.  Three important questions to ask of secondary sources

What does the author say?  That is, what is the author’s central claim or thesis, and the argument
which backs it up?  The thesis of a history paper usually explains how or why something happened. 
This means that the author will have to (1) tell what happened (the who, where, when, what of the
subject); (2) explain how or why it happened.

Why does the author say it?  Historians are almost always engaged in larger, sometimes obscure
dialogues with other professionals.  Is the author arguing with a rival interpretation?  What would
that be?  What accepted wisdom is the author trying to challenge or complicate?  What deeper
agenda might be represented by this effort?  (An effort to overthrow capitalism?  To justify Euro-
Americans’ decimation of Native American populations?  To buttress claims that the government
should pursue particular policies?)

Where is the author’s argument weak or vulnerable?  Good historians try to make a case that
their conclusion or interpretation is correct.  But cases are rarely airtight – especially novel,
challenging, or sweeping ones.  At what points is the author vulnerable?  Where is the evidence thin? 
What other interpretations of the author’s evidence is possible?  At what points is the author’s logic
suspect?  If the author’s case is weak, what is the significance of this for the argument as a whole?


