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Using Special Collections in your Work
Introduction
Using primary sources and special collections in your work can help you gain a better understanding of your research area. It will help you to identify gaps in existing research and look at your topic from alternative viewpoints, meaning you produce a well-researched assignment.
In this post, we will look at how to think critically when using Special Collections items, so you can analyse sources in their appropriate context. This will allow you to apply new skills to your academic work.
Please note: This resource won’t help you to search or locate particular special collections. To learn more about this, take a look at our website.
What is critical analysis?
Thinking critically means examining concepts, ideas and arguments from all possible angles and taking an analytical stance to evaluate and constantly question what is being presented to you. It helps you to question assumptions and gaps in the information you’re presented with and to fit together (or challenge) other information, sources, or your own knowledge.
 Tip: Demonstrating that you can think critically and apply these skills will improve your marks in academic work, because it will help you to show original thinking in response to your assignments.
Critical thinking is about much more than academic work. It can help you to question any information you’re given and make up your own mind based on the evidence. This is very important to be able to tell what’s fake news, and which information you can trust far beyond your University career. It can also help you to argue more effectively to convince others.
Critical analysis of special collections
Special collections Special Collections contain a wealth of primary sources which support our understanding of the world around us. A primary source is a piece of first-hand historical evidence or an original account of an event: these are normally records, rather than resources which try to answer a specific research question.
Secondary sources (such as textbooks, articles and academic works) are normally based on, analyse or consider primary sources to support their arguments.
Primary sources aren’t just relevant to the past: they inform how we think about the present, and the academic context in which you work. This is why it’s important to understand how to analyse them appropriately. You can use the same skills to analyse secondary sources, such as articles and other research you use for your own academic work.
Many primary sources have an inherent bias which you can identify by exploring the context of the source or comparing it with other sources. The bias might be trying to make you support a particular view or idea. The context includes simple factors such as when and where a source was created and more complex ones such as how an item was made, or what it was made from. It’s important not to simply accept the information a primary source seems to show you but compare this with other sources to better understand its context.
Examining an item from our collection
Item 1: This handbill was produced in August 1819, a week before the Peterloo Massacre in which a mass peaceful protest in Manchester was violently dispersed by the yeomanry, on the orders of local magistrates.

Can you tell: where it was written, who it is addressed to and what sort of behaviour it is intended to provoke? With this in mind, why do you think this handbill was produced and what does it tell you about Manchester in 1819?
[image: Non reformer handbill from Peterloo special collections at John Ryland’s Library.]



Item 2: Now consider this handbill, which was printed slightly earlier, in July 1819.
Can you tell: where it was written, who it is addressed to and what sort of behaviour it is intended to provoke? With this in mind, why do you think handbill was produced and what does it tell you about Manchester in 1819?
[image: A reformer handbill from Peterloo special collections at John Ryland’s Library.]
Comparing different sources
Comparing these two sources, what are the similarities and differences between them?

You can see that they were printed by different people, with very different aims. If you had only looked at one and not investigated the content further, you might have thought that this represented all views in Manchester in 1819. It is always important to analyse your sources critically by asking questions.

Take a look at the list of questions below that you might want to consider when analysing sources for your work.

· Who was the author?
· Where is the text/image from?
· When was it written/made/published?
· What is it about?
· What does it tell you about the author’s or maker’s beliefs and ideas?
· What was the aim of the source? To inform, persuade, undermine?
· Why was it produced?
· Who was the audience?
· What’s the historical context?
· Why is it significant?
· How can you find out more?

Summary

It is important to remember special collections can bring unique opportunities for you to explore new research as part of your work. They will also help you to develop and apply your skills in criticality, which is vital to ensure you are producing assignments of a high quality. 
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FELLOW TOWNSMEN,

1€ you have any regard for Trurit and Jusrics ! Any regard for
yourselves, your Wives and Childcen! pause and think before you act. _Join
Tot the Ranks of Knaves and Fools: be not deccived by theif Professions of
Reform. Long may those People preserve the Peace, whom they have pre-
tended politically to en'ighten! Have not the Knaves and Fools repeatedly
attempted to provoke you to Acts of Violonce, but in vain? Then let no
GOOD Man enrol himself to ct his Neighbour's or Employer's Throat, at the
command o any Reformer whatever. ~Let the orrressen know who are their
REAL OPPRESSORS; then the scanty mumbers of the Rbronsens will
cover them with shame ; all True Britons will triumph without a Baitle!

Oh! ye sinking Manufacturers and Shopkeepers, is it these canting
Reforsmers who will preserve you ; oris it KIND-MASTERS and plenty of
Employment? To enrich the Workers of the Hive, would yéu destroy the
QULEN BEE? Take part then with your Tave FRIENDS, in their consti-
tutional endeavours to repress the avagait and disorderly conduct of
Public Deceivers, Libertines, and blicans ; and then, and not till then,
will plenty wid prosperity veturn to you. Be not deceived. The American
Labourer cannot carn a Bushel of Wheat per day, nor is it worth ten Shillings
when he has earned it; let every. man who can earn that sam, (which an
Ouerstocked Market alone Prevents.) Keep out of the Reformers' Corps, and
the Suceess of your Labour is sure : which Success will be followed by a State
of such general EASE and PLENTY, as the Eye of Reforming Englishmen

will never see, nor their Far hear, nor will it enter iiito their Hearls o
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As you vulue your present and foture welfare, become mot the Dupes
or Taols of the Reformers, nor exenr bid them God speed, for those who
do s, are Partakers of their Evil Deeds.”

conceive. e

N.B. If the respectable I ats of Manchaster, who will sssemble e be

i Special Copstables st the Polise Office, will inuire of ode worthy Police

it Lind of Servies would be required of them, theyaeill receive yuch

iy, Auewer thereto, au sill induce fhein 1 place themselves at the disposal of the
uted Authoritics of ibis Town.
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Tf you have any regard for Trorn and Jusricn! Any regard for
yourselves, your Wives and Children! pause and think before you act.
Join not the Ranks of Tyrants and Oppressors be not deccived by
their professions of keeping the Peace—Ilave the Provir. ever broke
the Peace since fhey became politically enlightened? Have not the
Tyrants or their Tools repeatediy attempted to provoke them to it, but
in vain ?—Then let 1% GOOD man curol himsell to cut ks starving
Neighbour’s Throat at the command of any Tyrant, whatever.—Tet the
orenessin keep out of the Ranksof the OPPRESSORS ; then the
scanty numbers of the garrer, will cover them with shame; and the for-
mer will triumph without a Ba(le.

OB yesinking Manufacturers and Shopkecpers, is it the starving
Labourers who have ruined you; orjs it DEAR Provisions and HIGH
Rents and Faxes? To enrich the Hive would you destray the working
Bees, or the Drones ? Take part then with the People, in their consti
tutional endeavours to remove the extravagant and avaricious Placemen,
Pensioners, Sinccurists, and Avistocratic  Borough-mongers—und
then, and not till then, will plenfy and prosperily return to you.—As
the American Labourer can varn a Bushel of Wheat, equal to nine or
ten Shillings per day: let every man who cannot earn that sum (which
our orrressiv Systew alone prevents) keep oul of the Tyrants’ Corps,
and the successof the People is sure: whi be followed by
a state of such general EASE and PLENTY, as the Eye of modern
Englishmen hath not seen, their Ear heard, nor hath it entered into their
beart 10 conceive.

As you value your present and future welfare, become not the

Dupes or Tools of the Oppressors, nor even * bid them God speed, for
those who do 30, are partakers of their evil Deeds.”

A Reformer.

N. B. The respectable Tulubitans of Bread-strcet Ward, London, asembled to
e sworn in Bpecial Constables on Saturday st tnquired of the Lord Mayor swhat Kiud of
Servieo woulil be equired from them, and not sceising 4 satisfactory Answer thersto, refused
o put themmselves under his Lordship's uncanditional dlisposal.
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