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Historical sources
Types of  source
There are two main types of source: primary and secondary. 

 Primary sources are contemporary (from the time of the event or issue) and are 
often eye-witness or fi rst-hand records; they directly relate to the event or issue.
Some examples include:
• advertisements
• diary entries
• fi lm or TV footage
• letters
• monuments/memorials
• newspaper article

•  offi cial documents
(e.g. government records)

• photographs
• posters
• radio broadcasts
• speeches.

 Secondary sources are produced after the time of the event or issue, and are usually based on primary sources; 
they often blend a number of primary sources in order to provide an overall picture of the event or issue, and 
tend to be more analytical and/or interpretative of the event or issue. Some examples include:
• articles (e.g. in journals)
• books
• blogs
• discussion forums
• documentaries

• graphs
• maps
• school textbooks
• websites.

 Sources
1. What is the main difference between a primary source and a secondary one?

2. Identify three examples of primary sources that are not mentioned in the list provided above.

 

 

 

3. Identify three examples of secondary sources which are not mentioned in the list provided above.
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 Sources and their uses
When using sources, we need to be aware of the  specifi c issues surrounding each one. 

Different sources will be useful in different ways, and some may be more reliable than others. Often the 
 usefulness or  reliability of a source depends on the purpose for which you need it;  propaganda, for example, is 
not very reliable in terms of the accuracy of information but it is useful if we want to know what people were 
being told. Other times, vital information may have been lost or forgotten over time, or the relative  importance of 
events may change with different generations.

 Reliability of sources
1. Identify reasons that explain why the following sources may not be entirely reliable to an historian. 

a. Nazi propaganda poster about Jews 

b. A 15-generation-old oral history account about a particular event

c.  A government report investigating the government’s unsatisfactory response to an incident

2. What do you think someone might do to check the accuracy of any particular source? Why is this important?

Answers
p.  49
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Advantages and disadvantages of  sources
Each type of source will have  specifi c advantages over others, along with some  limitations. No one source is 
completely perfect and no single source will ever tell the complete story.

 Primary sources have 
some advantages over 
 secondary sources, mainly 
regarding the authenticity 
and immediacy of the 
information provided. 
They are invaluable for 
recording individual 
emotions, thoughts and 
experiences. However, 
they often lack analysis or 
an overall understanding 
of  context, and many 
primary sources are 
limited in scope and 
depend on a single 
viewpoint which may 
not take into account 
all of the information 
or even anyone else’s 
 perspective. On the other 
hand, primary sources are 
often easier to relate to 
and tend to evoke a more 
emotional connection.

The main advantage of secondary sources over 
primary sources, therefore, is that they can 
synthesise a number of primary sources to provide a 
less  specifi c, more generalised overview of an event. 
For example, they can blend an overall military 
strategy with the human cost of those involved 
in implementing the plan. Individual voices and 
experiences are often lost within many secondary 
sources, so rather than ‘I was shot in the arm and 
spent the next three weeks in a military hospital’ 
(primary), a secondary source would be more 
likely to report that ‘the attack resulted in 12 565 
casualties, of whom 4 235 were killed outright’. 

The main task of an historian is to seek a balance between the individual account and the overall story; most will 
choose to present one over the other. 
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 Usefulness means how helpful or valuable a  source is to an historian. A source which is unreliable or inaccurate 
may still be very useful if the historian is interested in how events or people were portrayed, while another source 
which is reliable and accurate may be a little less useful because it doesn’t provide any new information (but 
it is still useful in terms of corroborating information in other sources). The  extent of a source’s usefulness may 
depend on the purpose for which it was created, and other issues of  reliability, but such sources are still useful as 
long as  limitations are identifi ed and kept in mind when using the source. 

 Analysing  propaganda
Use the steps outlined above to identify the propaganda message in the source below. What outcome does the 
producer of this cartoon hope to achieve, and how does he try to convince viewers to accept his message?

Source B 

Recruitment cartoon for Māori, by William Blomfi eld, produced for the Christmas 1915 issue of the New Zealand 
Observer. Conscription had not yet been introduced but the high casualty fi gures at Gallipoli were already causing 
concern in the government. Some Māori tribes actively discouraged their members from going to war for the 
British Crown, while other iwi were more forthcoming. The cartoon was accompanied by the title: ‘The spirit of 
his fathers’.

Source: Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. Ref. A-312-1-088

Answers
p.  51
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a. What  bias is evident? 

b. What bias may be present? 

c. Why was the  source produced? 

d. For whom was the source intended? 

e. What  perspectives does the source display? 

f. Can the source be corroborated? 

g. What does the source NOT tell us? 

h. Intended outcome and methods:
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Sources are useful for providing factual evidence, ideas and information on a range of different aspects such as the 
actions, attitudes, causes, consequences,  historical relationships,  infl uences, motivations and motives,  perspectives, 
responses and understandings of events, issues or people. You should consider all of this in the exam. 

Things to 
consider How to do this in the 91003 examination 

 Source 
 limitations

• Identify and describe  specifi c limitations evident in the source, and/or discuss  general 
limitations that may exist in the type of source you are analysing. You could mention 
potential issues such as: 
– author’s background 
–  bias 
– censorship 
–  context 
– contradictory / incomplete / inaccurate / insuffi cient / misleading or missing 

information 
– intended audience (e.g. public or private) 
– lack of corroborating evidence 
–  propaganda 
– voice (groups in power or disempowered), etc.

• Give evidence of the limitations in the specifi c sources, e.g.: 
– a photograph may be limited because we cannot know exactly what happened 

before or after it was taken, or what is happening outside the frame 
– government reports may refl ect the language and experiences of those in power 

while neglecting disempowered groups and minorities
– a pacifi st or socialist writing about war may present a different perspective from 

that presented by a nationalist or imperialist, etc. 

 Corroboration • Identify exact sources in the resource booklet that support/undermine the specifi c 
source being examined. 

• Is the source primary or secondary? How might this affect its  reliability or  usefulness?
• Consider the balance of probabilities: if four of six sources agree, it is more probable 

that their information is more accurate; however, remember that the sources have 
been selected for you, so there may be other evidence which has not been provided. 

• Demonstrate that sources in the booklet may complement each other (no source will 
provide ALL of the information), provide more depth or information, display different 
views, and/or help you establish a wider understanding. You can do this by mentioning 
specifi c information from another source in the booklet that supports the information 
provided by the source you are currently using. 

Reliability 
and 
usefulness

• Consider how reliable or useful the source would be to an historian researching this 
event or issue.

• Refl ect on the issues/limitations that this source may hold for an historian studying this 
fi eld.

• Does this source provide a fair representation of how this event/issue was portrayed at 
the time? 

• How would historians go about checking the reliability of this source? 
• Does the information in this source support or go against information in other sources 

that have been provided? (See ‘corroboration’ above.)
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 Past and  present
This mainly refers to the relationship between past events, or people of the past, and the modern-day world. 
Issues such as legacy,  relevance, remembrance and  signifi cance often relate to the way in which the past can 
infl uence our lives. It also pays to consider the different ways in which the past can be interpreted from a 
modern  perspective; as time goes by and our social attitudes, beliefs, cultures and values change, so too does 
our interpretation of certain events. For example, Cecil Rhodes was once viewed favourably by many as a great 
imperialist who worked tirelessly for the British Empire; his legacy is now under much scrutiny and many people 
today consider him to be a racist who exploited many Africans in order to further his own goals and create a 
fortune. His actions and beliefs have not changed, but the way in which he is viewed has.

 Past and present
Examine the three sources which follow.

Source I

A gathering at a Wellington soup kitchen, c. 1932

Source: Soup kitchen, Wellington. Negatives of the Evening Post newspaper. Ref: EP-8645B-1/2-F.
Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. http://natlib.govt.nz/records/22839295

Answers
p.  55
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Source J

Unemployed men and boys from the Penrose relief camp in Auckland, constructing a fence during the 
Great Depression

Source: Unemployment relief work during the Depression. Negatives of the Evening Post newspaper. Ref: 1/2-044670-F.
Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. http://natlib.govt.nz/records/22816236

Source K

Workers pulling a chain harrow to even the land for fi ne, level seed-beds in Petone, 1932. This sort of work was 
usually done by horses.

Source: Relief workers pulling a chain harrow at Petone. Garvitch, Jeremy Veniamin, 1890–1990. Ref: PAColl-5584-03.
Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. http://natlib.govt.nz/records/22708013
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Discuss, with reference to the sources provided, how knowledge of the ways in which crises were dealt with in 
the past can infl uence the way in which we could deal with them in the present time.

 Infl uence and  signifi cance
An important part of studying history is examining the ways in which events, issues or people can infl uence or 
impact upon history, and the signifi cance these events, issues or people have. Today we focus less on the roles of 
particular individuals (so-called ‘Great Man History’) and more on the ways in which events or issues transpired. 
This may require some knowledge of the  context, patterns and trends of the time, what kind of social movements 
existed, how people interacted with one another, etc. 

Historians interpret a range of evidence to draw conclusions about the signifi cance of historical events. There are 
a number of factors which historians consider when determining the  extent to which an historical event can be 
considered signifi cant, including:
• the  importance of the event to people who were living at the time
• the effect the event had on people’s lives at the time
• how many people were affected (at the time and since), and for how long
• the extent to which the event continued to affect people after it occurred (and perhaps continues to affect 

people today).
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In the exam
Sitting the exam
Make sure you have checked to see when and where the exam is, and aim to get there no later than 15 minutes 
before the exam begins. This will help you avoid a last-minute panic to arrive in time. Ensure that you’ve had 
a good sleep the night before, you have several blue and/or black pens in case one or two run out of ink, and 
that you have water to drink. While you may think that coffee or energy drinks will help, your brain is at peak 
performance when fuelled by water. (Don’t drink too much as it is very annoying when you have to go to the 
toilet every 30 minutes during an exam!) 

When the examiner informs you that the exam has started, begin reading the resources paper. 
• Read the  context and all of the sources to get an overall idea of what the paper is about.
• Next, read the question booklet. 
• Then read the resource booklet again, this time reading for understanding. During your second reading of the 

resource paper, you may wish to pick up your pen (you shouldn’t have used it until now) to make brief notes, 
such as:
– are the  sources primary or secondary?
– which question do you have to use each particular source for?
– is there another source that this one appears to corroborate or contradict?

 Some people fi nd it easier to use a highlighter than a pen at this stage in order to briefl y indicate the nature 
and potential  usefulness of the sources. You may choose to annotate the sources as you go, if you think that 
this will help; at the very least, think about how the source fi ts with the question you’ve been asked. What 
does it tell you? What does it not tell you?
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 ANSWERS

Author’s note: In many cases, the answers provided here are simply a guide 
which may reflect ideas that you have identified or discussed in your own 
answers. It may be useful to discuss your answers with your History teacher if 
they do not seem to match with the advice given here. Where questions from 
previous exam papers have been asked, the relevant marking schedules have 
been consulted and used to develop the suggested answers which appear here.

 Sources (page 1)
1. A primary source is contemporary (from the time and place of the event 

to which it refers), while a secondary source is not. Secondary sources 
tend to be based on primary sources.

2. You may have identified any of the following as additional primary sources 
(some could be primary or secondary depending on their content): Artefacts; 
cartoons; headstones (e.g. in cemeteries, or other engraved markers 
such as plaques recording the opening of a building, etc.); interviews 
or transcripts; memoirs; newspaper editorials; paintings; pamphlets / 
political manifestos; etc. You might even have come up with something 
that isn’t on this list! 

3. You may have identified any of the following as additional secondary sources 
(some may also be listed in the answer above): Cartoons; commentaries 
(e.g. explanations attached to a primary source, comments on an online 
article, etc.); databases/statistics; encyclopaedias; internet memes; 
newspaper editorials; newspaper stories; social media posts. And of 
course you might have come up with something that isn’t on this list. 

 Reliability of sources (page 2)
1. Reasons that explain why sources may not be entirely reliable to an 

historian: 

a. It would be a biased and prejudiced source: the Nazis hated Jews, so 
they depicted them in a manner that reinforced negative stereotypes 
and made Jews look bad/wicked/evil/greedy/fat/lazy/inferior. Much 
of this kind of information was specifi cally created as propaganda, 
meaning that it is designed to convince people of a particular 
message or perspective; by its nature, propaganda deliberately 
avoids a balanced view and is therefore less reliable. However, 
the source is still useful – in this case, we can tell a lot about what 
Nazis wanted people to believe by looking at the way in which they 
portrayed the Jews.

b. While oral histories can be quite accurate among pre-literate 
civilisations (people who had yet to discover reading and writing), 
over time the details or reasons central to the histories may be lost, 
forgotten, or otherwise amended. In New Zealand, a lot of Māori 
tradition is based on oral history because Māori had no system of 
writing before Europeans arrived (although this does not mean that 
history was not recorded: carvings, tukutuku panels, etc. present 
a pictorial record of events and/or people of signifi cance). Modern 
Māori are literate, many in both English and te reo Māori, and 
there has been some research which indicates that the brains and 
memories of people who can read and write work in a different way 
from those who cannot; this can sometimes affect the way in which 
pre-literate oral histories are remembered and transmitted to and by 
literate generations. Often oral accounts are personal or individual; 

they can refl ect the experiences and memories of one person, 
which leads to a particular disadvantage known as the ‘Rashomon 
Effect’ (different, sometimes contradictory, understandings and/or 
interpretations of the same event by different people). 

 However, it is also important that we do not completely ignore oral 
history. Often it provides a voice to people who might otherwise 
not appear in the historical record. While specifi c details and 
interpretation may not be completely reliable, oral history can give us 
an impression of the emotions felt by those leaving their impression 
of events – their aspirations, dreams, disappointments, fears, hopes 
and personal experiences. 

c. The government report could be unreliable as it is investigating 
the government’s own role; i.e. the government is investigating 
itself. Most governments would not like to be viewed negatively, 
so any such reports are often written in a way which lessens the 
responsibility or fault of the government; conversely, if it was 
an investigation into something done by a previous government 
controlled by a different party or ruler, there may be a lot of political 
gain to be had from increasing the amount of fault or blame on that 
government in order to make the current government appear to be 
better. This is why there are often demands for ‘independent’ reports 
to be commissioned, although the release of information from these 
reports to the public can sometimes be infl uenced by the government 
as well. 

2. The best way to check the accuracy of any source is to see if you 
can compare it with information in another source. This is called 
corroboration. Corroborating sources means comparing the information 
to see how similar it is; for example, getting several eye-witness reports 
of an event, or comparing a contemporary drawing of an event with 
the account of someone who was there at the time, and/or with a 
newspaper report of that event. When researching information on the 
internet, you need to be careful if you’re trying to corroborate what you 
fi nd on various sites; a number of websites are essentially ‘mirrors’ for 
others (e.g. Wikipedia articles are often copied and pasted into other 
websites). You also need to take into account the potential biases present 
in any information; try to look at sources which cover several different 
perspectives when checking their accuracy. If a Nazi and a Communist 
both agree on certain points, it’s most likely to be pretty accurate!

 Sources and their uses (page 4)
1. Advantages and limitations of:

 Soldiers’ diaries and letters
 Advantages: An excellent source of experiential history (the individual 

experiences of people); we can learn about a specifi c soldier’s viewpoint 
of what is happening and how it appears to impact those around 
him. The letters can be useful in seeing how the soldier presents his 
experiences to friends or loved ones; researchers have found that, in 
many cases, the horror of war was downplayed in letters so as not to 
cause undue concern or worry at home (and also to avoid the censor’s 
wrath), although complaining about food was quite a common (and 
safe) theme. For this reason, diaries, which were more personal and not 
subject to censorship, may provide a more realistic or accurate account 
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