
how to become historian
how to become historian is a question that many aspiring scholars ask as they embark on a
journey to explore the past. Becoming a historian involves a combination of education, research
skills, and a deep passion for history. This article will guide you through the various steps required
to become a historian, including educational pathways, essential skills, and career opportunities. We
will also delve into the importance of specialization, the role of research, and the benefits of
networking within the historical community. Whether you are just starting or looking to advance
your career, this comprehensive guide will provide you with the knowledge you need.
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Understanding the Role of a Historian
To understand how to become a historian, it is crucial to first grasp what a historian does. Historians
are professionals who study and interpret the past. They analyze historical documents, artifacts, and
various sources to construct narratives and understand historical events and their impacts on
contemporary society. This role may involve working in academia, museums, archives, or cultural
organizations.

Historians may specialize in specific periods, regions, or themes, allowing them to contribute
nuanced insights into historical discourse. Their work is essential in preserving cultural heritage and
informing public understanding of historical contexts. An effective historian must possess critical
thinking skills and a strong analytical ability to assess sources and draw conclusions from them.



Educational Pathways to Becoming a Historian
The educational journey to becoming a historian typically begins with a strong foundation in history
at the undergraduate level. Most historians hold at least a bachelor's degree in history or a related
field. This foundational education is critical for developing research and analytical skills.

Undergraduate Education
A bachelor's degree in history usually includes coursework in various historical periods, research
methodologies, and historiography. Students are encouraged to engage in independent research
projects and internships that provide practical experience.

Graduate Education
Many historians pursue further education, such as a master's degree or Ph.D. in history. A master's
program often emphasizes specialized study and research methodologies, while a Ph.D. program
focuses on original research and the dissertation process. Graduate programs typically require the
completion of rigorous coursework, comprehensive exams, and a substantial thesis or dissertation.

Bachelor's Degree in History

Master's Degree in History

Ph.D. in History

Essential Skills for Historians
Historians must develop a variety of skills to effectively analyze and interpret historical data. These
skills not only enhance their research capabilities but also improve their communication and
presentation methods.

Research Skills
Effective research skills are crucial for historians. This includes the ability to locate primary and
secondary sources, evaluate the credibility of information, and synthesize findings into coherent
narratives. Historians must be detail-oriented and methodical in their approach to research.

Writing and Communication Skills
Historians must be proficient in writing to convey their findings clearly and persuasively. Strong
communication skills are also essential for presenting research to diverse audiences, whether
through publications, lectures, or public history projects.

Analytical Thinking
Analytical thinking allows historians to critically assess various sources and viewpoints, recognizing



biases and contextual factors that influence historical interpretation. This skill is vital for developing
a well-rounded understanding of historical events.

Specialization Areas in History
Historians often choose to specialize in particular areas that align with their interests and career
goals. Specialization can enhance a historian's expertise and marketability in the job market.

Social History

Political History

Economic History

Cultural History

Environmental History

Military History

Each of these areas requires a unique approach to research and analysis, making specialization an
important aspect of a historian’s education and career development.

Research and Methodology in Historical Studies
Research is at the heart of historical study. Historians employ various methodologies to gather and
interpret data, ensuring that their findings are robust and credible. Understanding different
research methods is essential for a successful career in history.

Primary vs. Secondary Sources
Historians differentiate between primary sources, which are original documents or artifacts from the
period being studied, and secondary sources, which are analyses or interpretations of historical
events. Mastery of both types of sources is crucial for comprehensive historical research.

Historiographical Analysis
Historiography involves analyzing how historical interpretations have changed over time. This
critical skill helps historians understand the context of their work and how it fits within broader
historical narratives.

Career Opportunities for Historians
Historians enjoy a wide range of career opportunities, depending on their education, specialization,
and interests. Potential job settings include academia, government, non-profit organizations, and



private industry.

Academic Careers
Many historians pursue careers in academia, teaching at colleges and universities. Academic
positions often involve conducting research, publishing scholarly articles, and mentoring students.

Public History and Museums
Historians can also work in public history, engaging with the community through museums,
historical societies, and cultural institutions. These roles often focus on making history accessible
and relevant to the public.

Consulting and Research Positions
Some historians may find work in consulting, where they provide expertise on historical matters for
various organizations, including government agencies and corporations. Research positions may also
be available in think tanks or research organizations.

Networking and Professional Development
Networking is a vital aspect of building a successful career as a historian. Engaging with other
professionals in the field can lead to job opportunities, collaborations, and ongoing education.

Professional Organizations
Joining professional organizations such as the American Historical Association can provide
historians with resources, networking opportunities, and access to conferences and events that
foster professional growth.

Conferences and Workshops
Attending conferences and workshops allows historians to present their work, gain feedback, and
connect with peers. These events are invaluable for staying updated on the latest research and
methodologies in the field.

Conclusion
Understanding how to become a historian involves recognizing the multifaceted nature of the
profession, from educational requirements to the development of essential skills and networking
opportunities. By pursuing the appropriate educational pathways, honing research and analytical
skills, and engaging with the professional community, aspiring historians can build fulfilling careers
that contribute significantly to our understanding of the past.



Q: What qualifications do I need to become a historian?
A: To become a historian, you typically need at least a bachelor's degree in history or a related field.
Many historians also hold advanced degrees, such as a master's or Ph.D., which focus on specialized
areas of historical study.

Q: What skills are essential for a historian?
A: Essential skills for historians include strong research capabilities, writing and communication
skills, analytical thinking, and the ability to critically evaluate sources of information.

Q: Can I become a historian without a Ph.D.?
A: Yes, it is possible to become a historian without a Ph.D., particularly for roles in public history or
education. However, advanced degrees can enhance job opportunities and potential for research
positions.

Q: What are some common career paths for historians?
A: Common career paths for historians include academic positions, roles in museums and historical
societies, consulting for government or private organizations, and working in archival management.

Q: How important is networking for aspiring historians?
A: Networking is very important for aspiring historians, as it can lead to job opportunities,
collaborations, and access to professional development resources and events.

Q: What is the difference between primary and secondary
sources?
A: Primary sources are original documents or artifacts from the time period being studied, while
secondary sources are analyses or interpretations created after the fact, such as books or articles
about historical events.

Q: What are some areas of specialization within history?
A: Areas of specialization within history include social history, political history, economic history,
cultural history, environmental history, and military history, among others.

Q: How do historians conduct their research?
A: Historians conduct research by analyzing primary and secondary sources, employing various
methodologies to evaluate information, and synthesizing findings into coherent narratives.



Q: Are there online programs to study history?
A: Yes, many universities offer online programs in history at both undergraduate and graduate
levels, providing flexibility for students to study while balancing other commitments.

Q: What role do historians play in society?
A: Historians play a crucial role in society by preserving cultural heritage, informing public
discourse, and providing context for contemporary issues through the lens of history.
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