
15 History concepts and skills
15.1  Overview
15.1.1 Links with our times
The period of medieval Europe spanned approximately one thousand years (from 500 CE to 1500 CE) and 
included a range of events that have helped to shape our modern way of life. Many of the foundations of 
modern western society were laid in medieval times.

During the Middle Ages, the nature and organisation of society experienced fundamental changes under the 
laws of feudalism. The rise of Islam saw the growth of a new religion that would clash horribly and violently 
with Christianity for decades. In our modern-day society, elements of social hierarchy are still very visible and 
differing religions continue to clash over some issues.

The later medieval period saw many advances in technology and learning that continue to influence our lives 
today. These include the invention of gunpowder, advancements in agriculture and construction, the early 
models of the printing press and the establishment of universities and higher education.

By the end of the Middle Ages, advancements in technology and agriculture, the discovery of a world beyond 
what was previously known, the movement of peoples and new knowledge relating to the human body and 
medicine had given way to a new, perhaps easier way of life.

Resources

Video eLesson Investigating the past (eles-1057)

SOURCE 1  These people are in costume to re-enact a medieval battle. Their costumes 
may be familiar from the many movies and books written about this time.

FPO
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15.2  Concepts in history

15.2.1 How and why do we study history?
History is an amazing journey of discovery. As you 
move through the different time periods and learn about 
how society operated, you will meet people whose lives 
functioned completely differently to your own. You 
may be confused or amazed at how these people could 
live in such a manner. You will also meet people whose 
lives share similar ideas, events and characteristics to 
your own life. You may find that you connect with these 
people, despite the fact that they lived long before you 
existed!

What is a historian?
In our own times, there are still many obvious links with 
the past. For example, many people in modern society 
live in cities and towns that were built during medieval 
times. Countless places throughout Europe have managed 
to retain much of their medieval architecture and charm. 
Research into past civilisations, cultures and societies is 
the work of historians. They try to build up a picture of 
how people in other times lived and behaved. Historians 
try to make sense of past ideas, customs and beliefs, the 
ways people were ruled and how they made their living. 
Historians inquire into the past by examining sources. 
From the grand city of Prague, to the tiny island of 
Mont Saint Michel, there are many places where we can 
examine sources to help tell us about how people lived in 
times gone by. Historians also try to understand and explain how people’s lives were shaped by other people 
and events, what they thought about their times and how they brought about changes in their own world.

In this topic we will become familiar with the following concepts:

 • Sources – Refers to any written or non-written materials that can be used to investigate and provide 
information about the past

 • Evidence – The information obtained from sources that are valuable to investigations
 • Continuity and Change – Aspects of life or society that have remained the same or changed over a period 

of time
 • Cause and Effect – Examining the relationship between historical events or actions, where one event or 

action occurs as a result of the other
 • Perspective – A person’s point of view; the position from which they see and understand events going on 

around them
 • Empathy – Understanding the past from the point of view of an individual or group 
 • Significance – The importance that is assigned to aspects of the past
 • Contestability – When interpretations about the past are open to debate, for example, as a result of a lack 

of evidence or different perspective.

SOURCE 1  A woodblock ukiyo-e print by 
Utagawa Kunisada II of a puppet in kimono being 
manipulated by two bunraku puppeteers, c. 1850

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic you will be able to explain how and why we study history.
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15.2.2 The value of history
Many people question why we should 
value the ability to gain a comprehensive 
understanding of our past. The answer is that 
there are many valuable reasons for studying 
history. Knowledge of history helps us to 
understand our heritage. We begin to gain an 
understanding of where our ideas, languages, 
laws, customs and other aspects of our lives 
came from. We can also develop more open 
minds about different ways of living and learn 
to appreciate cultures that are different from 
our own. Preservation of the past is also of 
great importance and conservation work similar 
to that shown in SOURCE 2 is one of the key 
responsibilities of archaeologists.

History, the present and the future
Human civilisation did not appear in the present as if from nowhere. It developed over many thousands of 
years, with each time period bearing its own advancements, knowledge and events. By understanding the past 
we might be able to avoid repeating past mistakes and make our world a better place in the future. How can 
we ever hope to understand the time we live in now or what the future may hold if we do not understand the 
journey that has brought us to this point?

History, work and leisure
Historical concepts and skills are transferable to many different kinds of careers and jobs. They will help you to:

 • carry out research
 • draw conclusions and make decisions based on evidence
 • recognise the difference between fact and opinion
 • understand that there is usually more than one way of thinking about a problem
 • think critically
 • communicate effectively.

A knowledge of history is important in our everyday lives, and gives many people great personal pleasure. 
How much more enjoyment do people experience from travel, books and movies when they know about the 
history that shaped the places involved!

History and democracy
The origins of modern democracy hail from the times of ancient societies, when only men who owned land were 
able to have a say in the running of the country. Modern day Australia is a democratic country. This means we 
have the right to choose our political representatives and leaders through voting. We have evolved democracy 
to the point where every citizen over the age of 18 is able to cast their vote, and all 
votes have the same value. We cannot vote responsibly unless we can make our own 
judgements about the ideas that leaders put forward, nor can we have an accurate 
understanding of how democracy has evolved unless we understand our past.

SOURCE 2  Conservation work on Bodiam Castle, in East 
Sussex, England. The moated castle was built during the 
medieval period in 1385 CE.

heritage    everything that has 
come down to us from the past

DID YOU KNOW?

Bunraku puppetry was founded in Osaka, Japan, in the seventeenth century. The puppets are life-sized and 
hand-carved. Visible puppeteers manipulate them to perform a play.
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15.2.3 What are historical concepts?
There are eight historical concepts, as shown in SOURCE 3, that you will learn throughout your History unit. 
You will become familiar with these concepts by investigating how the world transitioned from ancient to 
modern society. You will investigate how societies evolved socially, politically and economically by looking at 
the lives of the people who lived throughout that time. You will become more proficient with these concepts as 
you work through other history units in subsequent years.

15.2.4 Sources
Historians use sources to gather information about the past. A source is any written or non-written material that 
can be used to investigate and provide information about the time they are studying. It is important to analyse 
sources from the time we are studying to judge how reliable they are and explore the different points of view, 
or perspectives, of people from the past. This also involves questioning later sources that are interpretations of 
that time.

Primary and secondary sources
There are two types of sources that historians can use to investigate events, ideas or people from the past. 
Primary sources were created or written in the period of time that the historian is investigating. Secondary 
sources are reconstructions or interpretations of the past written or created by people living after the period 
of study.

Depending on the event and place, primary sources might include bones, stone tools, letters, newspapers, art, 
photographs or many other traces. For most periods of history we can divide primary sources into written 
and archaeological sources. Written primary sources can include such things as poems, songs, letters, myths 
and legends. They might have been written on paper, painted on stone walls or inscribed in stone, metal or 
clay in ancient languages. Archaeological sources are objects that were made in the 
past. They include many kinds of artefacts such as tools, weapons, pottery, coins, 
games, toys and jewellery. Some artefacts have written sources inscribed on them. 
Archaeological sources also include works of art such as sculptures and paintings, 
and constructions such as tombs, temples and sometimes entire cities.

Secondary sources are often books and articles. They can also include websites, 
models, timelines, computer software and documentary films. To create secondary 
sources, historians often:

 • locate information in primary sources
 • interpret that information
 • use it to explain what happened.

Historical skills

Using historical
sources as
evidence

Identifying
continuity and

change

Analysing cause
and effect

Determining
historical

signi�cance

Sequencing
chronology

SOURCE 3  The eight historical skills

DISCUSS

How may understanding our past help us avoid repeating mistakes? General capability: Ethical understanding

primary sources    objects and 
documents that were created or 
written in the period of time that 
the historian is investigating

secondary sources    
reconstructions of the past written 
or created by people living at 
a time after the period that the 
historian is studying

artefact    an object made or 
changed by humans
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15.2.5 Evidence
Evidence refers to the facts and information available to the historian that they can use to make judgements 
about the past. Historians also use evidence to prove or disprove a particular theory about events or people 
from the past. Evidence can come from both primary and secondary sources. Historians use evidence from a 
range of sources to discover when events happened, how they happened, why they happened and how different 
events are connected. 

Analysing evidence 
Historians analyse sources as evidence to discover information about events from the past. In order to do this 
effectively, the historian needs to question the sources to ensure that they are accurate and reliable. Sources 
can be factual, or they can be the opinion of an individual or of a group of people and opinions can be biased. 
When we use sources to try to find out about the past, we have to ask questions such as:

 • What type of source is this?
 • Who wrote or created this source and when was it written or created?
 • Why was this source written or created?
 • What evidence does the source provide?
 • What was happening at the time the source was written or created?
 • Can I trust the source?

One way to test sources for reliability is to compare them with other sources. If this 
evidence leads to the same conclusion, we call it supporting evidence. If it leads to 
different conclusions, we have contradictory evidence.

Using evidence from sources, historians form a hypothesis (a possible theory to 
explain what happened). To test the hypothesis we look for evidence that supports it. 

Tools

Remains of
buildingsMaps and

diagrams

Paintings and
 carvings in tombs 

and caves

Pots and cups
Tombs

Coins

Mosaics

Weapons

Figurines 

Graf�ti

What other people
 have written 

Ancient
inscriptions

Photographs and 
reconstructions

Translations of 
works of ancient

writers

Remains of 
shipwrecks Statues

Preserved body 
or skeleton 

History
sources

SOURCE 4 Some types of primary sources

biased    one-sided or prejudiced, 
seeing something from just one 
point of view

hypothesis    (plural: hypotheses   ) 
a theory or possible explanation
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We also look for other evidence that contradicts it. To do this, historians needs to ask: what other information 
do I need to support my theory? Do I have all the available information about the events or people that I am 
investigating? This way, when historians come to a final interpretation of the past, they can be reasonably sure 
that they are correct.

Think about the investigation of a crime. Investigators look at what contributed to an event and how the 
different pieces of evidence that they find fit together. They ask questions that begin with who, what, where, 
when, why and how. Historians follow much of the same process. In this way, history is like any other kind of 
investigation, but it is more difficult because there are often gaps in our evidence. We usually cannot find all 
the clues we need. It can be like trying to solve a jigsaw puzzle when many pieces have been lost.

Wherever historians find sources and whatever methods they use to test their hypotheses and interpret the past, 
there will always be differing interpretations that are debated and contested. The issue of contestability is a 
very important concept in the study of history. Historical debates are ongoing. They occur when, for example, 
there is a lack of evidence or when different perspectives lead to different conclusions. There are ongoing 
debates on many things, including the causes of particular wars and the roles of particular individuals, groups 
and ideas in bringing about significant changes.

15.2.6 Continuity and change
Historians investigate the past for many reasons. One of these reasons is to see how society has changed 
socially, politically and economically over various periods of time. When studying different societies, 
historians can see that some aspects of life have remained the same over time, while other aspects of life have 
changed dramatically. This concept is known as continuity and change.

Continuity refers to the things that endure, relatively unchanged, over time. In the case of some societies, many 
things have remained the same across long periods of time in history. Sometimes these continuities have stayed 
with us into the modern world.

Change refers to something that is different from what has previously occurred. 
The change may have been gradual, and occurred over a long period of time, or it 
may have been sudden, and the change has happened very quickly. In the case of 
gradual change, it can be difficult to detect the precise moment of change. It could 
be that many small events have led to a larger change. In the case of sudden change, 
the moment of change is obvious and definitive. Often this is associated with single 
events, that are sometimes referred to as turning points in history. It is also important 
for historians to differentiate between short- and long-term change.

contestability    when particular 
interpretations of the past are 
open to debate

continuity and change    the 
concept that while many changes 
occur over time, some things 
remain constant

SOURCE 5 Edinburgh Castle located on Castle Rock, 
in Edinburgh, Scotland. The buildings of the castle date 
from the twelfth to the twenty-first centuries.

SOURCE 6 Modern townhouses in Perth. Today, 
most of us do not live in castles or need their 
protection. However, some things do stay the same.
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Historians study changes, as well as the things that have remained the same because it is important to be able 
to identify when and why a change has occurred and when and why things have continued unchanged.

We can make comparisons between and among historical events occurring at the same time, between and 
among historical periods, and between the present and the past.

15.2.7 Cause and effect
There is much more to history than putting events in order and understanding the sequence and flow of events. 
Historians use sequencing and timelines to study continuity and change, which then assists them to investigate 
the relationships that exist between events.

Historical events do not just happen spontaneously, without reason. Every event will have a cause, and every 
event is also likely to be the cause of subsequent events, effects or consequences. Explaining how and why 
things in the past have happened is often the result of the historian being able to confidently identify patterns 
of cause and effect. This is an essential concept to assist in explaining the past, but can also make it possible 
to predict what may take place in the future.

Causes may include actions by people or societies, politics, beliefs, economics or any other historical factor. 
Likewise, effects can include impacts on people, societies, politics, beliefs, economics or any other historical 
factor. It is important to understand that not all causes leading to a specific event are as equally significant as 
each other – some causes may have more influence than others.

The ability to analyse cause and effect 
requires a good understanding of sequencing 
chronology. We can identify a series of 
historical events and developments over time, 
both in the short- and long-term. Some causes 
occur immediately before an event began, 
while others may have existed for several 
years, decades or centuries before they caused 
the event. Some effects occur immediately 
after an event or action, while others may 
occur years, decades or centuries following the 
event or action.

Feudalism was the social order established in 
medieval Europe. This system involved the 
king owning all the land in a kingdom and 
a hierarchy of members of society, arranged 
in order of importance. After the king, the next most powerful class were the nobles. In return for the right to 
land and control over peasants who worked it, the nobles gave the king their loyalty, and provided him with 
a portion of taxes collected from their peasants. Below the nobles were the knights who, in return for land, 
gave loyalty to their lord, fought for him and provided him with taxes from their peasants. Peasants were at the 
bottom of the feudal hierarchy.

Feudalism had a number of causes. Following the collapse of the Roman Empire in 476 CE, tribal groups such 
as the Vikings increasingly invaded Western Europe. Common people who had no 
protection moved onto the land of wealthy and powerful landowners. In return for 
working the land, they received protection.

Feudalism also resulted in a number of effects. The nobles became responsible for 
the people lower down in the hierarchy. The peasants sustained the land and therefore 
drove the economy. However, most of the peasants were bound to the land and were 
unable to obtain their freedom. Their lives were dictated by the landowner.

SOURCE 7 An illustration featuring medieval peasants. 
Peasants were at the bottom of the feudal social order in 
medieval Europe.

cause and effect    the concept 
that every historical event will 
have a cause, and every event 
or action is likely to be the 
cause of subsequent effects or 
consequences
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15.2.8 Perspective

Understanding how they thought and felt
No two people see one event in exactly the same way. This is because of perspective, which is the point 
of view that someone may have of an event. As now, people in the past may have had different points of 
view about an event, depending on their age, gender and social position, as well as their beliefs and values. 
Historians have a wide range of primary and secondary sources available to use when investigating events from 
the past. In many cases, as in the Crusades, the evidence portrays many different versions of the same event. 
The sources present different versions of the events depending on who they were written by (king, knight, 
villager), what religion they were affiliated with (Christian or Muslim), or even where they lived (geographical 
location). We try to understand the perspectives of people in the past by exploring their points of view, 
attitudes, values and culture. Historians also have perspectives and this can influence their interpretation of 
the past. Often, we can get a sense of the way people thought and felt by examining primary sources, such as 
diaries, or visiting museums and historical sites.

15.2.9 Empathy
In order to gain a meaningful insight into the past, historians need to display empathy. This means trying to 
understand how people thought and felt at different times in the past. Using empathy, we work with all the 
evidence we have in order to imagine what the past was like for people who were living in that time. We need 
to ask questions such as:

 • Who were these people?
 • Where did they live?
 • How did they live?
 • What mattered to them?
 • What did they believe in?
 • What did they see, hear, taste, smell and feel?
 • What did they fear and what did they hope for?
 • Did they have feelings similar to or different from ours?
 • Did they all think and feel the same as one another, or did they have differing perspectives?

When you put yourself in the shoes of someone who lived in a different time, it is often easy to judge their 
actions in a negative manner. To show empathy means that the historian can understand 
the past from the point of view of a particular individual or group, taking into account 
the unique circumstances of that person or group. It is also important to understand 
their motivations, their values and attitudes that are causes of their actions.

How should we judge people in the past?
When we learn about some of the things people did in 
the past, it is natural that we make moral judgements. 
For example, it would be easy to dismiss the Vikings as 
bloodthirsty raiders. Viking raids began in England at the 
end of the eighth century; raids, attacks and then invasions 
in Britain and Ireland continued for more than 200 years. 
The behaviour of pillaging and looting Vikings might 
be considered to be cruel, violent or ruthless by today’s 
standards. However, we should try to avoid judging people 
in the past by beliefs or standards that did not exist in their 
time. There are a number of possible reasons why Vikings 
raided and colonised other regions. These reasons include 
the pressure of growing population and limited farmland, 
fighting among different Viking groups and an awareness 
of the availability of great wealth in foreign lands.

perspective    point of view or 
attitude

SOURCE 8  An artist’s impression of Vikings 
raiding the coast from their beached longship
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It is also worth noting that Vikings were explorers, farmers, fishermen, poets and traders. They were spiritual 
people and their society was governed by a primitive form of democracy. We should remember that in the 
future, people may think that many kinds of behaviour we consider normal will be wrong, by their standards.

SOURCE 9  The Oseberg ship (a well-preserved Viking ship discovered in a large burial mound in 
1903) on display at the Viking Ship Museum in Oslo, Norway

SOURCE 10  A reconstructed Viking Age harbour settlement at Bork Vikingehavn, a living history museum in 
Denmark
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15.2.10 Historical significance
Determining if something is significant means deciding if something is important or not. Historical significance 
means deciding how important particular aspects of the past are. These aspects may include events, individuals or 
groups, developments in the past, ideas or movements, and historical sites. There is far too much history to study 
or learn all of it. We need to make judgements about what is most important and what is less important. For this 
reason, this is an essential, but challenging, historical concept.

As historians, we need to make judgements about what is more or less important in relation to the period 
of time that we are studying. When we try to establish the significance of an aspect of the past, we have to 
consider a number of questions. These include:

 • How relevant was it to people living at that time?
 • How many people were affected?
 • How did it change people’s lives?
 • How long were people’s lives affected?
 • How important and long-lasting were the consequences?
 • How relevant is it to the contemporary world?

DISCUSS

Working in small groups, think of something that happens in our time that some people believe is wrong. An 
example could be the way some countries are wealthy while in others children die of starvation and preventable 
diseases. Do you think that at some time in the future people might consider ours to have been an unjust age?  
 General capability: Ethical understanding

15.2 ACTIVITY

Use the internet and/or other information sources to find the meaning of the word ‘sympathy’. Explain how 
empathy is different from sympathy.  History concept: Empathy

SOURCE 12 A line engraving by Theodor de Bry showing Spanish 
conquistadors leading Native American slaves on an expedition, c. 1590

SOURCE 11 A statue of emperor 
Charlemagne (Charles the Great) 
in Germany

significance    the importance 
assigned to particular aspects 
of the past, for example, events, 
developments, movements and 
historical sites
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Once we know the answers to some of these questions, we can put ourselves in the shoes of those we are 
studying and try to understand why or why not an aspect might be significant. Remember that aspects that 
happen quickly or that do not last a long time can still be significant.

15.2.11 Contestability
Wherever historians find sources and whatever methods they use to test their hypotheses and interpret the past, 
there will always be differing interpretations that are debated and contested. The issue of contestability is an 
important concept in the study of history. 

Historical debates are ongoing. They occur when, for example, there is a lack of evidence or when different 
perspectives (points of view) lead to different conclusions. In some cases, there may be a lack of evidence of 
an event and the historian has had to use the evidence that is available to fill in the gaps with what could have 
reasonably happened. This means that their interpretation of the event could be contested or debated. 

In other cases there are several different perspectives of the same event that are available to historians, and all 
the perspectives could have some evidence to support them. In this case, the historian needs to examine the 
evidence available and make a reasonable judgement as to what events occurred and how they occurred, but 
this could still be contested. There are ongoing debates on many things, including the causes of wars and the 
roles of particular individuals, groups and ideas in bringing about significant changes.

DISCUSS

Why could the Viking Raids be considered to be a contestable event or issue? What things about the raids could 
be debated and why? 

15.2 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au

Check your understanding

 1. What is history?
 2. Fill in the spaces in the following passage by choosing from the following words:

Historians conduct ____________ into past ____________, ____________ and societies. Historians try to build 
up a picture of the ideas and ____________ of people in the past, how they lived and acted and how their 
lives were shaped by ____________.

 3. What can we gain from understanding our heritage?
 4. Identify the eight historical concepts.
 5. Describe the difference between primary sources and secondary sources.

 a. A hypothesis is a ____________ or possible explanation that has to be tested by looking for ____________ 
that might support it and other evidence that might ____________ it.

 b. ____________ is the situation when particular interpretations of the past are open to ____________.
 6. Explain what a historian is doing when identifying continuity and change.
 7. What does it mean to empathise with people you study?
 8. Why could it be wrong to judge people from past times by the standards of our times?

civilisations      beliefs      cultures      events      research
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15.3  Skills in History
15.3.1 What skills will you build this year?
This year you will continue to build your ability to use the four broad categories of skills in the Humanities 
and Social Sciences. The summaries below are to remind you of these four key skills.
 1. Questioning and researching involves locating relevant and detailed information and/or data from a range 

of appropriate sources. In Year 8 History this includes:
 2. Analysing involves interpreting information to identify the main features or ideas, and then examining the 

information closely to determine how the parts relate to the whole. In Year 8 History this includes:
 3. Evaluating means examining your interpretations of information to draw evidence-based conclusions. It 

requires considering ambiguities and multiple perspectives in a source and proposing potential responses 
to contemporary challenges or issues. In Year 8 History this includes:

 4. Communicating your ideas means presenting information in a range of formats to suit the intended 
audience and purpose. This includes essays, oral presentations, debates, tables and cartoons. Reflecting on 
your skills is also an important part of the process. In Year 8 History this includes

15.3.2 SkillBuilders in the topic
In addition to these broad HASS skills, there is a range of essential practical skills that you will learn as you 
study History. The SkillBuilder topics will tell you about the skill, show you how to apply the skill and let you 
practise the skill with tasks related to the topics covered in this subject.

The SkillBuilders you will use in Year 8 are:

 • SkillBuilder: Recognising different perspectives
 • SkillBuilder: Explaining different historical interpretations
 • SkillBuilder: Interpreting medieval art as sources.

15.4  SkillBuilder: Recognising different perspectives

Apply your understanding

 9. Bunraku, as seen in SOURCE 1, was created towards the end of the Tokugawa Shogunate (1600–1868). What 
might you be able to understand about Japan under the Shoguns just by using this source as evidence?

 10. Look closely at SOURCE 2. The United Kingdom’s National Trust relies on memberships and donations to 
preserve the remains of this medieval castle. Why do you think so much effort goes into conserving such 
traces of the past?

 11. Suggest what we might learn about the past from one of the types of primary sources listed in SOURCE 4.
 12. Compare SOURCES 8 AND 9[A4]. What are the similarities between these sources? What are the differences?
 13. Examine SOURCE 9.
 a. Imagine that you are living in the past and can see this ship sailing towards your home in England. Describe 

how you feel.
 b. How do you think that modern visitors to the Viking Ship Museum in Oslo feel when looking at the ship?
 c. How would you explain any changes in attitudes over time?

For sample responses to every question go to www.jacplus.com.au

By the time you have completed this SkillBuilder, you will be able to analyse different historical 
perspectives by asking questions about different sources.
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15.4.1 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.

15.4.2 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.

 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.

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.

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.
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7.12 ACTIVITIES

 1. Examine SOURCE 2, from the writings of Marco Polo, and answer the following questions.
 a. When was this source created?
 b. Who created this source and why?
 c. Who was the intended audience of this source, and how might this have affected its construction?
 d. In what ways does this source confirm or refute what I already know?
 e. How reputable was its creator(s)?
 f. How might the political/social/cultural pressures of the time have influenced the creation of this source?

 2. Based on your work interpreting sources on the Mongol expansion, answer the following questions.
 a. Explain why most of the Mongol history has been recorded by their enemies.
 b. What are some of the questions to ask of a text to check whether it is reliable or not?
 c. Explain how we can best gain a balanced picture of a historical period.
 d. How can you work out who the intended audience of a text might be?
 e. What do you know about how reputable the writer of Marco Polo’s history was?

 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.

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

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.

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.
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  15.5   SkillBuilder: Explaining different historical 
Interpretations  

 By the time you have completed this SkillBuilder, you will be able to explain a historian's interpretation, 
and understand why it is important. 

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

What is a historical interpretation?
To explain a past event or change, a historian forms a 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.

15.5.2 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

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 ...

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

maritime trade    the trading of 
goods via sea

New World    the Americas

pre-empted    to take ownership of 
something before someone else

supremacy    having the highest 
power or authority

imperial    relating to an empire

Orient    a historical word for the 
East, particularly China
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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.

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.

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 green.

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:
 1. The main argument is that Spain and Portugal played the leading role in Europe’s expansion.
 2. 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.

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

... 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 

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

subjugate    to subdue or conquer
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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?

By the time you have completed this SkillBuilder, you will be able to analyse a piece of art from the 
medieval period.

15.6  SkillBuilder: Interpreting medieval art as 
sources

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’...

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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15.6.1 Tell me

What are works of art?
Works of art may be one type of primary source. Throughout this topic we have examined various primary 
sources: artworks, monuments, buildings and written sources. Artworks include paintings, sculptures, bas 
reliefs and mosaics. Art styles changed significantly throughout the Middle Ages, and differed from kingdom 
to kingdom.

Why is analysing artwork useful?
Artwork can tell us a great deal about a particular period or event. It may also tell us what ideas, beliefs or 
activities people felt were important enough to express in artwork. For example, an elaborately carved altarpiece 
in a church tells us that much attention was given to expressing the Christian faith during the Middle Ages.

15.6.2 Show me

How to analyse a work of art
A useful way to approach the task of analysing a work of art is remembering to use ‘the three Cs’ – content, 
context and comment.

Content
The content is what the artwork actually shows. Look at it very carefully and make sure you note all the 
details. For example, you might need to look for particular symbols or gestures. Think about how you would 
describe the image to someone who has not seen it; that way you can be sure you have looked at it thoroughly.

Context
Context refers to what was happening at the time the artwork was created – the historical background. Try to 
find out about the origin and purpose of the artwork: who created it, and why? Is it a primary or a secondary 
source? Knowing this can reveal as much as the artwork itself. The detail from the Mariacki altar in SOURCE 1 
was created by an artist called Wit Stwosz. The artist and his team were commissioned to create this altarpiece 
for the Church of Our Lady in Krakow, Poland. During the Middle Ages, artists were frequently employed to 
create artworks with religious themes. This altarpiece shows various saints, the ascension of the Virgin Mary 
into Heaven and scenes from the life of Jesus. At the time of its creation in the Late Middle Ages, it was the 
largest altarpiece in the world.

Comment
You should question the value of every source. Why is it useful? Does it give you raw information or does it 
show only a particular point of view? Are there any limitations to the source – that is, is there anything the 
illustration cannot tell you? Do you think it is a reliable source? Why or why not? Remember, the origin and 
purpose of any historical source will always influence its value and limitations.

If you ask these questions each time you analyse an artwork, you’ll be on your way to becoming an effective 
historian. In the following example, the three Cs have been applied to SOURCE 1.

Content. One of the scenes on this altarpiece shows the arrest of Jesus. Except for the central figure of Jesus, 
the figures have the sort of attire that would have been familiar to the artist. In short, they are dressed like 
people from late fifteenth-century Europe, not like people from the time of Jesus in the Roman Empire almost 
1500 years earlier. The soldier does not look like a Roman soldier of the first century CE.

He is a knight of the Late Middle Ages. The buildings in the background are also from the late fifteenth 
century. Before modern times, and before the science of archaeology, little was known of how people in past 
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societies dressed, or how artefacts looked. So if an artist created a scene from a past era, he showed the clothes 
and objects as they were in his own time and place.

Context. The Church was a powerful and important institution in medieval Europe. Great expense went into 
embellishing churches with works of art such as this. Artists were commissioned to undertake such projects 
and employed people to help them in their task.

Comment. Can we trust this image? We can clearly trust that it represents how important religious artworks 
were to the Church in the Middle Ages. We cannot trust that it is an accurate image of how things looked at 
the time of Jesus. However, as students of the Middle Ages, we can trust that the artist used models from his 
own time to create these images. Thus we can say that, for the most part, it is an accurate image of how people 
looked in late medieval Europe. It shows knights’ armour, head-dresses, coats, belts and other attire common to 
the time and place where the artist lived and worked..

SOURCE 1  A detail from the Mariacki altar in the Church of Our Lady 
in Krakow, Poland, showing the arrest of Jesus. It was carved by Wit 
Stwosz in the late fifteenth century.
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  15.6.3  Let me do it 
 Complete the following activities to practise this skill.    

  4.21 ACTIVITIES  

     1.  Look at  SOURCE  2   and fi rst analyse it by completing the tasks below.  

     a.  Describe what is happening in the artwork. 
     b.  What impression is the artist trying to make about the subject of the artwork (the nuns)? 
     c.  What are the fi gures doing? What are the various activities? Can you identify the different roles among the 

fi gures? 
     d.  What sort of problems in dealing with historical sources do your answers to the above questions highlight?   
     2.  You have learnt some of the history behind  SOURCE  1   and the sort of information it presents. This helped 

assess its usefulness as a source. You should now be able to think about the effectiveness of  SOURCE  2   as a 
historical source by answering the following questions. 

     a.  It is fairly certain that  SOURCE  2   was created under the direction of Church authorities. Perhaps members of 
the clergy created it. How might that infl uence the way the nuns are presented? 

     b.  If this was the only source available on the role of nuns in the medieval Church, what conclusions might you 
draw? Would all your fi ndings be accurate? 

     c.  Why must historians be careful when looking at sources such as this? 
 The types of questions you have asked about  SOURCE  2   can be used for any medieval artwork —in fact, they 
can be used to analyse artwork from any era. Keep them in mind whenever you are looking at history through 
artwork.   

     3.  Based on your work interpreting sources on medieval Europe, answer the following questions. 
     a.  What types of artworks are categorised under the term ‘medieval artworks’? 
     b.  What does it mean to explore the content of an artwork? 
     c.  Explain what exploring the context of a medieval artwork requires historians to do. 
     d.  How can analysing medieval artwork be useful to historians?     

     SOURCE 2    A French illustration depicting nuns looking after the sick   
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 15.7  Review
15.7.1 Key knowledge summary
15.2 Concepts in history

 • Historians investigate and interpret the past.
 • History helps us to understand our heritage and appreciate other cultures.
 • History helps us to understand the present and what the future may hold.
 • History provides us with essential skills.

15.3 Skills in history
 • There are eight historical concepts that you will learn throughout your history course.

Source
 • A source is any written or non-written materials that can be used to investigate and provide information 

about the past.
 • There are two types of sources: a primary source comes directly from the time of the event and a 

secondary source is one that is written or created after the event has already happened.

Evidence
 • Using historical sources as evidence relates to analysing sources to judge how reliable they are and 

exploring the different points of view, or perspectives, of people from the past.
 • Using evidence from sources, historians can form a hypothesis (a possible theory to explain what 

happened).

Continuity and change
 • Identifying continuity and change is the ability to recognise that, while many changes occur over time, 

some things remain constant.
 • Historians often use sequencing of events and create timelines in order to study the changes that have 

happened over time.
 • Historians divide the past into ages and periods.
 • In Australia we count time using a system that was developed in Christian countries, but there are other 

systems.

Cause and effect
 • Using chronological order and timelines helps us to recognise cause and effect.
 • Analysing cause and effect relates to understanding that every historical event will have a cause, and every 

event or action is likely to be the cause of subsequent effects or consequences.
Perspective

 • Perspective is the different point of view that different people may have of an event.
 • We try to understand the different perspectives of people in the past by exploring their points of view, 

attitudes and values.  
 • Historians also have their own perspectives, which can influence the way that they see the past. 

Empathy
 • Historians try to discover how people thought and felt in the past.
 • We should avoid judging people from the past by the standards of our own age.
 • Using historical imagination requires using your imagination, but basing your ideas on evidence.

Significance
 • Determining historical significance is the ability to make judgements about the importance assigned to 

particular aspects of the past, for example, events, developments, movements ad historical sites.
 • Historians will often have differing opinions about how significant certain events are. 
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Contestability
 • When attempting to interpret the past, there will always be differing interpretations that are able to be 

debated and contested.
 • Sometimes there is evidence available that supports different versions of events and in this case, historians 

must make a judgement based on the evidence.

15.7.2 Key terms

Resources

eWorkbook Crossword (doc-31320)

Interactivity History skills and concepts crossword (int-7583)

artefact    an object made or changed by humans

biased    one-sided or prejudiced, seeing something from just one point of view

cause and effect    the concept that every historical event will have a cause, and every event or action is likely to be the cause 
of subsequent effects or consequences

contestability    when particular interpretations of the past are open to debate

continuity and change    the concept that while many changes occur over time, some things remain constant

evidence    information that indicates whether something is true or really happened

heritage    everything that has come down to us from the past

hypothesis    (plural: hypotheses   ) a theory or possible explanation

imperial    relating to an empire

maritime trade    the trading of goods via sea

New World    the Americas

Orient    a historical word for the East, particularly China

perspective    point of view or attitude

pre-empted    to take ownership of something before someone else

primary sources    objects and documents that were created or written in the period of time that the historian is investigating

secondary sources    reconstructions of the past written or created by people living at a time after the period that the historian is 
studying

significance    the importance assigned to particular aspects of the past, for example, events, developments, movements and 
historical sites

subjugate    to subdue or conquer

supremacy    having the highest power or authority
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15.8  Review exercises
Multiple-choice

 1. The year 500 BCE would be the same as which of the following years?
 A. AD 500
 B. 500 BP
 C. 500 BC
 D. 500 CE
 2. Chronological order means:
 A. a timeline
 B. in order from the beginning to the end
 C. any random order
 D. from the end to the beginning.
 3. The work of historians can be described like that of detectives because:
 A. historians solve crimes.
 B. historians are always right.
 C. historians never make mistakes.
 D. historians gather evidence from sources and interpret that evidence.
 4. What are primary sources?
 A. Sources that were created during the time being studied
 B. Written sources
 C. Secondary sources
 D. Books
 5. Which of the following statements is accurate?
 A. Sources that were created around the time that we are studying
 B. Written sources
 C. Secondary sources
 D. Books

Short answer

 6. In your own words, explain what the term ‘supporting evidence’ means.
 7. What is a hypothesis?
 8. Archaeologists search for historical sources to help them understand the past. Name four examples of 

archaeological sources.
 9. Explain why pottery is useful as archaeological evidence.
 10. Identify one scientific method of dating and explain how it works.
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RESOURCE SUMMARY Resources

Below is a full list of rich resources available online for this this topic. These resources are designed to bring ideas to 
life, to promote deep and lasting learning and to support the different learning needs of each individual.

3.1 Index notation
 Digital documents

 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)

3.2 Prime numbers and composite 
numbers

 Digital documents
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)

3.3 Squares and square roots
 Digital documents

 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook

 eWorkbook
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)

3.4 Cubes and cube roots
 Video eLesson

 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook

3.5 Squares and square roots
 Interactivities

 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook

 Weblinks
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook

 ProjectsPLUS
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook

3.6 Squares and square roots
 Audio

 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook

 Sample responses
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)

 Solutions
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)
 • eWorkbook
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)

 Google Earth
 • Skeleton (doc-1099)
 • Body parts (doc-3567)

To access these online resources, log on to www.jacplus.com.au
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