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WHAT HISTORIANS DO, HOW WE PRACTICE, AND 
WHY…

• How we ask questions.

• How we select and analyse primary sources.

• How we understand that the past is something constructed through interpretation and argument.

How historians move through these various stages of historical practice is shaped by a set of ‘vantage 
points’: the time they’re living in, their personal perspective and their engagement with theoretical 

frameworks and methods of interpretation.



“I should like to begin with my own vantage points. This is not 
the result of an autobiographical urge, but rather of the 
recognition that readers are entitled to know where I am 
coming from. If I am an advocate of self-aware history, I should 
strive to practise it.” Ludmilla Jordanova, History in Practice, 
p.1.



“Historians are present in the histories they make in many 
different ways, in their prejudices, their passions, their 

commitments, beliefs, persuasions and life experiences”. 

Ludmilla Jordanova, History in Practice



SOURCES AND INTERPRETATION
‘In the sources themselves, there is little or nothing of what we know as “history” … the matches between 

history and its sources are custom-made by scholars.’

Ludmilla Jordanova, History in Practice, p.38.

‘It used to be said that facts speak for themselves. This is, of course, untrue. The facts speak only when the 
historian calls on them: it is he who decides to which facts to give the floor, and in what order or context.’

‘Facts are really not at all like fish on the fishmonger’s slab. They are like fish swimming about in a vast and 
sometimes inaccessible ocean; and what the historian catches will depend, partly on chance, but mainly on 

what part of the the ocean he chooses to fish in … determined by the kind of fish he wants to catch. By and 
large, the historian will get the kind of facts he wants. History means interpretation.’

E.H. Carr, What is History?, pp. 3-5, 18.



‘Гигиена’, Большая Советская Энциклопедия, т. XVI (Германия—
Гимн). Москва, 1929

‘Hygiene’, Large Soviet Encyclopaedia, v. XVI (Germany – 
Anthem). Moscow 1929.



‘The socialist rationalization of all areas of the national economy, 
together with the associated growth of general and technical 
culture, substantially alters working conditions. […]

Nevertheless, the contradictions of the transitional-period 
economy, profound technical and cultural backwardness, and the 
conservatism of everyday life still preserve the role of negative 
factors in many phenomena. As a result, a number of 
impairments of social health characteristic of capitalism, 
although not organically inherent in the principles and nature of 
the new economic and social order, still exist in the USSR…’



Following the footnotes…



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FACTS AND 
INTERPRETATION
“I have seen too many examples of extravagant interpretation riding roughshod over facts.”

“The historian is engaged in a continuous process of moulding his facts to his interpretation and his 

interpretation to his facts.” 

E.H. Carr, What is History, pp.22-24.



MODULE AIMS
• To introduce you to major developments in historical thinking and practice.

We will look at some of the most significant approaches in historical scholarship and explore how these 

schools of thought have shaped long-term debates about, and interpretations of, individual agency in 

historical explanation, and the causal forces of historical change.

• To reflect critically on how history is written, and by whom.

Whose voices have been included? Whose have been excluded? What counts as evidence, and why?

• To build your confidence in using primary sources.

• To prepare you for independent historical research.

The assessments in this module are designed to build progressively, each one supporting the next, as you 

work towards completing an original research project in the summer term. This also serves as a strong 
foundation for your dissertation in the final year.



TERM 1: APPROACHES
• What is historical knowledge? Can it ever be objective?

• How is historical research shaped by the broader context in which it is practised?

• How have different schools of thought approached questions about human nature, human experience, 

individual agency and change over time?



TERM 1: 
APPROACHES

1 What is Historical Research?
 Claire Shaw
2 Causality
 Claudia Stein
3 Agency
 Laura Schwartz

4 Scale
 Tom Simpson
5 Culture and Meaning
 Charles Walton

6 Reading Week - No Lectures or Seminars
7 Language, Truth and Human Experience

 Claudia Stein
8 Gender

 Naomi Pullin
9 Postcolonial History and CRT

 Lydia Plath
10 The Non-Human

 Katayoun Shafiee



TERM 1: KEY THEMES AND DEBATES

What drives change in the past? Is it the 

action of individuals? Or is it the weight of 

social, economic, and political structures?

Agency versus structure, individuals versus 

systems.

1 What is Historical Research?
 Claire Shaw
2 Causality
 Claudia Stein
3 Agency
 Laura Schwartz

4 Scale
 Tom Simpson
5 Culture and Meaning
 Charles Walton

6 Reading Week - No Lectures or Seminars
7 Language, Truth and Human Experience

 Claudia Stein
8 Gender

 Naomi Pullin
9 Postcolonial History and CRT

 Lydia Plath
10 The Non-Human

 Katayoun Shafiee



TERM 1: KEY THEMES AND DEBATES

What should the scope of a historical inquiry 

be? How wide or narrow should our research 

focus be?

How do we manage the demands of depth 

and breadth? 

Is the scope of our research project feasible 

and achievable in the time, and word-limit, 

set?

1 What is Historical Research?
 Claire Shaw
2 Causality
 Claudia Stein
3 Agency
 Laura Schwartz

4 Scale
 Tom Simpson
5 Culture and Meaning
 Charles Walton

6 Reading Week - No Lectures or Seminars
7 Language, Truth and Human Experience

 Claudia Stein
8 Gender

 Naomi Pullin
9 Postcolonial History and CRT

 Lydia Plath
10 The Non-Human

 Katayoun Shafiee



TERM 1: KEY THEMES AND DEBATES

The status of historical knowledge.

Frameworks of understanding.

Are we really accessing the past through our 

sources, or just interpreting representations 

of the past that were recorded? 

This raises important questions about what 

historical evidence can and can’t give us 

access to; and the provisional nature of 

historical knowledge.

1 What is Historical Research?
 Claire Shaw
2 Causality
 Claudia Stein
3 Agency
 Laura Schwartz

4 Scale
 Tom Simpson
5 Culture and Meaning
 Charles Walton

6 Reading Week - No Lectures or Seminars
7 Language, Truth and Human Experience

 Claudia Stein
8 Gender

 Naomi Pullin
9 Postcolonial History and CRT

 Lydia Plath
10 The Non-Human

 Katayoun Shafiee



TERM 1: KEY THEMES AND DEBATES

Dominant narratives versus silenced voices

These critiques force us to confront the 
power dynamics in both historical events 

and historical writing.

Humans vs Non-Humans in History.

1 What is Historical Research?
 Claire Shaw
2 Causality
 Claudia Stein
3 Agency
 Laura Schwartz

4 Scale
 Tom Simpson
5 Culture and Meaning
 Charles Walton

6 Reading Week - No Lectures or Seminars
7 Language, Truth and Human Experience

 Claudia Stein
8 Gender

 Naomi Pullin
9 Postcolonial History and CRT

 Lydia Plath
10 The Non-Human

 Katayoun Shafiee



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
HISTORIOGRAPHY AND HISTORICAL PRACTICE

When you approach a research topic, and a related set of primary sources, you are 

never doing it in a vacuum.

• How you ask your research question is shaped by historiographical trends.

• How you select and analyse your primary sources is shaped by how you engage 

with interpretations of human experience, individual agency and change over time.

• How you frame your argument reflects your own position within a field of competing 

historical interpretations.



TERM 2: METHODS

• How to design a research project

• How to select and approach different kinds of primary sources

• How to interpret those sources and build them into a historical argument



TERM 2: 

METHODS

1 Designing a Research Project
 Claire Shaw and Anca Cretu
2 What is Historical Evidence and How To Interpret It
 Claire Shaw
3 Textual Sources
 Lydia Plath and Kathryn Dyt
4 Material Culture and Objects
 Anne Gerritsen
5 Visual Sources: Photography
 Susan Carruthers
6 Reading Week - No Lectures or Seminars
7 Oral History
 Tom Simpson
8 Quantitative and Digital History
 Charmian Mansell
9 Historical Argument and Research Design
 Claire Shaw
10 Question and Answer Session
 HI2K9 Teaching Team



TERM 2: METHODS
A focus on primary sources:

What is a primary source? How does it relate to 

your research question?

How to find and interpret different kinds of primary 
sources: textual, visual and material.

The skills and frameworks needed to work critically 
with both textual and non-textual sources.

How to study how texts, objects and images were 
consumed and received in the past.

How to evaluate their significance, analyse them 
effectively and use them to build persuasive 
historical arguments. 

1 Designing a Research Project
 Claire Shaw and Anca Cretu
2 What is Historical Evidence and How To Interpret It
 Claire Shaw
3 Textual Sources
 Lydia Plath and Kathryn Dyt
4 Material Culture and Objects
 Anne Gerritsen
5 Visual Sources: Photography
 Susan Carruthers
6 Reading Week - No Lectures or Seminars
7 Oral History
 Tom Simpson
8 Quantitative and Digital History
 Charmian Mansell
9 Historical Argument and Research Design
 Claire Shaw
10 Question and Answer Session
 HI2K9 Teaching Team



WHAT YOU’LL PRODUCE
All of the assignments in this module are designed to support independent research. 

There are 3 written assignments, spaced evenly across terms 2 and 3. Each assignment builds on the one 
before it, designed to build your skills step by step. In-depth details and guidance can be found on the 
module’s webpage. You will also be assessed on Seminar Participation.

Assignment 1: 2000-word essay on the theme ‘Vantage Points’

• In this module we are discussing how all historical research is a sophisticated negotiation between the 
historian’s own lived experience, their socio-cultural context, and the source materials they choose to tell 
their stories. Ludmilla Jordanova calls these 'vantage points', as she explains that 'readers are entitled to 
know where I am coming from' (History in Practice, p. 1). In this assignment, your task is to reflect upon 
your own vantage points, to place these in context, and to explain how they influence your approach to 
historical research. In other words, to explain where you are coming from.



WHAT YOU’LL PRODUCE
Assignment 2: 2000-word Research Proposal

• This assignment is designed to enable you to develop a detailed research proposal for the research 

project that you will complete for assignment 3.

• Developing a research proposal is a crucial part of the research process: it is how historians plan 
their research questions, which sources they will use, and how they will manage their time. In this 

assignment you will cover an outline and explanation of your research questions, the primary sources 

you intend to look at, relevant secondary literature, parameters and feasibility.



WHAT YOU’LL PRODUCE
Assignment 3: 4500-word Research Project

• This assignment gives you the opportunity to conduct an extended, independent piece of historical 
research. Your project will investigate a focused historical topic, grounded in the critical use of primary 
sources and situated within relevant historiography. A central aim of the project is to develop your ability to 
use primary evidence not just descriptively, but analytically, to advance a clear line of argument that 
engages meaningfully with existing scholarship.

• This project will help you refine skills in historical research: identifying and framing research questions, 
selecting and interpreting appropriate sources, and constructing persuasive, evidence-based arguments 
within a scholarly context.



WHY DO THIS WORK?
• By the end of this course you will have identified a research question, engaged critically with primary and 

secondary sources, made decisions about methodology, and constructed a sustained historical argument 

of your own. 

• The course will help you to engage with historiography more confidently and learn how to identify and 
shape a research question that actually matters, both to you and to the field.

• You’ll get feedback from us that is designed to help you progress, not just for this module, but for the 
dissertation that lies ahead in your final year.

• This is an opportunity to develop your voice as a researcher.


