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8.9 SkillBuilder: Analysing different perspectives
8.9.1 Tell me
What are different perspectives and why do they occur?
A perspective is a point of view, which is formed from someone’s values, beliefs, attitudes and experiences.
When studying a period of history, perspectives on the period or an event can be gathered from primary
sources, especially eyewitness accounts, such as those found in a diary, as well as official sources, such as
records produced by those in power. Sources give different perspectives because not everyone sees an event
or problem from the same point of view. Some sources are biased (one-sided or prejudiced) or are based
on insufficient understanding or information to be reliable. Each source will reflect the perspective of its
creator and their target audience and purpose.

To uncover the truth on any issue we have to be aware that what someone says or writes about it may be
one-sided or incorrect. It may even be an attempt to deceive. This is as important when trying to make up
our mind on current issues as it is when trying to understand the past. For example, when buying a product,
you don’t necessarily believe what advertisements say about it. An advertiser will wish to show a product
in its best light; that is, present only positive aspects of it so that a consumer will buy it. In the same way, a
ruler may only want positive records of their rule to be made or displayed to ensure there is no dissent from
those they rule or that their legacy is protected.

Sometimes, the perspectives of those not part of the ruling group may be silenced — their absence
from the public record also tells a historian something about that period. Historians must often research
extensively to find perspectives of a range of people about events from the past in order to build up a
balanced picture of the event or time period. Since secondary sources rely on interpretations of primary
sources, these are based on the perspectives or bias of the creator of the secondary source. This may add
another layer of perspective on top of the perspective of the creator of the primary source.

8.9.2 Show me
How to analyse different perspectives in primary and secondary sources
When you read an interpretation of a historical event or development, you need to ask:• What is the subject or main idea of the source?• When was the source created?• Who created the source?• Why was it written?• Is the source based on reliable information?• Is the source supported or contradicted by the evidence of other sources?

The six questions have been applied to SOURCE 1, an ancient Greek account of the Indus Valley
Civilisation.

SOURCE 1 From Geography, a book by the Greek historian and geographer Strabo (c. 63 BCE–24 CE). Strabo’s
book was an encyclopaedia of geographical knowledge of his time. Here he was recounting observations made
by an earlier historian, Aristobulus, who accompanied Alexander the Great to India around 327 BCE. Aristobulus’s
book has been lost.

[Aristobulus] says that when he was sent upon a certain mission he saw a country of more than a thousand cities,
together with villages, that had been deserted because the Indus had abandoned its proper bed, and had turned
aside into the other bed on the left that was much deeper, and flowed with precipitous descent like a cataract, so
that the Indus no longer watered by its overflows the abandoned country on the right, since that country was now
above the level, not only of the new stream, but also of its overflows.
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• What is the subject or main idea of the source? The subject is the abandoned cities of the Indus River
Valley. According to the writer, the cities were abandoned because the river changed its course so that
it no longer provided water at a level suitable for use by the people of those cities.• When was the source created? The source was created between c. 63 BCE and 24 BCE.• Who created the source? Strabo is using information he obtained by reading Aristobulus, who was in
India around 327 BC.• Why was the source written? Aristobulus wrote an account of what he observed during his journey to
India. Strabo used Aristobulus as a source for his own book.• Is the source based on reliable information? We know that Aristobulus could not have seen ‘more than
a thousand cities’ because there is archaeological evidence of only a few cities. If he exaggerated this,
he may be wrong about other things.• Is the source supported or contradicted by the evidence of other sources? Aristobulus’s statements
about the river changing course are supported by archaeological evidence (see 8.4.3 The end of a
civilisation). This change had a different effect in Mohenjo-daro from that described by Aristobulus,
but his description could be accurate for other Indus Valley towns and cities.

8.9.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

8.9 ACTIVITIES
1. SOURCES 2 and 3 will help you understand some of the difficulties people faced in interpreting the ruins of

Indus Valley cities. Now use the six questions to see if you can recognise and analyse the different
perspectives in SOURCES 4, and 5.

SOURCE 2 A Buddhist stupa on top of the Higher Town of the
city of Mohenjo-daro. The stupa and the nearby monastery were
constructed around 200 CE from bricks taken from the surrounding
abandoned buildings. The stupa is itself now a ruin. Anyone
who was untrained in archaeology might have had difficulty in
recognising that the stupa belonged to a different age from the
earlier ruins.
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SOURCE 3 The first locomotive on the East India Railway. In the
1850s the British began to use crushed bricks taken from the ruins
of Harappa as ballast under the tracks and sleepers for the rail line.

SOURCE 4 From the account of Charles Masson, a British army deserter who in 1826 stumbled on the ruins
of what later would be called the Indus River Valley city of Harappa

I found . . . in front of the village [of Harappa] a ruinous brick castle. Behind us was a large circular mound . . .
and to the west was an irregular rocky height, crowned with the remains of buildings, in fragments of walls,
with niches, after the eastern manner . . . The walls and towers of the castle are remarkably high, though,
from having been long deserted, they exhibit in some parts the ravages of time and decay. Between it and
our camp extended a deep trench . . . overgrown with grasses and plants . . . Tradition affirms the existence
here of a city . . . [It] was destroyed by a particular visitation of Providence, brought down by the lust and
crimes of the sovereign.

SOURCE 5 Archaeologist John Marshall, recollecting his colleague R. D. Banerji’s discovery of Mohenjo-
daro in 1922, from John Marshall, Mohenjo-daro and the Indus River Civilization, [1931] 2004

. . . [I]t was not until 1922, when Mr R. D. Banerji started to dig there [in Mohenjo-daro], that the prehistoric
character of its remains was revealed. This was not greatly to be wondered at; for the only structures then
visible were the Buddhist Stupa and Monastery . . . and these were built exclusively of brick taken from
the older ruins, so that it was not unnatural to infer that the rest of the site was referable to approximately
the same age as the Buddhist monuments [around 200 CE]. Indeed . . . Mr Banerji himself . . . had no idea
of finding anything prehistoric. His primary object was to lay bare the Buddhist remains, and it was while
engaged on this task that he came by chance on several seals which he recognized at once as belonging
to the same class as the remarkable seals inscribed with legends in an undecipherable script which had
long been known to us from the ruin of Harappa . . . The few structural remains of that civilization which
he had unearthed were built of bricks identical with those used in the Buddhist Stupa and Monastery, and
bore so close a resemblance to the latter that even now it is not always easy to discriminate between them.
Nevertheless, Mr Banerji divined, and rightly divined, that these earlier remains must have antedated the
Buddhist structures, which were only a foot or two [30–60 cm] above them, by some two or three thousand
years. That was no small achievement!

2. Explain why primary source evidence from ancient India often provides different perspectives.
3. Why would SOURCE 4, the extract from the account of Charles Masson, need to be questioned very

thoroughly?
4. Explain how multiple primary sources can be used to increase the accuracy of a historical investigation.
5. How do historians decide which is the most reliable source of evidence when choosing between two very

different perspectives?
6. Suggest which kind of primary sources from the Indus Valley Civilisation provide the most information about

ancient culture and traditions.
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