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EVALUATING SOURCES - II

People are usually careful about accepting what they hear from others without question, right?  This is because we often speak from the top of our heads, and because we usually forget what is said fairly quickly (unless it is recorded, of course).  When it comes to writing, though, we tend to assume that it must be serious and reliable.  This is by no means true.  Every piece of writing is the creation of a person – a person with biases and prejudices.  Even the best authors cannot help letting some creep into their work.  Bias can be the result of:

· The times in which the author lives

· The author’s upbringing

· The author’s education

· A wish by the author to “sell” a message

Furthermore, not all authors take the same care in supporting their arguments, or in recording their observations.  There can be flaws in the arguments or missing evidence.  It may be that the author was not aware of certain facts that were only discovered years later.
Primary and Secondary Sources

Finally, there is the issue of primary vs. secondary sources.  Primary sources are anything that has survived from when the events happened.  This can include many things:

	· Letters
	· Photographs
	· Oral histories

	· Books written by witnesses
	· Buildings and surroundings
	· Government   documents

	· Diaries and journals
	· Maps
	· Clothing

	· Reports
	· Video footage
	· Tools

	· Art
	· Sound recordings
	· Weapons


Secondary sources are any representation of an event or place that has been made some time after the events, usually by someone who was not there.

To confuse things even more, some things can be both at once.  A painting of the Crucifixion made in the 16th Century would be a secondary source if you were doing a paper or a presentation on the Crucifixion.  But, if you were doing a paper or a presentation about the painter and his style, the painting would be a primary source.

Generally, primary sources are considered more meaningful than secondary sources.  It is up to the writer to interpret the authenticity and truthfulness of the source and use that interpretation to support his/her arguments.

A Working Bibliography
A working bibliography should be created as soon as you have chosen your sources.  Normally, the entries should be written on cards because this allows you to arrange them in alphabetical order, and change the order if you change your sources.  The exact details of bibliography writing is covered in the Write for College book.
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