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2.14 SkillBuilder: Explaining different historical
interpretations
2.14.1 Tell me
What is a historical interpretation?
To explain a past event or change, a historian formsa hypothesis (a possible theory to explain what
happened and why it happened). The historian uses evidence from historical research to test the hypothesis.
The hypothesis is then presented as an interpretation of the past. Through questioning interpretations, you
will understand that they may be open to debate.

Why is it important to analyse and explain a historian’s interpretation?
To explain an interpretation we need to analyse it. That means to see how its different parts contribute to its
general idea. You now know that there is almost always more than one way of interpreting any past event.
This is because of gaps in evidence, because sources can be biased and because historians themselves bring
different viewpoints or perspectives to most issues.
Differing interpretations in history are similar to what happens in a court of law. In courts, even though

all members of a jury are presented with the same evidence, they can come to different conclusions. If we
analyse a historian’s interpretation and are then able to explain it we are in a better position to judge it and
compare it with other interpretations.
It is not always easy to analyse and explain a historian’s interpretation. Often the main argument will be

developed over several pages along with a discussion of the evidence used for each supporting point. In the
examples used here, the points that support the main argument are included but much of the specific
evidence for them is not included.

2.14.2 Show me
How to explain a historian’s interpretation
When you read a historian’s interpretation, you need to:
1. identify the main point of the historian’s argument
2. identify the points that are used to support the main argument.

An example

SOURCE 1 A historian’s argument about the significance of the achievements of Spain and Portugal in their
voyages of discovery and conquests, from C. H. Haring, The Spanish Empire in America, Harcourt, Brace & World,
New York, 1963, pp. 1–2

One of the most . . . spectacular movements in the history of civilisation has been . . . the Expansion of Europe . . .
[It] saw the rise and fall of great colonial empires . . . , the expansion of maritime trade into a world commerce,
and the extension of Christian missionary propaganda to the four corners of the world . . .

In this process Spain and Portugal played the most dramatic role and pointed the way for other nations to
follow. Their connection with the New World began with the initial voyage of Columbus, and for a century they
pre-empted virtually all of the western hemisphere as well as the seas eastward to China and the Philippines.
Before the seventeenth century they were the great . . . colonial powers. Not until after 1600 did the English, Dutch
and French seriously challenge their supremacy. Portugal’s imperial greatness was to be displayed chiefly in the
Orient; Spain reserved to herself the greater part of the two American continents . . . Within three generations
Spaniards discovered, subdued and colonised the most extensive territorial empire the world had ever seen . . .

To analyse and explain the interpretation in SOURCE 1:
1. first look for the main point of the argument
2. then look for the supporting points or details used to support the argument.
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The sentences or parts of sentences that state the main point have been highlighted in blue; the main
words that provide supporting details have been highlighted in yellow.
One of the most . . . spectacular movements in the history of civilisation has been . . . the Expansion of

Europe . . . [It] saw the rise and fall of great colonial empires . . . , the expansion of maritime trade into a
world commerce, and the extension of Christian missionary propaganda to the four corners of the world . . .
In this process Spain and Portugal played the most dramatic role and pointed the way for other nations to

follow. Their connection with the New World began with the initial voyage of Columbus, and for a century
they pre-empted virtually all of the western hemisphere as well as the seas eastward to China and the
Philippines. Before the seventeenth century they were the great . . . colonial powers. Not until after 1600 did
the English, Dutch and French seriously challenge their supremacy. Portugal’s imperial greatness was to be
displayed chiefly in the Orient; Spain reserved to herself the greater part of the two American continents . . .
Within three generations Spaniards discovered, subdued and colonized the most extensive territorial empire
the world had ever seen . . .
In this example we can say that:
• The main argument is: Spain and Portugal played the leading role in Europe’s expansion.
• The supporting points are
• Spain conquered most of the Americas well before other colonisers.
• Portugal was dominant in the seas towards Asia.
• Spain created the world’s biggest empire in the Americas.
• The Dutch, English and French were not able to challenge them before 1600.

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

2.14 ACTIVITIES
1. Using the example in the Show me section as a model, try to analyse and explain the interpretation in

SOURCE 2. Before you read SOURCE 2, look at SOURCE 3 to find the location and extent of the Inca empire.
(a) Identify the main argument in SOURCE 2.
(b) Identify the points that the author of SOURCE 2 has used to support that interpretation.

SOURCE 2 A historian’s argument about the motives of the Spanish conquistadores for their conquests,
their methods and the reasons for their success, from Niall Ferguson, Civilization, Penguin Books,
London, 2011, pages 98–101

. . . landing in northern Ecuador in 1532, were fewer than 200 Spaniards accompanying the man who already
claimed the title ‘Governor of Peru’ [Francisco Pizarro]. Their ambition was to conquer the Inca Empire for the
King of Spain and to secure a large share of its reputed wealth for themselves . . .
By the time they reached the Peruvian highlands, Pizarro had just sixty horsemen and ninety footsoldiers at

his command . . . The population of the empire they intended to subjugate was somewhere between 5 and
10 million.
On the conquistadores’ side, however, was an invisible ally: the European diseases to which South

Americans had no resistance — the smallpox, influenza, measles and typhus. At the same time, the
Spaniards’ horses, guns and crossbows were weapons far superior to anything in the Inca armoury; they
gave the invaders a terrifying extra-terrestrial aspect. And the Inca themselves were divided. Since the death
of Inca Huayna Capac, his sons Atahualpa and Huascar had been battling for the succession, while subject
tribes scented a chance to throw off the Inca yoke. The Battle of Cajamarca (14 November 1532) was thus
scarcely a battle at all. As Pizarro’s brother Hernando described it, Atahualpa walked into a trap when he
accepted the Spaniards’ invitation to dinner:

‘. . . I had arranged with the captain of the artillery that, when a sign was given, he should discharge his
pieces, and that, on hearing the reports, all the troops should come forth at once. This was done, and as the
Indians were unarmed they were defeated without danger to any Christians.’

In the words of the sixteenth-century Andean chronicler Waman Poma, the Spaniards killed the
panic-stricken Indians ‘like ants’ . . .
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SOURCE 3 A map showing the major Central and South
American civilisations — Aztec, Maya and Inca — just
before the time of the Spanish conquests
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2. Based on what you have learned in this SkillBuilder, apply your skills to explain how the interpretation in
SOURCE 2 differs from the interpretation in SOURCE 1. Support your answers with examples and quotes from
each source.
(a) Do they differ about the facts?
(b) Have they used different sources?�c. Do they have different perspectives? Or do they each focus

on a different aspect of the Spanish conquests?
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