Evaluation of Primary and Secondary Sources in Religious Studies


You have probably heard of primary and secondary sources before and hopefully have an idea of some of the differences between them and when it is appropriate to use one or the other. However, in doing research on religious topics, the difference may not always be so clear. Depending on what you are researching, what kinds of questions you are asking, and what you want to know or discuss, one and the same source may shift from being primary to secondary, or vice versa. In addition, the reliability of the primary source may require more or less scrutiny, again depending on how it is being used. This document will discuss some of these nuances of source usage. 
Primary is usually defined as first-hand information, a new observation, insight, or idea, results of original study or thinking, uninterpreted data or information. Examples are newspaper eyewitness accounts, diaries, journal entries, letters from soldiers on the front. Secondary is information that has been interpreted, or analyzed, or re-worked in some way. To put it roughly, primary is raw, secondary is cooked. 
But is it always so easy to distinguish the raw from the cooked? What exactly is “original thinking” and “uninterpreted information”?  For instance, many Christian denominations base their statements of faith on a unique interpretation of the Bible; does this make the statement of faith secondary? The flood  story pre-dates the Bible, many scholars believe it was adapted by the compilers of the Bible; does this make the Bible secondary?
It depends. It depends on the context from which the source originates and it depends on what you want to get from it, what your specific research question is. The official website for the Church of Mormon will give you the tenets of their faith and a history of their church. If your question is simply, “what do Mormons believe?” this would be the primary source. But if you want to do a psychological profile of the founder of the religion, Joseph Smith, the same source may be secondary. Another good example of the “it depends” rule: “A book on Yoga by Mircea Eliade is a secondary source for Yoga itself but primary if you’re topic is Eliade’s methodology” (Studstill & Cabrera).

So your research question determines whether a source is primary or secondary.

Even if you determine a source is primary, finer distinctions may be needed to determine the exact significance and reliability of the source. Studstill and Cabrera distinguish between direct primary and proximate primary sources. Let’s see what this means.
In religious studies, the most obvious example of a primary source is the sacred text of the religion in question. The primary source of Christianity is the Bible, the primary source of Islam is the Qu’ran, and so on. This is certainly the case if you have what Studstill & Cabrera call a descriptive research question. Examples of descriptive research questions include, “What do Catholics mean by the Trinity?” or “What do Sunni Muslims believe happens after death?” There are direct primary resources for these kinds of questions. You can look at the Bible, you can read the Qu’ran and other statements of faith and belief on the websites for these religious organizations and basically take them at face value. The situation here is like it is in literary research where the poem or novel itself is the source. As long as you are reasonably certain you have a reliable copy and translation, you don’t have to evaluate the source in terms of authority, accuracy, etc. The text is the direct primary source. If it has factual inaccuracies or biases, these don’t make it unreliable because they are part of the very thing we are studying and we want to study it as it is. You may find the story of God creating the world in six days hard to believe and think there is another more accurate explanation, but this doesn’t make the Bible unreliable if what we want to study is what the Bible actually says.
The situation is different if you are pursuing a nondescriptive research question. A nondescriptive research question is, for example, “What is the psychological function of Vedic sacrifice?” or “What is the philosophical merit of the Buddhist denial of the existence of the self?” For these types of questions there are no direct primary sources. You can’t thumb through the Buddhist scriptures looking for passages on its own “philosophical merit”; it’s not the kind of question that can be answered directly by the source. But the Buddhist scriptures are still an important source, even a primary source, as this is where you need to look to know what the “denial of self” is all about. However, the kind of information you can get from this source is more like evidence (whereas direct primary gives you more hard-line “proof”) which you must assemble into an argument. Thus we call it a proximate primary source. 

For another example, let’s consider the Biblical flood story again. Say our research question is about whether there actually was such a flood. Well, we would want to assemble all kinds of evidence. We could look at geological strata, archaeological sites of settlements that may have been affected, and we could look for mention of it in some kinds of historical records, including the story in the Bible. And in this context, we  would want to question the accuracy and reliability of the Biblical story. It is still primary, because it is relatively close to the time of the event in question and is a kind of eye witness testimony, but the kind of evidence it provides is indirect or proximate. To be scientific and objective you would have to take into account the kind of dramatic and didactic exaggerations sacred texts always have.
To sum up, evaluating your sources for a religious studies research project requires careful consideration of the type of research question you are asking. The source may be primary or secondary depending on the approach of your topic. If it is primary, it may be “direct” or “proximate” and different criteria of evaluation may apply.
Good luck with the research!
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Primary: “Primary information sources are those that are closest to the actual event, time period, or individual in question.”


“Words of the witnesses or the first recorders of an event.”


Diaries, eyewitness accounts, oral histories, newspaper articles, original scientific research, artifacts.


“diary of a woman who traveled  west in a covered wagon”


“letters from a soldier in the Civil War”


“the level at which information is generated”


“the source materials that researchers in a particular field study when they generate scholarship.”


Source: Studstill & Cabrera.
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