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Historical Methods and Approaches: The Existential Historian

A. Confrontatiorwith the Subject Matter

1.

2.

3.

4.

Economie—that is, having to do with the satisfaction of the material needs of
people

Intellectual—that is, pertaining to the training and refinement of the mind,
specifically in the areas of culture, interests, tastes, skills, arts, etc.

Pdlitical —that is, concerned with gernment, the state, or the running of a
polity

Sociat—that is, having to do with human beings living together as a group in a
situation in which their dealings with one anothdectftheir com-
mon welfare
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B. OnExplanation (six basic types)

1.

teleological—in terms of purpose
(the Black Death was sent to punish us for our sins);

. classificatioa—when an eent has been shown to be of some classveiits

already familiar to us
(the Black Death was an outbreak of bubonic plague);

. generalization—classed as an instance of some genena({daience)

(when a contagion is introduced into a commuyrnitg rate of mor
tality will be directly proportional to the virulence of the contagion
and irversely proportional to the Vel of resistance of the members
of that community)

. descriptior—describing of the intermediate stepgadived (read-write history)

(a ship from Kafha traveled to Southern Italy in December 1347
and brought bubonic plague with it).

. referential—some reference to a possible cause

(rats caused the Black Death of the 14th century).

analytical—the testimog we havefrom contemporaries describing the symp-
toms of the victims corresponds closely to the symptoms those
with bubonic plague present (analytical history)



C. Formulation of Questions for Historical Study
1. Badly-Formed Questions

“Why was bubonic plague able to kill so nygoeople in Europe between
1348 and 1350?'Tleading question: assumes that bubonic plague
was the cause of death]

“What was the cause of the Black Death?”
[implies there was only one cause]

“Did rats bring about the Black Death?”
[implies a yes or no answewrhen rats may he been a necessary
but not sufficient cause]

Why were Europeans so stupid as towllolth and @rbage to act as a
breeding ground for rats, and thus spread Black Death?
[biased point of vier (anachronistic)]

What if the Black Death had wer occurred?
[too abstract, not testable by reality-based criteria]

2. Wdl-Formed Question

How well do the symptoms of the victims of the Black Death as described
by contemporaries coincide with the disease wenkas lubonic
plague? [notehat posing the question this way &l the possi-
bility for a negaive result—i.e., thg do not coincide well]

D. Basic Relationships among the Historian, Evidence, and Wénatiee Historian
Claims It Is Evidence For

1. Past-Based, &st-Oriented—historian claims to study the past to find out what
happened in the past

2. Souce-Based, &st-Oriented—historian claims to study presentlkigting
sources to find out what happened in the past

3. Past-Based, Soue-Oriented-historian claims to study the past tqkin why
the presently existing sources are the way the

4. Souce-Based, Soae-Oriented-historian claims to study the presentkist-
ing sources to provide possible explanations foy wWie sources
are the way theare

Source-Based, Source-Oriented Theory

| virtual | historical
| past | past




