Historical Thinking Pillars

Pillar

Definition

Historical Significance

The past is everything that ever happened to anyone
anywhere. There is much too much history to remember all
of it. So how do we make choices about why something is
significant and worth remembering?
The litter of history —letters, documents, records, diaries,
drawings, newspaper accounts and other bits and pieces left
behind by those who have passed on — are treasures to the
historian. These are primary sources that can give up the
secrets of life in the past. Historians learn to read these
sources.
There were lots of things going on at any one time in the
past. Once people start to understand history as a complex
and interconnected mix of continuity and change, they reach
a fundamentally different sense of the past.
In examining both tragedies and accomplishments in the
past, we are usually interested in the questions of how and
why. These questions start the search for causes: what were
the actions, beliefs, and circumstances that led to these
consequences?

Primary Source Evidence

Continuity and Change

Cause and Consequence

In history, as opposed to geology or astronomy, we need to
consider human agency. People, as individuals and as
groups, play a part in promoting, shaping, and resisting
change.
Historical Perspectives
Taking historical perspective means understanding the
social, cultural, intellectual, and emotional settings that
shaped people’s lives and actions in the past. At any one
point, different historical actors may have acted on the basis
of conflicting beliefs and ideologies, so understanding
diverse perspectives is also a key to historical perspectivetaking.
Ethical Dimensions
Taking historical perspective demands that we understand
the differences between our ethical universe and those of
bygone societies. We do not want to impose our own
anachronistic standards on the past. At the same time,
meaningful history does not treat brutal slave-holders,
enthusiastic Nazis, and marauding conquistadors in a
“neutral” manner.
These definitions are taken from http://historicalthinking.ca/historical-thinking-concepts

Letter from a Waterdown member of the Canadian Expeditionary Force
(CEF)1

Letter found in Jonathan Vance’s A Township at War (Wilfrid Laurier Press, 2018)
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The Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) was the entire overseas force fielded by Canada during the First World War. Of the
630,000 Canadians who enlisted for military service, 424,000 went overseas as part of the CEF.

Part of a letter from an East Flamborough member of the Canadian
Expeditionary Force (CEF)

Letter found in Jonathan Vance’s A Township at War (Wilfrid Laurier Press, 2018)

Poem written by a member of the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF)

Letter found in Jonathan Vance’s A Township at War (Wilfrid Laurier Press, 2018)

