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Week 7 Sources and Methods

1. Quantitative Sources for History
2. Aggregate Data

1. Quantitative Historical Data Sources

• Words
• Commercial records
• Legal Records
• Institutional records
• Surveys
• Government records
• Genealogies and similar sources
• Church records
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Analyzing Words

• Unit of analysis
• Explosion of potential source material
• Content analysis

– http://academic.csuohio.edu/kneuendorf/conte
nt/resources/TOC.htm

– Not just counting word frequencies

Commercial Records
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Commercial Records

Receipts Payroll

Legal Records

18th c. Probate Inventories           Medieval Wills   
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Trial Transcripts

15th c. Croatia                     18th c. Virginia   

Institutional Records

Canadian Orphanage Daily logAustralian Lunatic Asylum 
Admissions Register
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Issues with
Commercial/Legal/Institutional Records

• Representativeness issues
– Survival

• Few well-documented clean datasets generally 
available—usually DIY

• Essential for history of the organizations (e.g. 
business history, legal history, asylum history)

Survey Data

• Early labor force surveys 
(1896, 1916, state surveys)

• Public opinion surveys 
(beginning in 1930s)

• Modern academic/government surveys of 
social/demographic behavior, health, and 
income begin in late 1950s

Carroll Wright
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Government Records

Government Records

• Administrative (military, tax)
– Available from ancient times
– Usually non-representative
– Often have little demographic information

• Statistical 
– Vital Statistics: Births, Deaths, Marriages
– Censuses and Surveys
– Both sources begin in the early-to-mid nineteenth 

century in most NW European countries 
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Genealogies and Biographical Data

• Peerage/aristocratic records
– Widely available in Asia, Europe
– Nonrepresentative
– Scrubbed of illegitimate descendants

• Genealogies
– Potential fertility and class selection biases

• Biographical dictionaries 
– Legislators
– College Students
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Franklin Bowditch Dexter, 
Biographical Sketches of the Graduates of Yale College

Church Records



12

Church Records

• Main source for preindustrial demographic 
analysis
– Aggregate analysis
– Family reconstitution



13

2. Aggregate Data and Microdata

Microdata
• every record represents a separate person
• all of their individual characteristics are recorded
• users must manipulate the data themselves

Aggregate data
• a table of deaths from the Bills of Mortality, 1664
• an occupation table from a published census volume

from the library
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Historical Statistics of the United States

Historical Census Browser
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NYC 1910 - % Black 

NYC 1920 - % Black 
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NYC 1930 - % Black 

NYC 1940 - % Black 
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NYC 1950 - % Black 

NYC 1960 - % Black 
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NYC 1970 - % Black 

NYC 1980 - % Black 
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NYC 1990 - % Black 

NYC 2000 - % Black 


