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Summary: “Archives” by Robert Vitalis

“You got to get the docs on these guys.”
I. Researching the past requires one to conduct oneself as a historian or a detective.  

a. Precise and consistent records are essential.  Someone else must be able to follow your trail and understand why you pursued certain leads.  

b. One must be able to competently ‘think laterally’; that is, to decipher which sources are relevant.  

Vitalis describes his research on multinational corporations developing infrastructure in Egypt during the mid-1980s.  By scouring State Department records to reconstruct government activity and private papers to piece together business dealings, Vitalis describes the value of the above lessons.  

II. The methods of historians and social scientists resemble and rely on each other.  

a. Both historians and social scientists use archives to rule out rival explanations and to increase confidence in their own account.  

b. Vitalis argues that the synthesis of social scientist published works adds negative value to knowledge, as it ignores historians’ customary test of validity and reliability.  

i. Social scientists will retort that they are bringing theory into their synthesis; this defense relies on the myth that historians do not think theoretically.  

ii. Vitalis asserts that understanding all the arguments in existing literature does not ensure validity of a social scientist’s research.  It is merely preliminary work before heading to the archives.

III. When doing research, keep in mind that people are rarely trained in the proper ways to do this research. In addition, one must not be too naïve in the reading. 
Some practical suggestions:

a. Develop a system of precise and consistent record keeping for transparency and verifiability. 

b. Learn the organization and protocols of archives – go to a university library and explore the archives and special collections.

c. Talk with a historian who works in the time and place of your interest.

d. Use primary sources in the next paper you write.

