
Questions Historians Ask:

If you want to write, talk or sound like a historian, learn to ask and answer the kinds of questions historians deal with. Here's a list of the questions they ask. Afterward, there are descriptions and examples of the types of historical questions.

    * Cause Questions

    * Effect Questions

    * Compare & Contrast Questions

    * Questions of Importance

    * Questions of Judgment

    * Questions of Continuity and Change

You will learn to answer all six types of questions this term, by making use of core data, explaining changes, and reaching into history that you studied earlier.  You can examine forms of these questions by reading below.

Cause Questions

Cause questions ask why something happened, or what were the reasons for some event to occur. Paragraphs that answer cause questions usually contain dates and descriptions of events that happened before the main event you intend to write about.

Examples of Cause questions include:

   1. What caused World War II?

   2. What caused Alexander the Great's empire to fail?

   3. What caused Europeans to colonize the new world?

Effect Questions

Effect questions ask what events led from previous events, or what happened as a side effect of some earlier event. The dates and events in an answer to an effect question are usually after the event being examined.

Examples of Effect Questions include:

   1. How did the Spartan way of life lead to an effective army?

   2. What was the Persian response to the Athenian victory at the battle of Marathon in 490 BC?

   3. How did Roman foreign policy help build their empire?

Compare and Contrast Questions

Comparisons are efforts to outline or explain similarities among two or more things. Contrasts are efforts to outline, explain or describe differences among two or more things. They use words like "similarity" and "difference" and phrases like "on the one hand" or "on the other hand".

Examples of Compare and Contrast Questions include:

   1. How was the French Empire like the early Roman Empire?

   2. How is the American constitution similar to the Roman pattern of government?

   3. How did the typical Greek Hoplite of the 5th century BC differ from the Mycenaean warrior of the 12th century BC?

Questions of Importance

There may be many possible reasons why a specific event happened, or there may be many possible results of that event, or many obvious parallels between one incident and another, or not. The goal of a question of important is to identify the single most significant factor — whether it be a cause, effect, or comparison.

Some sample Questions of Importance include:

   1. Who was the greatest leader in the ancient world?

   2. What is the most important achievement of the Romans?

   3. Which is the most important engineering project of the 20th century?

Judgment Questions

Judgment questions ask the reader to investigate some historical event, personality, moment, or time period, and make a reasonable guess about what happened, why, and whether it was significant. They ask the writer to formulate an opinion and present a case to an audience. Judgment questions are lawyerly questions, which must often be backed up with evidence.

Sample Judgment Questions include:

   1. Was Pericles of Athens a good leader?

   2. Was Julius Caesar out for himself, or the good of the Roman Republic?

   3. Should the Athenians have stayed out of the Ionian Revolt of 510 BC?

Continuity and Change Questions

Continuity and Change Questions deal with how normal or how radically the course of events are changed by a specific set of circumstances. To say that there is "continuity" between one leader and another is to say that things did not change much; to say that there was a change is to say that there was upheaval, disruption, and possibly even revolution. These sorts of questions often include importance questions, where a writer tries to identify the points of greatest change or most ordinary continuity.

Examples of Continuity/Change Questions include:

   1. What changes were made between the first ancient Olympics, and the modern ones? How are they still the same?

   2. What are the major differences between ancient Greek and ancient Roman forms of government?

   3. How did the role of the Oracle of Delphi modify over time in the Mediterranean littoral?


