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What can you 
study?

What can’t you study historically!



What can you study

• Social
• Cultural
• Intellectual
• Transnational
• Global
• Medical
• Science
• Technology



Some common threads

• Individuals (Joseph Lister?)
• Institutions (Guy’s and St Thomas’s; the BMA; the medical 

profession)
• Big sweeping movements (germ theory? humoral theory?)
• Gender & Race
• Intellectual histories
• Pandemics
• Diseases 
• Traditional medicines
• Global health
• And the list goes on….



When can 
you study? 

• Ancient (from about 500 BCE to 500 CE)
• Medieval (500-1400)
• Early modern (ca 1400-1800)
• Modern (ca 1800-2000)
• Contemporary (2000-present)
• (*Microhistories and deep or ‘big’ history)



Where can you study?

• Anywhere, within practical limits
• Is there an archive available (whether in physical or digital 

form?)
• Do you speak the language or are there sufficient sources in 

translation?
• Do you know enough about cultural, intellectual differences 

to undergird your study?
• Transhistorical narratives; global health narratives



How do you study?

• Primary Sources
• Secondary Sources
• Background reading
• Context
• Analysis
• Imagination?



How do you study

Context and Analysis and Imagination

It’s not really about what the facts are, because the facts are 
sometimes impossible or difficult to come by. 
It’s how you interpret the facts, and how you build out the 
context that makes those facts make sense in the first place.



Primary versus 
Secondary 
Sources





How to read 
and write in 
history?

• What are the 
constituent parts of a 
scientific paper?

Title
Authors and Affiliation
Abstract 
Introduction
Methods
Results
(Figures & Tables)
Discussion
Conclusion
Acknowledgments
Literature Cited

Or something like that!



How to read and write in history?

• What are the constituent parts of a historical research 
paper?

• Title
• Author & Affiliation
• Abstract (maybe)
• Introduction
• Argument evidenced by archival and 

historiographical sources
• Conclusion



Ultimately….

‘When we remember – as psychologists so often tell us – we don’t reproduce the 
past, we create it. Surely, you may say – some truths are non-negotiable, the facts 
of history guide us. And the records do indeed throw up some facts and figures that 
admit no dispute. But the historian Patrick Collinson wrote: “It is possible for 
competent historians to come to radically different conclusions on the basis of the 
same evidence. Because, of course, 99% of the evidence, above all, unrecorded 
speech, is not available to us. 
Evidence is always partial. Facts are not truth, though they are part of it –
information is not knowledge. And history is not the past – it is the method we have 
evolved of organising our ignorance of the past. It’s the record of what’s left on the 
record. It’s the plan of the positions taken, when we to stop the dance to note them 
down. It’s what’s left in the sieve when the centuries have run through it – a few 
stones, scraps of writing, scraps of cloth. It is no more “the past” than a birth 
certificate is a birth, or a script is a performance, or a map is a journey. It is the 
multiplication of the evidence of fallible and biased witnesses, combined with 
incomplete accounts of actions not fully understood by the people who performed 
them. It’s no more than the best we can do, and often it falls short of that.

--Hilary Mantel, 2017.
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