Historiography: A legitimate
research methodology for nursing

Historical research, a methodology generally accorded scholarly recognition by other disciplines, has yet to
achieve full credibility and acceptance within the profession of nursing. This article examines the historical
approach and demonstrates that its products constitute legitimate knowledge for nursing. It critically analyzes
various extant epistemologies and ontologies that have affected the discipline of nursing, such as logical
positivism, the paradigmatic and evolutionary views, and the postempiricist approaches, and ascertains that these
belief systems vary greatly in the amount of support that they provide to the historical method of research.
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NTEREST IN the use of historiography
as a professionally acceptable method
of nursing research is steadily gaining mo-
mentum. An increasing number of reports of
historical research are appearing in
nursing’s research literature, and significant
numbers of nurses’ doctoral dissertations are
using this methodology. Numerous scholars
of nursing are acknowledging the impor-
tance of this approach to the survival and
advancement of the discipline and to the
enhancement of clinical practice.

In spite of the recent, promising gains in
the recognition of historiography as an ac-
ceptable form of scholarship, however,
some unyielding remnants of suspicion
about its utility and intellectual merit linger.
Many nurses do not consider historical in-
vestigation proper, rigorous research. By the
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same token, a few doctoral programs in
nursing do not allow dissertations that use a
historical approach. Additionally, in some
institutions, faculty research executed in the
historical mode is accorded little, if any,
attention in the process used to sanction
tenure, Still others in the profession perceive
this methodology as an effortless exercise
whose product is merely a chronology of
facts, events, or ideas. The sad truth remains
that historiography has too rarely been cher-
ished and valued in the discipline of nursing.
Rather, it has been traditionally neglected
and viewed by all but a few as inferior to the
more prestigious quantitative approaches.
This article seeks to examine the historical
methodology of investigation, also referred
to as historiography, and to demonstrate that
its products constitute legitimate knowledge
for nursing, thus rebutting fallacies that cur-
rently abound. It will also look at the various
extant epistemologies and ontologies and
ascertain whether their belief systems will
support historical research in nursing.

THE PROCESS OF
HISTORIOGRAPHY

Definition

Most nurse historians define historical
research from the standpoint of process.
Spieseke! discusses history in terms of locat-
ing and collecting sources of information,
scrutinizing it for reliability, sorting it into
patterns, and describing meanings derived
from its study. According to Newton,? his-
torical research involves seeking past facts,
discovering relationships, drawing infer-
ences, and interpolating between particular
events. Christy? agrees that historiography is

a process by which the researcher subjec-
tively synthesizes and weaves together a
diversity of facts. She emphasizes that this
synthesis is the most salient part of the proc-
ess because it produces meanings and points
out significant relationships. Matejski* de-
fines history as the chronicle of human
beings’ responses to changes in the environ-
ment as they attempt to understand more
clearly their antecedents and the present.
Abdellah and Levine® concur with this con-
ceptualization of historical research, stress-
ing that this method transcends the mere
collection of dates and facts by focusing on
the relationship of past occurrences with
present day issues. Lynaugh and Reverby®
simply observe that historiography is the
documentation of memory that is strength-
ened by dependable sources and is tested by
the canons of logic and evidence. They per-
ceive the historiographer’s role to be that of
the finder, evaluator, analyzer, and inter-
preter of evidence. Polit and Hungler” de-
scribe this type of research as efforts to test
hypotheses in relation to causes, effects, or
trends of events in the past to enlighten
current behaviors and practices.

Most authorities, therefore, see historical
research as a process of examining data from
the past, integrating it into a coherent unity
and putting it to some pragmatic use for the
present and the future. But definitions alone
do not begin to address the value of histori-
ography and the rationale for advocating its
active employment in nursing research.

The importance of historiography to
nursing

Church® views the historical method and
its resultant findings as necessary compo-



nents in the search for unity and continuity in
the profession and as a means to foster a
sense of self-appreciation by its members
and esteem by the society it serves. Addi-
tionally, this nurse scholar states that “a
sense of history seems appropriate as a pre-
requisite to a professional mentality. ¢S

Christy® advances the notion that a dedi-
cated study of the profession’s past will
enhance the discipline’s progress and elimi-
nate useless replication of former errors. On
the same note, Notter'® advocates greater use
of historical inquiry so that nurses can de-
velop a broader, more complete perspective
to facilitate an understanding of the present
and the right approach to use for the future.

Ashley!! predicts that if nursing continues
to lack historical knowledge, the artistic
facets of its practice will be significantly
impeded and knowledge will not advance.
Matejski'2 suggests that the values of histori-
ography are that it can be used to discemn
trends and forces in society, that it can
strengthen a society’s desirable values and
norms, that it can facilitate an understanding
of human behavior by practitioners (who
thus avoid judging people superficially), and
that it can highlight dangerous situations that
have been encountered before. Newton?
envisions historical research as the curator of
tradition, the model for the present, the crea-
tive innovator of the future, and the inspira-
tion of the discipline.

Newton envisions historical
research as the curator of tradition,
the model for the present, the
creative innovator of the future, and
the inspiration of the discipline.
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Thus, greater attention to the practice of
historiography promises to profit the disci-
pline of nursing. It will not only enhance
professional unity and integrity, but also
embellish the artistic side of disciplinary
practice, enabling nurses to view humanity
more fully from a holistic perspective. It will
foster the development of nursing knowl-
edge, show us the error of our ways, act as a
source of professional pride, and also pro-
vide a spiritual sense of inspiration, thereby
encouraging nursing professionals to strive
to achieve previously inconceivable heights.
But how can such advantages be achieved?

The methodology of historiography

Consensus on the appropriate methodol-
ogy to produce historical findings is readily
found in the literature. Furthermore, the
process bears a marked resemblance to the
procedures utilized in other types of schol-
arly research. The first step, as in any re-
search effort, is to choose a problem area for
study.” The subject matter should be ame-
nable to-a historical approach; that is, it
should focus on past events or ideas. In
addition, the subject matter should be fairly
well circumscribed so that it may be isolated
from the whole of nursing history.** Ex-
amples of topics appropriate for study might
be the ideas of an early leader of nursing or
the development of a state nursing organiza-
tion. The desired circumscription is facili-
tated by a selection of a theoretic framework
for the study.!® This action will also help to
unify and clarify the complex, varied past
under investigation. Biography, women'’s
issues, political influences, diseases, or reli-
gious contributions are but a few theoretic
frameworks that could be used to advance a
historical thesis.
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After carefully delineating the problem
area, the historiographer must specify the
data that will be needed to study the prob-
lem.!* The data may include a variety of
evidence, such as documents (written mate-
rials) or information from pertinent living
individuals (oral histories or interviews).
This step is analogous to selecting a sample
in other research studies.

Once the projected, necessary data have
been specified, a search must be initiated to
determine whether such data are available in
sufficient quantity to carry out the study.!s
Rarely is a plethora of adequate data readily
available to the historiographer. It then be-
comes the historiographer’s responsibility to
research proficiently in spite of these limita-
tions. The study may thus be carried out
under the assumption that the available
sample of data is all that is practically acces-
sible and the sample must be considered
adequate. Limited resources of time and
money usually prevent access to the entire
population of currently available data.
Moreover, much of the previously existing
data on the topic may have disappeared over
the intervening years.'® Such constraints
may lead a researcher investigating
Nightingale’s relationship with the British
Army to restrict data collection to archives in
the United States because the expense of
seeking out worldwide resources would be
prohibitive. This researcher is further lim-
ited because much preexisting evidence no
longer survives.

If the available data are judged sufficient
by criteria that were preset by the historiog-
rapher, data collection, the fourth step, be-
gins. This involves sifting through materials
to ascertain what is of value, what is mildly
interesting and what is not pertinent to the
study. Materials in the first category almost

certainly will be used, while information in
the second category will require further
examination prior to potential use or discard.
The last category of materials will generally
be rejected for use in the study. A letter
written by Lavinia Dock to Isabel Hampton
Robb will most assuredly prove valuable to
a Dock biographer. Dock’s appointment
book may furnish some significant informa-
tion, while a receipt for herlaundry will shed
no light on her ideas. Data that have been
deemed appropriate for the study by the
researcher’s judgment then will be subjected
to tests of validity and reliability.

The validity of each document used in the
study will be verified through the process of
external criticism. This process involves
assessing the trustworthiness and authentic-
ity of the document, in effect asking whether
the document is really what it purports to be
or is a fraud."” It is normally assumed that
documents held in reputable archives are
authentic.

Internal criticism determines the reliabil-
ity of the document and addresses the ques-
tion of credibility. Subsumed under this type
of criticism are the classifications of positive
criticism and negative criticism. Positive
criticism requires that the researcher fully
understand the content of the evidence and
that no more is implied from the data than
that which the author intended. Negative
criticism requires that the researcher evalu-
ate the accuracy of the statements made in
the evidence."

When judging the accuracy of statements,
itis important to consider the sources of the
evidence. Primary source information is
preferred, as it emerges from those who have
personally witnessed events, is considered
original, and is thought to have existed at the
time of the event. Secondary sources, those



which are somehow removed from the origi-
nal events and are hearsay accounts, are less
reliable.'® A nurse who served in the Anzio
offensive during World War Il is considered
a primary source. In general, her observa-
tions about the experience will be more
accurate than a secondary account of the
same event provided by a daughter of an-
other Anzio nurse who bases her story on
information related by her mother.

The existence of primary and secondary
sources will help to determine whether evi-
dence can be considered to be fact, probabil-
ity, or possibility. Facts, on the one hand, are
established when a researcher uncovers two
primary sources that agree or when one pri-
mary source and one secondary source cor-
roborate without major contrary evidence.
Probability, on the other hand, is indicated
when the researcher discovers one primary
source with no contrary evidence or two
primary sources that disagree slightly. Possi-
bility exists when only secondary sources of
evidence are available.!s All of these judg-
ments, however, must be tempered by
thoughtful consideration of the evidence and
the nature of the sources.

An additional phase of the fourth step of
data collection addresses the search for new
data from known or previously unknown
sources. This exercise will augment the
researcher’s ability to provide new insights
from past occurrences.'¢ For instance, Julia
Stimson’s biographer can learn from surviv-
ing Stimson family members new informa-
tion about the controversial closure of the
Army School of Nursing that would not be
discovered in archival documents. At some
point, however, constraints imposed by
dwindling resources or a naturally evolving
conclusion will signal an end to the period of
data collection.
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Accordingly, initiation of the fifth step, the
synthesis of the data, is then indicated. This
phase entails the organization, integration,
and analysis of the collected data into a
logical sequence characterized by lucidity,
coherence, and an absence of lacunae. This
synthesis must be so skillfully done that the
actual Herculean effort will appear to have
been accomplished with ease.!®

During this fifth phase, the historiographer
also writes the research report, incorporating
both the descriptive and the interpretive ele-
ments. The descriptive element will discuss
the “how,” “who,” “what,” “where,” and
“when,” and will increase understanding of
these components of past events. The inter-
pretive element will address the “why” of the
events.'¢

The final step of historical research is the
application of the increased understanding
of past issues and events to future direc-
tions.!¢ This application parallels the action
in other types of studies of applying the
results from those samples studied to the
population at large. Ashley’s® historical
treatise on early feminism in nurses and its
impact on current professional conditions is
an excellent example of proficient imple-
mentation of the last two steps of the histori-
cal process.

Not all nurse professionals pledge total
allegiance to historiography. Similarly, not
all research traditions ascribe legitimacy to
its practice. The following section will ex-

The final step of historical research
is the application of the increased
understanding of past issues and
events to future directions.
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plore the degree of fit between the practice of
historiography and various epistemologies
and ontologies that have influenced nursing.

RELATIONSHIPS OF RESEARCH
TRADITIONS TO
HISTORIOGRAPHY

The received view

Logical positivism, the received view, is a
philosophical position that has dominated
both the natural and human sciences since
the turn of the century. Proponents of this
view!*-Z support the utilization of the scien-
tific method to advance knowledge from
minimal facts to the level of laws. Attempts
to prove causality are of primary concern yet
the product (truth) is of greater importance
than the process (linear reasoning). Method-
ologies sanctioned by logical positivists are
quantitative in nature and all variables must
be measurable and objective. In fact, objec-
tivity is the hallmark of the received view.
Logical positivism denies that values, aes-
thetics, ethics, opinions, or beliefs bear any
relation to legitimate science. In addition,
this school of thought does not address the
application of science, thereby erecting sig-
nificant barriers between the pure scientist
and the scientific practitioner.

In view of these accepted attributes, how
well does historiography interface with the
logical positivist framework? Certainly, a
function of historiography is the search for
probable causality and explanations as well
as for truth, facts and data. From this view-
point, historiography is in some accord with
logical positivism. However, historiography
does not use sophisticated quantitative sta-
tistical methods such as a path-analytic ap-

proach or experimental design to arrive at
probable causality.

Some historians, notably Buckle (cited in
Garraghan® and in Teggart®*), have at-
tempted to raise history to the heights of
science by aspiring to extract general laws
from its study. Their efforts have proven
unsuccessful, however, and historiography
has not been able to achieve what the logical
positivist would consider law. The impera-
tive of objectivity, a prime tenet of the re-
ceived view, also contradicts the central
features of historiography. Christy'* asserts
that synthesis, the cornerstone of historiog-
raphy, is a highly subjective art.

Qualitative methods predominate in histo-
riography. Some historians employ a few
quantitative techniques to include measures
of probability, central tendency, and tests of
significance, but this use constitutes aminor-
ity practice. Because the logical positivist
school of thought only recognizes the rigid
quantification of data, it would appear not to
support the use of historiography.

A final characteristic of the received view
that makes it essentially incompatible with
historiography is its rejection of values, be-
liefs, norms, or opinions. These elements are
consistent areas of prime concern for histori-
ography. Were they ignored, alarge segment
of data for study would be eradicated, lead-
ing to an absolute failure to answer many
fundamental questions.

Clearly, almost any attempt to carry out
historical research in a climate of logical
positivism would be exceptionally handi-
capped and ultimately doomed to failure.
The fact that this school of thought has so
tremendously dominated all knowledge
development in nursing for such an extended
period of time may explain why historiogra-
phy has failed to flourish and assume its



rightful position as an effective approach for
research in nursing. The received view’s
currently waning popularity may well indi-
cate a new, more optimistic day for the
acknowledgment of historiography as a
valuable tool in nursing research.

The paradigmatic view

A mounting discontent with the limita-
tions of the received view coincided with the
appearance of Kuhn’s? paradigmatic or
revolutionary school of thought. This view
envisions the development of knowledge as
progressing through three recurring stages.
The first, immature science or the prepara-
digmatic stage, is characterized by a diver-
sity of perspectives, all of which consider the
same range of phenomena, but that describe
and research these phenomena in divergent
manners. The second stage exists when one
paradigm dominates during a period of nor-
mal science. This paradigm or disciplinary
matrix® guides the pursuit of a shared goal or
problems. The third stage is labeled revolu-
tionary science and represents an almost
violent abandonment of the reigning para-
digm because of overwhelming anomalies
(problems that the paradigm fails to ad-
dress).

The paradigmatic view achieves a greater
level of compatibility with the practice of
historiography than does the received view.
Normal science allows for some minimal
influence to be exerted by subjective phe-
nomena such as values, beliefs, norms, eth-
ics, and aesthetics on knowledge and the
paradigm. This concession provides histori-
ography with the opportunity to use all types
of knowledge, even subjective information.

Moreover, the paradigmatic view opens
the door for use of qualitative as well as
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quantitative methods of research. This ini-
tial, elementary, conditional approval of
qualitative methodologies signals the begin-
ning of a metamorphosis that will ideally
culminate in equity and parity for all types of
research.

Historiography may be viewed as having
existed for many centuries in a state of nor-
mal science. It has arrived at some consensus
about problems to be investigated and gen-
eral agreement on historical theories and
methodologies. It has exhibited common
values and beliefs. It is composed of a disci-
pline of scholars dedicated to the practice of
historiography.

Unfortunately, Kuhn does not yet address
the application of knowledge to practice.
Since historiography, in its fullest sense,
involves the application of its findings to
present and future issues, this school of
thought does not yet fully support all of the
ramifications of historical research in nurs-
ing. Nevertheless, Kuhn’s contribution is a
prelude to legitimizing historiography in
nursing research. The increasing acceptance
of the methodology can be partially credited
to the ideas promulgated by this philosopher
of science.

The historicist view

Laudan?-# proposes an evolutionary

- framework for understanding knowledge

development. He advances the notion that
research traditions, which are made up of
norms, knowledge, and process, guide the
progression of knowledge. Unlike previous
schools of thought, this view holds values,
aesthetics and ethics as an integral, impor-
tant part of the research tradition.

In contrast to the received view, the his-
toricist view values the process over the
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product. Theory reduction is the norm and
the solved problem, empirical or conceptual,
is a basic building block of disciplinary
progress. Legitimate knowledge can incor-
porate whatever is germane to the discipline,
be it subjective, descriptive, normative,
evaluative, or objective. The prime concern
of the historicist is whether problems that
require an answer are adequately solved.

Obviously, historiography can be carried
out in much greater harmony within the
historicist viewpoint than within previously
existing schools of thought. This evolution-
ary viewpoint is more practical and more
fully addresses the problem of pure science
vis @ vis applied science. Historiography,
with its inherently pragmatic qualities, is
unequivocally sanctioned by this epistemol-
ogy.

Furthermore, the values, beliefs, and
norms that are essential ingredients of data
collection in historiography are similarly
crucial components of the research tradi-
tions. Rather than considering these ele-
ments as unrelated or minimally important
influences, both the historicist view and the
method of historiography elevate them to the
status of prime constituents, well worthy of
consideration. In addition, the historicist
does not eliminate old ideas as new knowl-
edge is formed. This evolutionary attitude is
in keeping with the standards of historiogra-
phy wherein old ideas form the basic founda-
tion for new knowledge.

Solved problems mark the advance of
knowledge in the historicist tradition. Histo-
riography does contribute to the resolution
of questions and problems by providing
background information on which to intelli-
gently base decisions about present-day is-
sues. This aspect of historiography is con-
gruent with the historicist framework.

Finally, the qualitative methodologies are
accepted by Laudan? as valuable, effective
tools. Since historiographers use qualitative
methodologies predominantly, the union of
historiography and the historicist framework
is harmonious and compatible.

Postempiricist views

During the last few decades, a number of
additional schools of thought have emerged
that are categorized as postempiricist. One
presently evolving view is that of femi-
nism.?-3 This school of thought is relation-
ship centered and value oriented. Its goal is
to amplify knowledge by broadening its
vantage points to include the political dy-
namic, values, feminist and minority prob-
lems, and nonscientific problems. Feminism
affirms that methods and problems that
deviate from the scientific mode should not
be devalued. Its main contribution is its incli-
nation toward liberation.

An additional postempiricist movement is
the school of thought that includes phenome-
nology and hermeneutics.>** Phenomenol-
ogy attempts to describe the structural es-
sences of phenomena as they appear in their
natural settings. The defining feature of
phenomenology is reductionism, focusing
on the phenomenon itself to the absolute
exclusion of the rest of the world. Herme-
neutics extends itself beyond the mere de-
scription of phenomena that characterizes
phenomenology and attempts to achieve a
fuller understanding of meanings. It posits
that any description is incomplete until it is
interpreted through culture and history. The
hermeneutic circle (a sequential study of the
entire whole, followed by an examination of
its parts, and a restructuring of these parts



back into a whole as an exercise to enhance
understanding) includes a consideration of
virtues, values, and beliefs.

Critical theory is yet another postempiri-
cist school of thought that further builds on
phenomenology and hermeneutics.’>* This
dynamic belief system studies the meanings
of phenomena to the individual and relates
these meanings to societal norms. In other
words, critical theorists interpret knowledge
through the framework of history and cul-
ture, and also from the perspective of social
norms. This political view actively assesses
the relative worth of values, beliefs, and
opinions.

All of the postempiricist schools of
thought demonstrate compatibility with the
practice of historiography. They all permit a
choice of methodology as dictated by the
phenomena to be studied. They all stress the
importance of consideration of a portion or
the totality of the context when studying a
phenomenon. The feminist school is value
oriented and unique in its refusal to accord
less significance to nonscientific problems
and approaches. The phenomenological and
hermeneutical approaches, with their em-
phasis on meanings, are also apropos for the
study of history. Furthermore, because the
comparison of phenomena to societal norms
is such an important feature of critical the-
ory, postempiricism fully supports knowl-
edge derived through historiography.
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The acceptability of historiography when
viewed in relation to the previously de-
scribed epistemologies and ontologies var-
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from the scientific approach and their propo-
nents accord increasing levels of respecta-
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as a valid and reliable method for achieving
advances in knowledge. With the introduc-
tion of contemporary research traditions,
historiography is undeniably gaining recog-
nition as a method that can make valuable
contributions to the body of nursing knowl-
edge.

Unquestionably, research is the key to a
better future for nursing. The discipline
urgently needs more studies undertaken
from a wider variety of approaches to answer
the many grave questions confronting it
today. The many types of qualitative and
quantitative methodologies all have valu-
able and unique contributions to make. All
methodologies, including historiography,
should be accorded equal respect and sup-
port by all members of the discipline of
nursing.
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