
6.10 SkillBuilder: Conducting a historical inquiry
6.10.1 Tell me
What is historical inquiry?
Historians investigate events that have happened in the past and try to explain them. They do this through a
process of inquiry.

Why is inquiry important?
One of the most valuable skills we can develop as a student of history is the ability and willingness to inquire
about important events and the people involved in those events. Engaging in historical inquiry involves
asking rich questions; locating and evaluating primary and secondary sources of evidence; and drawing
conclusions based on your findings. In this case, you will evaluate the actions of an environmental protest
group known for its unorthodox and sometimes dangerous tactics, the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society.

6.10.2 Show me
How to conduct a historical inquiry — a step-by-step approach
First you have to formulate the questions you want to answer. These should require more than a simple ‘yes’
or ‘no’ answer or a single date. A rich question is puzzling at first but sparks the imagination. As a historian,
it is your task to decide, ‘Are members of the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society eco-defenders or
eco-terrorists?’

To answer this question, you must locate and evaluate sources of evidence. One of the most challenging
aspects of finding reliable evidence is that different people will offer different accounts of the same event.
Accounts tend to differ based on whether the person experienced the event directly or indirectly, whether
their information was complete or incomplete, and their role in the event. Some accounts may also suggest
bias. To decide which historical account is most accurate, you need to gather a range of sources and
establish how reliable they are through a process of corroboration — that is, comparing them against each
other. Once you have located a number of sources, choose those that seem most relevant. Examine each in
turn, asking the following questions:

a. What ‘answers’ does the source offer to your major question?
b. When was the source created and how does the source fit the chronology of the event under

investigation? (Hint: you may sometimes need to complete further research to complete this question.)
c. Who created this source and why?
d. Are the views expressed reliable or unreliable?
e. Do you see any evidence of bias?
f. Whose views/experiences are not represented?
g. Does the source support the general patterns of change suggested by other evidence?

The final stage of investigation involves drawing conclusions based on the evidence you have collected. The
conclusions you draw are always open to challenge and should be revised if you find compelling evidence to
the contrary.

SOURCE 1 reflects one view of the actions of the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society. It has been used as
the basis for answering questions a–g.
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SOURCE 1 In this interview excerpt from Huck magazine, a bi-monthly lifestyle magazine published in London
and aimed at young males, Sea Shepherd captain and founder Paul Watson explains his views on the illegal
destruction of marine life, including whales, and what should be done about it.

Huck: What do you say to people who reason that human welfare should be considered before animal welfare?
PW: I think what people should realise is that what we’re doing in the areas of conservation and biodiversity is

probably more important to humanity than anything else, whether it’s cancer research or helping the poor. If the
oceans die, we die. We’re interdependent, as is a lot of ecology, on other species . . . We need the fish, they don’t
need us. We need the bees, they don’t need us . . . And if we don’t conserve and preserve all this biodiversity in
our world we’re doomed. I think one of the most important things to be involved in is the conservation of
biodiversity on planet Earth.

Huck: The Japanese authorities have labelled you a terrorist. Are you worried what effect that might have on
your work?

PW: In a world where the Dalai Lama is officially a terrorist, it doesn’t bother me too much. A while back, I was
coming into the US and Homeland Security . . . said ‘Japan have made an accusation that you’re an eco-terrorist.’
I asked ‘Am I off to Guantánamo?’ and they were like ‘no it’s just a lot of paperwork’. They seem to understand the
politics of the situation. Japan have taken out an arrest warrant on me but nobody seems to take it seriously . . .
I find it absurd that Japan are breaking all these laws . . . they sank one of our ships and the Captain responsible
wasn’t even questioned by authorities . . . and they have the audacity to call me a terrorist. We’re not killing
anybody, we’re not injuring anybody, we haven’t even been convicted of any crime and the Japanese have shot at
us, thrown flash grenades at us, destroyed a £2m ship of ours. It’s a very bizarre world where people who inflict
terrible violence have the audacity to label people who are non-violent, terrorists.

a. What ‘answers’ does the source offer to your major question?
Captain Paul Watson defends the society’s anti-whaling actions by arguing that they are far less violent
than those committed by Japanese whalers. Watson also directly addresses the question of whether he
is a terrorist, calling the claim ‘bizarre’.

b. When was the source created and how does the source fit the chronology of the event under
investigation?
This interview was published in June 2010. Sea Shepherd has been active since 1979, albeit under a
different name. The so-called ‘Whale Wars’ between Sea Shepherd and the whaling activities of Japan
began in 2002 and continues today. This brief chronology places the interview in the midst of these
activities.

c. Who created this source and why?
This interview was conducted by Huck magazine, a bi-monthly lifestyle magazine published in London
and aimed mainly at young males. Clearly, Paul Watson is the sort of person the editors thought the
magazine’s readers would be interested in.

d. Are the views expressed reliable or unreliable?
The views are those of society founder Paul Watson. None of his claims are questioned by the
interviewer, indicating that they are a clear statement of Watson’s position but do not necessarily reflect
a balanced account of the incidents he describes.

e. Do you see any evidence of bias?
Watson has a very one-sided view of the issues he describes, which is to be expected because he is an
activist. He appears to view himself as the victim, at one point comparing himself to persecuted
spiritual leader the Dalai Lama.

f. Whose views/experiences are not represented here?
The experiences not represented in this article include those of the Japanese whalers, other
environment groups such as Greenpeace and those officially charged with protecting the oceans.

g. Does the source support the general patterns of change suggested by other evidence?
Although Captain Walker’s views and methods could be described as extreme, they do reflect the
growing sense of environmental concern witnessed in the twentieth century and beyond. Sea Shepherd
and similar organisations arose because some people believed that more direct and hostile methods
were required to combat global environmental issues.
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6.10.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

6.10 ACTIVITIES
1. Analyse SOURCES 2 and 3 using questions a–g from the Show me section.
2. Having analysed the evidence, offer a possible answer to the question: ‘Are members of the Sea Shepherd

Conservation Society eco-defenders or eco-terrorists?’
3. Suggest other evidence that would need to be found and examined before you could come to a definitive

conclusion for this historical investigation.

SOURCE 2 This photo, taken 15 February 2012, was
released by the Institute of Cetacean Research of Japan.
It shows Sea Shepherd activists on an inflatable boat
preparing to throw a bottle allegedly containing acid
toward a Japanese whaling vessel during an encounter in
the Antarctic Sea.

SOURCE 3 On 18 February 2011 Japan’s foreign minister, Seiji Maehara, announced that the country had
decided to bring its harpoon ships home a month early because of fears for the safety of the ships’ crews due
to the actions of the Sea Shepherd society.

[Today] Japan had no choice but to call off the research whaling mission for the current period from the
viewpoint of ensuring the safety of the research vessels and the lives and property of the crew members.
While this is due to obstructive acts by the Sea Shepherd, such obstructive acts are dangerous illegal acts
that threaten the lives and property of the crew members of our country and the safe navigation of our ships
that have been conducting lawful research activities on the open sea, and as such, they cannot be tolerated.
Although the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, for its part, has continuously called on the Netherlands, Australia,
and New Zealand, which are the flag states of Sea Shepherd’s boats, or where the boats make port calls, to
take effective measures to prevent acts of violence by Sea Shepherd, it is extremely regrettable that Sea
Shepherd still has not been stopped from its obstructive acts … Although we made the heartrending decision
to return home this time for the sake of the crew’s safety, we will work on the diplomatic front and since we
must not allow ourselves to be prevented from doing what is allowed by law…
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