
7.12 SkillBuilder: Analysing different perspectives
7.12.1 Tell me
What is perspective in history?
It is said that history is written by the victors. In many cases, this is true. In the case of the Mongol
expansion, however, it is important to remember that the Mongols were mostly illiterate. Therefore, much
of the empire’s written history was created by their literate enemies and allies.

Why is it important to recognise different perspectives?
When you are trying to understand historical events, places or people, it is important that you find a balance
of sources. When investigating the world of the Mongols, these sources may include written accounts,
pictures and other artwork, and artefacts. Some sources might have been created by the Yuan dynasty and
others by the people they came into contact with at the time. History texts can also be reliable sources
because their authors have the benefit of hindsight.

7.12.2 Show me
How to recognise different perspectives
When using sources, it is essential that you determine how reliable they are. You can do this by asking a
number of questions. Note that not all of these questions will apply to all sources.• When was this source created?• Who created this source and why?• Who was the intended audience of this source, and how might this have affected its construction?• In what ways does this source confirm or refute what I already know?• How reputable was its creator(s)?• How might the political/social/cultural pressures of the time have influenced the creation of this

source?
Only after you have found a number of sources, and assessed their strengths and weaknesses, can you say

you have a balanced picture of history.

An example
SOURCE 1, an excerpt from a book written by the Franciscan Friar John of Plano Carpini, is used as an
example of how the previous questions could be answered.

SOURCE 1 In the thirteenth century, a Franciscan friar named John of Plano Carpini was sent to Mongolia by
Pope Innocent IV, who, like many other European rulers, was worried by the rapid expansion of the Mongol
Empire. The friar met with Khan Kuyuk to ask him to stop attacking Christian land. The friar’s book, History of the
Mongols, outlines some of the Mongol beliefs and customs, which the friar viewed as threatening and primitive.

Although they have no law concerning the doing of what is right or the avoidance of sin, nevertheless there are
certain traditional things, invented by them or their ancestors, which they say are sins; for example to stick a knife
into a fire, or even in any way to touch fire with a knife, or to extract meat from the cauldron with a knife, or to
chop with an axe near a fire; for they believe that if these things were done, the fire would be beheaded . . . On
the other hand, to kill men, to invade countries of other people, to take the property of others in any unlawful
way, to commit fornication, to revile other men, to act contrary to the prohibitions and commandments of God,
is considered no sin by them.
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1. When was this source created? This book was based upon the friar’s journey in 1245–1247.
2. Who created this source and why? Friar John of Plano Carpini wrote this book after visiting Khan

Kuyuk to plead, on the Pope’s behalf, for him to cease his attacks on lands occupied by Christians.
The book focuses on the Mongols’ customs, religion and culture, as well as the best way to resist
their army.

3. Who was the intended audience of this source, and how might this have affected its construction?
Pope Innocent IV was the primary audience. The fact that he perceived the Mongols as a threat to the
Christian way of life seems to have coloured many of the Friar’s descriptions.

4. In what ways does this source confirm or refute what I already know? This source highlights the often
brutal practices of the Mongols, particularly during times of war. However, from other sources, we
know they were often tolerant of people of other religious persuasions, including Christians.

5. How reputable was its creator(s)? This is hard to say for certain without further research. The book is
noted for being one of the more accurate books of its sort written during this period; however, the
friar’s Christian beliefs and loyalty to the Pope may have affected his depiction of the Mongols’
way of life.

6. How might the political/social/cultural pressures of the time have influenced the creation of this
source? The Pope, like many other world leaders, was afraid of the khan’s power and his apparent
disregard towards Christians. The friar seems to have responded to this by highlighting the more
threatening aspects of Mongol culture.

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

7.12 ACTIVITIES
Examine SOURCE 2, from the writings of Marco Polo, and answer the following questions. You may need to refer
to 7.9 The travels of Marco Polo to find out more about him and his book.
1. When was this source created?
2. Who created this source and why?
3. Who was the intended audience of this source, and how might this have affected its construction?
4. In what ways does this source confirm or refute what I already know?
5. How reputable was its creator(s)?
6. How might the political/social/cultural pressures of the time have influenced the creation of this source?

SOURCE 2 An excerpt from The Travels of Marco Polo, written in the thirteenth century. Marco Polo was an
employee of the Yuan dynasty and one-time governor of a major Chinese city.

The great khan, lord of lords, named Kublai, is of a fine middle size, neither too tall nor too short; he has a
beautiful fresh complexion, and well-proportioned limbs. His colour is fair and vermeil like the rose, his eyes
dark and fine, his nose well formed and placed . . . He maintains also a number of concubines. There is a
race of Tartars who are called Migrat or Ungrat, and are a very handsome people. From them are selected
100 girls — the most beautiful in all their country, who are conducted to court . . . It may be asked, if the
people of this province do not feel aggrieved by having their children thus forcibly taken away. Assuredly
not; on the contrary, they regard it as a favour and an honour; and the fathers feel highly gratified when their
daughters are thus selected. If, says one, my daughter is born under an auspicious planet, his majesty can
best fulfill her destiny by marrying her more nobly than I can do. On the contrary, if the young lady, by bad
conduct or any misfortune, be found disqualified, he attributes the disappointment to her malignant stars.

Pdf_Folio:44

Jacaranda Humanities Alive 8 Victorian Curriculum, Topic 7

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



SOURCE 3 An illustration from the
thirteenth century showing Marco Polo
in the grandeur of Kublai Khan’s court

Content to come
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