HIS 230

Weekly Summaries – A Guide

An important part of any history course is developing your ability to analyze both primary and secondary works through what is known as a “close reading” of the text. No single text (primary or secondary) can ever furnish a complete or wholly truthful image of the past. As a result, we need to examine each closely so that the information they provide can help us construct our own understanding of history. 

Primary Texts: These are documents created during the particular period of history that we are interested in, or by individuals who participated in or witnessed certain events although they may have written them after the fact.  Primary texts may include: literary works, poetry, songs, government documents, tax records, speeches, memoirs, diaries and even art and architecture—in practice anything that dates to the period being studied. No primary source provides a complete picture of the past, but instead provides “snapshots” of different aspects of society which, when combined, create a sharper overall picture.  

They may provide insights into various facets of a society’s history including economics, politics, social structure, religion and culture. The majority of primary documents we will explore in this course are drawn from a collected volume of texts The Islamic World edited by William McNeill and Marilyn Waldman which can been found on the Cline Library’s electronic reserve. Ibn Battuta in Black Africa is also considered a primary text.

What to look for: In order to “unpack” the useful insights into the past that primary documents contain it is important to continuously ask yourself the following questions -- 

Who is the author of a particular document? 
What was his or her purpose/agenda in composing this particular text?

Who were they writing for? Who was their audience?

What does it tell you about certain aspects of Islamic society? By the same token, what questions does it raise in your mind about Islamic society?

Secondary Texts: These are documents created by individuals who were not present at the events they record and who wrote their accounts utilizing primary documents. Textbooks, monographs and scholarly articles fall into this category.  The purpose of secondary works is to analyze and synthesize primary texts in an attempt to construct a coherent picture of the past for contemporary readers. Lapdius’ A History of Islamic Societies, Maalouf’s Crusades Through Arab Eyes as well as the numerous articles on electronic reserve in Cline Library are all secondary sources.  Secondary sources are attempts to reconstruct the past from often-limited primary sources; as a result, none has a “monopoly” on truth and should never be lightly accepted as the final word on a subject. As with primary texts, you should always approach secondary documents with a critical eye asking a number of questions that will enable you to more clearly appreciate the nuances of the author’s arguments as well as testing their validity.

What is the author’s thesis or argument? (What questions does he or she seek to answer? What does the author intend to accomplish?)

What kind of evidence does he or she use to support his/her argument? Does it really support the thesis?

How does the author’s argument influence your understanding of the broader topic (e.g. Islamic society in general or more particular topics such as the place of women in Muslim society, education, etc.)?

How does the author’s argument compare to other secondary works on the same topic?
