History 12

How To Deal With Evidence
1.  Evidence

Historians gather information from sources. The most common form is, of course, the printed word, but other sources such as pictures, films, maps, cartoons, graphs, charts etc. can be just as useful. From these sources the historian gathers evidence. The purpose of this evidence is twofold: first, to chronicle an event; second, to make judgments about the event’s causes and consequences. In order to understand an event accurately and make a fair and sophisticated assessment of it, historians try to uncover as much evidence as possible. Once the evidence is gathered then a thesis can be developed and defended by that evidence. You should know from television, if from no other place, that lawyers present evidence in court to either prosecute or defend the accused. Historians do the same thing, only they must fulfill the role of both the prosecuting and defending attorney. In the end historians must also be the judge and jury of the evidence by considering every piece available to them before making judgment. 

2. Primary and Secondary Sources

 Evidence is grouped into two broad categories: primary and secondary. This is a useful distinction because it tells us how close the source (i.e., evidence) is to the event in question. To illustrate this point, imagine in your own life that you saw, first hand, a crime like a mugging take place. Your understanding of the details of that event would be much more vivid than if you had heard about it from someone else. This would make you a primary source. If someone else had told you about the mugging you would be a secondary source. 

( Primary Sources

If the document (text, a picture, a cartoon etc.) was produced by a participant of the event or by an eyewitness, it is a firsthand account; therefore, it is a primary source. Most often it is easy to tell if the source is primary. For example, Stalin writing about the First Five Year Plan is a primary source simply because he is the one who designed and implemented the First Five Year Plan. Similarly, a kulak who was the victim of that plan, should he record his plight before he was executed, would also be a primary source.

· Secondary Sources

If a document is produced by someone who does not fall into the categories mentioned above, it is considered a secondary source. This document then is an interpretation done by someone who got the information secondhand. Example: A journalist reporting on the Five Year Plan from London would be an example of a secondary source in this instance. 

· Tips about Primary and Secondary Sources

- When determining whether a source is primary or secondary, we look at who produced it, or how the document was produced, not at what it says. 

-  In most cases it is quite clear if a source is primary or secondary. Sometimes, however, we end up in 'grey' areas. Documents produced by groups of civil servants or government agencies sometimes confuse. Try to determine whether the government agency in question was actually involved in the event they are describing. If so the document would be primary. If they were merely passing on or collating information that others have collected, I would consider it secondary. If you are faced with this dilemma on an exam, make sure you carefully justify why you made your choice and you should get credit for your answer.
3.  Reliability and Validity

In order to convincingly defend your thesis you must address the reliability of the person(s) who produced your document, as well as the validity of what they have said or suggested.

· Reliability

Reliability is about who produced your document, or where it came from. The writer/publisher/photographer etc. is the issue here. Largely, reliability is determined by reputation. The more historical research you do, the better you will become at assessing this reputation. It is important to remember that when determining reliability, you are not judging the truthfulness of the information (although that may be implied); rather, you are assessing the person(s) or institution that produced it. 

· Validity
Now you do get to examine how truthful the information is. What you already know about history, or at least the event in question, will be relevant here. If what a document suggests about an event is contrary to what you have already learned, then you should take this into careful consideration when determining its validity.  You should also be aware that reliability and validity can affect one another – if a document has an unreliable source, this should be a factor in determining its validity.   Evidence from a person/institution that is untrustworthy or incapable of providing accurate information for your investigation cannot strengthen your argument. 

Although the reliability and the validity of a document may be related in certain instances, you should, nevertheless, give each notion its own space in your thinking, weighing each separately, as well as against each other. Rarely is a document 100% unreliable, or 100% invalid.  A reasoned and sophisticated assessment of a document will address the questions: “For what theses is this source reliable?” and “For what theses is this information valid?”

4. Concepts used to determine reliability and validity

( Bias 

Bias happens when a person/group has a particular opinion or agenda, and portrays an event in a way that supports that position. Bias can be obvious; it can also be very subtle.  Nearly everything except simple facts has bias. For example, to say that "a nuclear bomb was dropped on Hiroshima" is a fact and has no bias. On the contrary, to say that "a nuclear bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and that it was necessary" is a judgment and therefore does contain bias. Because a source has a bias does not, however, make the information useless,. Indeed, most historical documents are not simply lists of indisputable facts. The historian’s job is first to determine the bias and then factor it into his/her judgments. 

When determining reliability, it is important to ask ourselves what it is we are trying to learn. While the following example here may be a bit extreme, it does make this point. If we read a document from Hitler's book Mein Kampf,  and it makes derogatory comments about Jewish people, how reliable is it? That depends on the question you are investigating. If the question is "What are Jewish people like?" Hitler's infamous bias against these people makes it unreliable. If, however, the question is "What did the Nazis think of the Jewish people?" then Adolf Hitler is a very  reliable source because Hitler in fact defined that unsavoury policy for the Nazis. Again, remember when assessing reliability you are not asking "How true is this?" but something closer to “For what questions/issues does this person have authority?”

When determining validity, bias is trickier. Most often, we must know a good deal about the event to effectively evaluate the validity. We must consider all the circumstances in which the event occurred. Then we must compare this information to what we have learned elsewhere. Again, we must consider what it is we are trying to evaluate. Stalin's comment about the kulaks is a good example. He said, "I will eliminate them as a class". If we are trying to understand Stalin’s plans to collectivize agriculture in the Soviet Union, his actions aimed at eliminating the kulaks are a well known part of that process; therefore, in this context the statement is valid because it clearly demonstrates his plans for the kulaks. As soon as a judgment is made - for example, if Stalin had said, "It was necessary to eliminate the kulaks," the comment becomes biased. This statement could validate the claim that Stalin was prejudiced against the kulaks, but whether or not their elimination was necessary in a larger sense could not be validated by such a biased statement - this would require further evidence that supports the statement or that refutes it (see corroborating evidence below).

(  Corroborating Evidence

Do not let this big word fool you. It simply is the question, “Is there other evidence that agrees with the statement?”. Searching for corroborating evidence is like using a balance scale: some information is placed on either side. In the end you must determine which evidence is more weighty (i.e., most powerful). Remember that a piece of evidence does not have to be entirely supportive or entirely contrary. It most likely will end up in a shade of grey. The example used earlier regarding the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima is a case of likely arriving a some shade of grey. The dilemma the historian faces is that while the bomb brought unspeakable horror to the civilians in Hiroshima, it probably did, in the long run, save both Japanese and American lives.
( Compare the information to what you already know
The more items of knowledge you have about the topic at hand, the  better you will be at determining reliability and validity. Your examiners are quite aware that History Twelve is your first real course in history. Their questions are usually on topics that, if you have done your work in this course, you should be familiar with. 

( Proximity

This is a question of how close the source is in time and space to the event. A participant in or eyewitness of an event, is of course very close. A person who writes an article at the time of the event, then, has excellent proximity, and gains reliability. What he/she says often also has a high degree of validity. When the source recorded the observations well after the event, reliability is diminished because the observer is relying on memory which is rarely perfect.  Other events that have happened since  may have biased the source’s point of view.

( The reputation of the source

Again, the more you know about history the better you will be able to make this judgment. A good example of this type of judgment is when you are evaluating sources from media reports out of a totalitarian regime. By definition, totalitarian regimes practice censorship. This should make us very suspicious about both the reliability and validity of the source. By contrast, media reports in a country that does not censor the press gain reliability because they are not as compelled to present a state-approved point of view. This does not mean that the "free press" does not have a bias; it just means that they are not forced by such an obvious fear of punishment to display a particular point of view. 

6. Corroboration

As stated above this simply means determining whether a piece of information agrees or supports something else. To determine whether a document does or does not corroborate a particular claim you must finely tune your reading comprehension skills – particularly your ability to read between the lines. When involved in the process of corroboration, make sure you read carefully, and keep in mind that politicians often speak obscurely. If you have read George Orwell’s 1984, think “double-speak”. When President Truman defined his doctrine he did not say outright that the Americans would use military means to prevent the future expansion of communism in Europe. He said such expansion would be "a threat to the security of the United States". That comment sounds innocent enough until we consider what countries do when their security is threatened: they often go to war. Truman’s statement, then, could be used as corroboration for the claim that the U.S. was prepared to militarily confront the Communist threat. So, as you can see, you must be prepared to interpret and infer. Again, the more practice you get studying documents, the better honed these skills will be. 

7. Conclusion

If you really understand the concepts above, then the Evidence Questions on the Provincial Exam represent the easiest marks you are going to get. My strongest advice would be to evaluate all aspects of reliability and validity: bias, proximity, reputation, corroboration. A single source can gain reliability because the proximity in time and place is good, but on the other hand the same source may lose reliability because the source has a well known bias. Do not think of the above in terms of black and white. If you consider all the tools we have to determine these issues, there  exists evidence on both sides. You should try to reflect a shade of grey in your answers. Discuss the strongest issues on both sides, and then explain why one side is more compelling than the other. 


