
What is Historiography? 

You may have heard your professor talk about historiography in your upper-level undergraduate 

or graduate history courses, but what exactly does that mean? 

 

 

 

It is a focus on the process of writing history as well as the chronology and historical details.  

Historiography includes elements like interpretation and the cultural, social, or political lenses 

through which we are viewing the facts and events of history.  In essence, we are trying to 

understand not just what a book or article is saying, but from what perspective was it written. 

 

Perspectives and Assumptions 

 

We should keep in mind that historians are typically thinking about a historical question or 

problem in terms of a specific set of assumptions and worldviews.  This is human nature—we 

understand the world around us based on our experience and knowledge of others’ experiences. 

Our goal, however, is to minimize the impact of those assumptions when we organize sources 

and information into patterns, and eventually into interpretations and historical narratives.  In 

other words, we strive to keep sources in their context, allow the preponderance of evidence to 

direct our conclusions, and to extrapolate data (fill in where sources no longer exist) as carefully 

as possible. 

 

Methodologies 

 

Since history is based on primary and secondary sources, the way we are analyzing those 

sources—the methodologies—also becomes important.  Some scholars focus on quantitative data 

(analyzing numeric statistics for patterns, a well-known example being Robert W. Fogel and 

Stanley L. Engerman’s Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Slavery) while others 

focus on qualitative data (for instance an in-depth textual and contextual analysis of one diary, as 

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich does in A Midwife’s Tale). Others may approach a topic from a Marxist 

understanding of economics and labor relations, or even from the perspective of the military-

industrial state because they were writing during the Cold War.  Some paradigms, as we have 

seen following the terrorist attacks of 9-11, simply dominate how people understand events 

taking place around them during certain eras.   

 

Methodologies can differ, and one scholar may use several approaches to form questions and 

help them investigate sources.  Typically, authors writing more recently will even tell the reader 

in the opening pages why they became interested in the topic, what questions they ask, and how 

they set about organizing their project.  As the reader, the key thing to bear in mind is that these 

details are not “extras” but are essential to evaluating the arguments presented in the book. 

 

What it all Means for the Reader 

 

One quick example will help us understand the significance of an author’s perspective to the 

finished book.  Barbara Tuchman is a well-known historian of the First World War; she wrote 

many of her books in the 1950s and 1960s during the height of the Cold War.  When we look at  
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her book The Guns of August (1962), we see a narrative that focuses on two leading world-

powers (Germany and France) crashing towards an inevitable war.  The assassination of 

Archduke Franz Ferdinand is hardly mentioned at all (2 out of some 500 pages), although there 

is great detail provided for military and political planning like Germany’s Schlieffen Plan and 

France’s Plan XVII.  Tuchman provides a valuable examination of the major attitudes of 

European powers and the interconnected alliances that helped bring on a global war—in fact, the 

book won the Pulitzer Prize in 1963.  However, most historians today spend far more time 

focusing on the crises of the Balkan Wars (1912–1913) and the resulting unrest among Serbian 

nationalists within the Austro-Hungarian Empire when they narrate the causes of the war.   

 

This is not to say Tuchman’s interpretation is wrong, but that her experiences living in the era of 

two global powers (the United States and the Soviet Union) facing off with their respective 

alliances (NATO and the Warsaw Pact) influenced how much weight she placed on the 

explanatory power of alliances and treaties at the start of World War I.  Her worldview 

influenced how she organized and thought about patterns in sources and historical events, in turn 

affecting what she chose to emphasize or de-emphasize in the narrative.  Whereas today, living 

in a post 9-11 world where non-state actors and acts of terror heavily influence political and 

military policies, we tend to see similar parallels in the forces of nationalism at play one hundred 

years ago.  As a reader, we need to pay attention to these larger perspectives and influences, and 

consider how they may lead to parts of the narrative that are under-developed, problematic, or 

missing in a particular book. 

 

So…What do I do in a ‘Historiography Paper’ for class? 

 

Basically, if you are asked to write a paper examining the historiography of a topic, you are 

being asked to look at and analyze several factors, usually from a comparative perspective (two 

or more books or articles): 

 

 What are the essential interpretive and argumentative points of each work? Here you 

want to focus on synthesizing the most important points and evidence, not simply 

summarizing or reciting every point.  

 How have scholars framed their questions about the topic?  What assumptions, global 

events, or perspectives are influencing their approach to the topic? 

 What methodologies are they using to examine sources?  How do they organize sources 

for the argument? 

 Are there sources, or perspectives/sides in the historical event itself, that are missing from 

this narrative?  Does their absence affect the strength of the argument? 

 What other books and articles already exist on the topic? 

 Can you identify patterns in the existing scholarship, perhaps commonalities among some 

works in how they interpret the data or what data and methods they are using?  For 

example, are there “schools of thought” where these works fit? 

 

The assignment instructions may ask you to focus on some of these factors, or other specific 

questions, but this overview should give you a sense for what kind of analysis goes into a 

‘critical review’ or ‘historiography’ assignment. 


