
 
HY 103 – American Civilization to 1865-Green 

How to Think Historically 
 

Thinking historically is hard to articulate. It’s like obscenity. You know it when you see it or hear it – if you are a 
good historian. Most of you are not history majors so it may not be super-important to think historically. But since 
this is a History Class, we would like for you to do as much while you’re listening and writing and thinking in this 
course.  
 
To think historically is to understand the present with reference to the past AND understand the past on its own 
terms.  
 
Doing both requires you to see that events do not happen in a vacuum. Like ideas, habits and attitudes, they are 
traceable to something, to some moment, or to a set of moments.  
 
If this sounds like gibberish, try this. Know that you are on the right track to thinking historically when you answer 
a question that begins with the words HOW or WHY. As in “How did it come to be that women have the right to 
vote” as opposed to “WHEN did women obtain the privilege of voting?”  
 
Thinking historically is not about dates although knowing years, months and days are part of the explanatory 
process of thinking historically.  
 
Just remember…. if you are asking (or answering) a question that begins with WHAT, WHEN or WHERE, you’re only 
part of the way to thinking historically.  
 
Another good way of knowing you are thinking historically is when you are curious about how things, people and 
places occur/change across time rather than in any given moment.  
 
Finally - and this is super-important - we mean it when we say think of the past on its own terms. It is easy to take 
our present views and believe that people of the past thought exactly the way we think. Know that they were 
informed by their own life experiences. While they may have shared some of our views, they did so largely to the 
degree that was possible based on their present, not our present.  
 
If you want to think about how this works, recall the scene in the movie “Back to the Future.” The teenage girl who 
was Michael J. Fox’s mom during the 1950s kept calling him “Calvin.” He finally asked her why. She told him it was 
because he had the name Calvin on his underwear. He looked down and sure enough he was wearing Calvin Klein 
underwear. As a teenager, his mom had yet to see designers put their name on their underwear, something that 
was only beginning to happen in a huge way during the 1980s around the time this motion picture was released. 
Fox’s character slowly realized that he was in the past when everything he did or said seemed odd to those around 
him.  
 
Believe it or not, no matter your politics, a lot of what you say or do may seem odd to people of the past, even 
ones who have a lot in common with you. We must respect historical actors on their own terms. Alright, let’s learn 
a bit of history and think historically along the way! 


