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Historical methodology serves as the rigorous backbone of the humanities, transforming the subjective recollection
of the past into a structured, scientific, and verifiable discipline. Since the formalization of historical research in the
19th century, scholars have refined the protocols used to identify, authenticate, and interpret the vestiges of human
activity. Works such as Shafer’s “ A Guide to Historical Method” (Third Edition) and John Tosh’s “The Pursuit
of History”have become cornerstone texts, providing the framework for how we understand the complex
relationship between evidence and narrative. This article explores the technical intricacies of the historical method,
the evolution of historiographical thought, and the procedural execution required for professional-grade historical
synthesis.

The Theoretical Framework of Historical Inquiry

At its core, the historical method is not merely the study of the past, but the study of the surviving records of the
past. As noted in the Dorsey Series in History, the transition from amateur storytelling to professional history
required a shift toward systematic skepticism. The historical method is generally divided into several phases:
heuristics, criticism (external and internal), and synthesis (exposition).

The Epistemological Shift

Historically, the late 19th-century schemes of historical method, such as those proposed by Droysen, categorized
historical materials into three distinct types: Sources, Remains, and Monuments. Droysen's distinction between
these materials allowed historians to differentiate between intentional records (sources) and unintentional physical
survivals (remains). By the time the Third Editionof Shafer's guide was published in 1980, the focus had
expanded to include social science methodologies, borrowing from sociology, geography, and anthropology to
provide a more holistic view of the human experience.

Technical Workflow: The Heuristic Process

Heuristics, derived from the Greek word for "discovery," is the first technical stage of historical research. It involves
the systematic identification of relevant sources. A professional historian does not simply look for information; they
map the entire landscape of available evidence.

Primary vs. Secondary Sources

The distinction between primary and secondary sources is the fundamental axiom of historical research:

¢ Primary Sources: Materials produced during the time period under study. These include diaries, legal records,
physical artifacts, correspondence, and official government documents.

e Secondary Sources: Interpretations and analyses of primary sources written by later scholars. Texts like
Gilbert J. Garraghan’s “Guide to Historical Method” or John Tosh’s works are themselves secondary sources that
teach how to handle primary data.

Source Localization and Bibliography

The heuristic phase requires the construction of a comprehensive bibliography. This involves navigating archival



hierarchies, utilizing library classification systems (such as the Lib Ul - Universitas Indonesia system mentioned in
technical catalogs), and leveraging digital databases. Modern historical methods also incorporate Quantitative
Heuristics, where large datasets (census records, tax rolls) are processed to identify trends before qualitative
analysis begins.

Source Criticism: The Engine of Historical Accuracy

Once sources are located, they must undergo Criticism. This is the most technically demanding aspect of the
historical method, often divided into External and Internal Criticism.

External Criticism (The Problem of Authenticity)

External criticism, or Lower Criticism, examines the physical and contextual authenticity of a source. The goal is
to determine if the document is what it claims to be. Historians use several auxiliary sciences for this purpose:

e Paleography: The study of ancient handwriting to date a document.

 Sigillography: The study of seals.

< Diplomatics: The study of the formal structure of documents (e.g., does a 14th-century royal decree follow the
standard linguistic tropes of that era?).

¢ Codicology: The study of books as physical objects, including paper type and binding.

Internal Criticism (The Problem of Credibility)

Internal criticism, or Higher Criticism, looks inside the document to determine its reliability. Even an authentic
document can be factually incorrect or intentionally biased. Historians analyze:

1. Literal Meaning: What is the author actually saying in the context of the language of the time?

2. Real Meaning: What was the author's intent? Were they using irony, propaganda, or hyperbole?

3. Competence of the Observer: Was the author in a position to see what they described? Did they have the
technical knowledge to understand it?

4. Corroboration: Do other independent sources confirm the account?

Comparative Analysis of Methodological Frameworks

Different scholars have emphasized various aspects of the historical method. The following table compares three
influential perspectives found in the foundational literature.



Feature

Primary Focus

Approach to Evidence

Target Audience

Key Contribution

Shafer (Third Edition)

Technical procedure and
source classification.

Heavy emphasis on
internal/external criticism.

Undergraduate and
graduate students (The
Dorsey Series).

Refinement of the "manual”
style of research.

John Tosh (Pursuit of
History)

The relationship between
history and social theory.

Focus on the role of

memory and social context.

General readers and
professional historians.

Bridging the gap between
history and sociology.

Garraghan (Catholic
Tradition)

Methodological rigor within
a philosophical framework.

Detailed focus on the
"Scientific Method" of
history.

Scholars seeking a formal,
systematic guide.

Preservation of classical
European methodology.

Advanced Procedures: Interpretation and Synthesis

The final stage of the historical method is Exposition or Synthesis. This is where the historian takes the
fragmented, verified facts and weaves them into a coherent narrative. This process is governed by the principles of
Historical Reasoning.

The Role of Causality

Historians must identify the difference between Correlation and Causality. Using the Counterfactual Method,
historians ask: "If event A had not occurred, would event B have still happened?" This technical logic prevents the
historian from making simplistic assumptions about historical progression.

Synthetic Reconstruction

The synthesis must account for all verified data. If a historian discovers a single piece of credible evidence that
contradicts their thesis, the thesis must be modified. This distinguishes professional history from polemic writing or
propaganda. As highlighted in “History: An Introduction to Theory and Method” , the synthesis must also be
Global in Scope, acknowledging that local events are often influenced by broader trans-regional movements.

Practical Implementation: A Step-by-Step Field Guide

For researchers aiming to implement the methods outlined in Shafer’s Third Edition or Tosh’swork, the following
workflow is recommended:

Phase 1: Problem Definition

» Define a specific research question (e.g., "How did the 19th-century methods of Droysen influence modern
archival structures?").
e Conduct a preliminary literature review using secondary sources to establish the "state of the field."

Phase 2: Data Acquisition (Heuristics)

¢ |ldentify primary archives.

e Utilize RSS Feeds or digital repository alerts for newly digitized historical materials (e.g., Oxford’s Graphic
History Series).

e Categorize documents by type: official, private, material, or oral.



Phase 3: Critical Evaluation

e External Test: Check for anachronisms in the language or material.

¢ Internal Test: Map the author’s social and political affiliations to identify potential bias.

* Cross-Reference: Use the "Rule of Three" — seek three independent points of corroboration for any
significant claim.

Phase 4: Composition
Case Studies and Troubleshooting in Historical Research

Even with a rigorous method, historians encounter common failure modes. Analyzing these challenges provides a
roadmap for accurate research.

Case Study: The "Abina and the Important Men" Model

The Third Edition of “Abina and the Important Men” by Trevor Getz serves as a unique case study in historical
method. It uses a graphic novel format to reveal the process of history. The challenge was interpreting a court
transcript (a primary source) from 1876 West Africa. The historian had to account for the bias of the British
magistrate recording the testimony and the limitations of the African woman, Abina, who was testifying. This
requires Reading Against the Grain—a technical skill where a historian finds the truth by looking for what the
author didn't intend to say.

Common Errors and Solutions



Common Error

Anachronism

Presentism

Confirmation Bias

Description

Applying modern values or
technologies to the past.

Judging historical figures solely by
current moral standards.

Selecting only evidence that supports
a pre-conceived thesis.

Methodological Solution

Contextual immersion and linguistic
analysis.

Understanding the specific ethical
framework of the era.

Aggressive searching for
contradictory evidence (The Negative

Method).

Source Fetishism Trusting a document implicitly Rigorous internal criticism and author-

because it is "old." intent mapping.

The Future of the Historical Method

As we move further into the 21st century, the historical method is being transformed by Digital Humanities. The
principles laid out in the Third Edition of classic guides are now being applied to Big Data. Cliometrics (the use of
economic theory and statistics in history) and GIS (Geographic Information Systems)mapping allow historians
to visualize data in ways that were impossible in the 1980s.

However, the core necessity of Source Criticism remains. In an era of "fake news" and digital manipulation, the
historian’s skill in verifying provenance and intent is more valuable than ever. Whether one is studying the late 19th-
century schemes of historical method or analyzing modern digital archives, the commitment to evidence-based

truth remains the defining characteristic of the discipline. The pursuit of history is not just about knowing what
happened,; it is about understanding how we knowwhat happened, ensuring that the collective memory of
humanity is built on a foundation of verifiable fact rather than convenient myth.

By adhering to the structured methodologies found in the Dorsey Series and the works of John Tosh and Shafer,
researchers can navigate the complexities of the past with precision. The historical method provides the tools to
peel back the layers of time, revealing the intricate patterns of human development and the enduring lessons of our
shared heritage.
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