
HOW TO ANALYSE AND COMMENT HISTORICAL TEXTS

History is based in the study of sources, and one of the most important type we can use are texts. We
read  and  interpret  in  order  to  have  an  idea  about  how  people  lived  and  thought  in  the  past.
Therefore, we call them HISTORICAL TEXTS because they show us things about the history of peoples.
 
But, are all historical texts the same? No! 

 It is a PRIMARY SOURCE if it was written in the same period it is talking about.
 It is a SECONDARY SOURCE if it was written after the period it is talking about.

Reading and understanding texts in an autonomous way are basic activities in Social Sciences, and we
also have to be able to be critical if necessary. These guidelines will be helpful with many texts you
are going to find across your lives… and they will be a lot! We need a technique, so the first thing we
must do is to classify it, later analyse it and then explain it. 

Before beginning, two main advices:
- FIRST: you must READ the text carefully.
- SECOND: use a dictionary and/or encyclopaedia. Really. It is impossible to understand every

single word we are going to find in our lifetime, so it is very important to have one near by. So
far,  use  your  school  dictionary  or  online  dictionaries  (for  example,
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/,  http://www.wordreference.com/  and
http://www.rae.es/recursos/diccionarios/drae)

Let’s see the steps to take when analysing and commenting a HISTORICAL TEXT, little by little:

- CLASSIFY:
o Type of source: Primary or secondary? Look at the date, pay attention to how the

author writes about the event, etc. 
o Author: Who is the author? Generally, it is stated, but it could have been also written

by a collective (an institution, for example), and even anonymous. 
o Date: Date? If stated, much easier. If it does not, see what event is being dealt with,

and place it in time according to what we have been studying. 

- ANALYSE:
o Context: it is of the foremost importance to understand what the text is about, thus

for its explanation. 
 Type of text: Is it a legal document? A testimony of a witness of the event? A

novel? A book about economy, culture, religion, social organisation? 
o Divide the ideas developed in the text, and try finding its structure. Can you divide the

text depending on what it deals with? 
 

- EXPLAIN:
o Seeing the subject of the text, develop the 6 Ws as much as possible:  What does it

speak about? When and where do the events happen? Who appears in the text? How
is what it talking –main characteristics? Why is it important?


