
 

Analyzing Historical Sources 
When performing an analysis of a historical source, regardless of if it is fiction or non-fiction, 

certain elements must be taken into consideration to fully understand what the author is saying, 

the context behind why they are saying it, and why what they are saying is significant.  

1. Where was the source created and what major events occurred either leading up to or 

during the source's creation?  

When analyzing a historical source, you first want to check the location the source was 

created as well as the date the source was created. By looking at those pieces of 

information, you can understand the circumstances that led to the creation of the source. 

Example: “Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord: 
He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored; 
He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword: 
His truth is marching on. 
Chorus: 
Glory, glory, hallelujah! 
Glory, glory, hallelujah! 
Glory, glory, hallelujah! 
His truth is marching on.”- Excerpt from “Battle Hymn of the Public” by: Julia Ward 

Howe, United States, 1861. 

When looking at the excerpt above, one can tell that the narrative is about war beginning 

on one’s own home front. However, when looking at the date and location, one can infer 

that they are referencing the American Civil War. Knowing this information helps to 

contextualize the source you are studying.  

 
2. Who is the Author and what form of bias may they possess regarding the topic? 

The next aspect of the source to consider is who the author is. By isolating the author and 

understanding the type of person they are and what their background is, it can help you to 

understand why the source was written and the perspective it is written in.  

 

Example: “Among the natural rights of the colonists are these: First a right to life, 

secondly to liberty, and thirdly to property; together with the right to defend them in 

the best manner they can.”- Samuel Adams 

 

When reading the quote above, if one was informed on the American Revolution, they 

may recognize what the quote was referencing to without it directly stating it. However, 

if one was uninformed, all it would take is to research the author Samuel Adams to 

understand the context. He was one of the more significant figures of the Revolution, 



being the head of the Sons of Liberty, which was responsible for major acts of rebellion 

with one of the most significant being the Boston Tea Party. After understanding his 

radical and defensive views, it's understandable why he spoke out about people's rights 

and more importantly, his belief in people’s rights to defend them. 

 

3. What is the original target audience for the source and what was the sources' purpose? 

Another thing to consider is who the source was intended for originally and why it was 

created to begin with. By understanding who was supposed to be viewing the source and 

for what purpose the author created it, you can understand the mindset of the author and 

what led them to bring the source into existence. This may require a combination of some 

of the previously mentioned skills to create this completed picture. 

 

Example:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Perlin, Bernard. “Americans Will Always Fight for Liberty.” UNT Digital Library, 2021, 

digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc425/. 

When looking at the image above, you can see that the creators were drawing a 

comparison between the soldiers serving in World War II (see the date - 1943) and the 

Patriots who served during the American Revolution. You can tell that the target 

audience of the piece is young men in the United States during the war effort. You can 

then tell that the purpose of the piece is to attract the audience into enlisting in the armed 

forces during a time when more soldiers were desperately needed at all costs. It did so by 

alluding that they would also go down admirably in history like those who fought for 

freedom and their country before them. 

Conclusion 
By establishing an understanding of the setting in which the source was created, the surrounding 

events, the author and their background/beliefs, the intended audience, and its purpose for 

creation, you begin to assemble a complete understanding of the source. By taking these aspects 

into consideration, one can develop a critical understanding of a historical source.  


