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Teacher Introduction

Using Primary Sources

Primary sources are called “primary” because they are first-
hand records of a past era or historical event. They are the
raw materials, or the evidence, on which historians base their
“secondary” accounts of the past.

A rapidly growing number of history teachers today are using
primary sources. Why? Perhaps it’s because primary sources
give students a better sense of what history is and what
historians do. Such sources also help students see the past
from a variety of viewpoints. Moreover, primary sources make
history vivid and bring it to life.

However, primary sources are not easy to use. They can be
confusing. They can be biased. They rarely all agree. Primary
sources must be interpreted and set in context. To do this,
students need historical background knowledge. Debating
the Documents helps students handle such challenges by
giving them a useful framework for analyzing sources that
conflict with one another.

“Multiple,
conflicting
perspectives are
among the truths
of history.

No single
objective or
universal account
could ever put an
end to this endless
creative dialogue
within and
between the past

and the present.”

From the 2011 Statement on Standards
of Professional Conduct of the Council of
the American Historical Association.

/
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Teacher

INTRODUCTION

The Debating the Documents Series

Each Debating the Documents booklet includes the same sequence of reproducible
worksheets. If students use several booklets over time, they will get regular practice at
interpreting and comparing conflicting sources. In this way, they can learn the skills and
habits needed to get the most out of primary sources.

Each Debating the Documents Booklet Includes

¢ Suggestions for the Student and an Introductory Essay. The student gets
instructions and a one-page essay providing background on the booklet’s topic.
A time line on the topic is also included.

¢ Two Groups of Contrasting Primary Source Documents. In most of the booklets,
students get one pair of visual sources and one pair of written sources. In some
cases, more than two are provided for each. Background is provided on each source.
Within each group, the sources clash in a very clear way. (The sources are not always
exact opposites, but they do always differ in some obvious way.)

¢ Three Worksheets for Each Document Group. Students use the first two
worksheets to take notes on the sources. The third worksheet asks which source the
student thinks would be most useful to a historian.

e One DBQ. On page 20, a document-based question (DBQ) asks students to write an
effective essay using all of the booklet’s primary sources.

How to Use This Booklet

1. Have students read “Suggestions for the Student” and the
Introductory Essay.
Give them copies of pages 5-7. Ask them to read the instructions and then read the

introductory essay on the topic. The time line gives them additional information on that
topic. This reading could be done in class or as a homework assignment.

2. Have students do the worksheets.

Make copies of the worksheets and the pages with the sources. Ask students to study the
background information on each source and the source itself. Then have them take notes
on the sources using the worksheets. If students have access to a computer, have them
review the primary sources digitally.
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Teacher

INTRODUCTION

“Debate the documents” as a class.

Have students use their worksheet notes to debate the primary source documents as a
class. Urge students to follow these ground rules:

e Use your worksheets as a guide for the discussion or debate.

¢ Try to reach agreement about the main ideas and the significance of each primary
source document.

e | ook for points of agreement as well as disagreement between the primary sources.
e Listen closely to all points of view about each primary source.

e Focus on the usefulness of each source to the historian, not merely on whether you
agree or disagree with that source’s point of view.

Have students do the final DBQ.

A DBQ s an essay question about a set of primary source documents. To answer the
DBQ, students write essays using evidence from the sources and their own background
knowledge of the historical era. (See the next page for a DBQ scoring guide to use in
evaluating these essays.)

The DBQ assignment on page 20 includes guidelines for writing a DBQ essay.
Here are some additional points to make with students about preparing to write
this kind of essay.

The DBQ for this Booklet (see page 20):

Describe the two or three factors that you think best explain why
isolationism appealed to some Americans in the years just before the
attack on Pearl Harbor.

¢ Analyze the question carefully.

e Use your background knowledge to set sources in their historical context.
e Question and interpret sources actively. Do not accept them at face value.
e Use sources meaningfully to support your essay’s thesis.

e Pay attention to the overall organization of your essay.

America First | Debating the Documents 3



Teacher

INTRODUCTION

Complete DBQ Scoring Guide

Use this guide in evaluating the DBQ for this booklet. Use this scoring guide with students who are
already familiar with using primary sources and writing DBQ essays.

Excellent Essay

e Offers a clear answer or thesis explicitly addressing all aspects of the essay question.

e Does a careful job of interpreting many or most of the documents and relating them
clearly to the thesis and the DBQ. Deals with conflicting documents effectively.

e Uses details and examples effectively to support the thesis and other main ideas.
Explains the significance of those details and examples well.

e Uses background knowledge and the documents in a balanced way.

e |s well written; clear transitions make the essay easy to follow from point to point. Only a
few minor writing errors or errors of fact.

Good Essay

e Offers a reasonable thesis addressing the essential points of the essay question.

e Adequately interprets at least some of the documents and relates them to the thesis and
the DBQ.

e Usually relates details and examples meaningfully to the thesis or other main ideas.
® Includes some relevant background knowledge.

* May have some writing errors or errors of fact, as long as these do not invalidate the
essay’s overall argument or point of view.

Fair Essay

e Offers at least a partly developed thesis addressing the essay question.

e Adequately interprets at least a few of the documents.

e Relates only a few of the details and examples to the thesis or other main ideas.
® |ncludes some background knowledge.

e Has several writing errors or errors of fact that make it harder to understand the essay’s
overall argument or point of view.

Poor Essay

e Offers no clear thesis or answer addressing the DBQ.

e Uses few documents effectively other than referring to them in “laundry list” style, with no
meaningful relationship to a thesis or any main point.

® Uses details and examples unrelated to the thesis or other main ideas. Does not explain
the significance of these details and examples.

e |s not clearly written, with some major writing errors or errors of fact.
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Suggestions to the Student

Using Primary Sources

A primary source is any record of evidence from the past. Many things are primary sources: letters,
diary entries, official documents, photos, cartoons, wills, maps, charts, etc. They are called “primary”
because they are first-hand records of a past event or time period. This Debating the Documents
lesson is based on two groups of primary source documents. Within each group, the sources conflict
with one another. That is, they express different or even opposed points of view. You need to decide
which source is more reliable, more useful, or more typical of the time period. This is what historians
do all the time. Usually, you will be able to learn something about the past from each source, even
when the sources clash with one another in dramatic ways.

How to Use This Booklet

1.

z.

Read the one-page introductory essay.

This gives you background information that will help you
analyze the primary source documents and do the exercises
for this Debating the Documents lesson. The time line gives
you additional information you will find helpful.

Study the primary source documents for this lesson.

For this lesson, you get two groups of sources. The sources within each group conflict with one
another. Some of these sources are visuals, others are written sources. With visual sources, pay
attention not only to the image’s “content” (its subject matter) but also to its artistic style, shading,
composition, camera angle, symbols, and other features that add to the image’s meaning. With
written sources, notice the writing style, bias, even what the source leaves out or does not talk
about. Think about each source’s author, that author’s reasons for writing, and the likely audience
for the source. These considerations give you clues as to the source’s historical value.

Use the worksheets to analyze each group of primary source documents.

For each group of sources, you get three worksheets. Use the “Study the Document” worksheets
to take notes on each source. Use the “Comparing the Documents” worksheet to decide which of
the sources would be most useful to a historian.

As a class, debate the documents.
Use your worksheet notes to help you take part in this debate.

Do the final DBQ.

“DBQ” means “document-based question.” A DBQ is a question along with several primary
source documents. To answer the DBQ), write an essay using evidence from the documents and
your own background history knowledge.

America First | Debating the Documents §



Introductory Essay

Isolationism and World War IT

By the mid-1930s, Hitler's Germany and an
aggressive, militarized Japan were rapidly
growing threats to world peace. Nevertheless, a
large portion of the American people were dead-
set against any U.S. efforts to counter these
threats.

This attitude is now usually known as
“isolationism.” The word suggests a desire to
remain separate, or isolated, from the rest of the
world and its problems. The term “isolationism”
is a bit misleading, however. Isolationists in the
1930s did not want to avoid all contact with the
world. Their goal was more limited and specific —
to prevent any use of military force except to fight
off immediate attacks on the nation’s homeland.

Past memories of World War | gave strength
to this isolationist spirit. And the terrifying
new dictatorships in Asia and Europe only
seemed to harden the desire of many
to keep America out of any conflict overseas.
A majority of Americans probably never
agreed with this isolationist spirit completely.
Yet it was strong enough to present a serious
challenge to President Franklin Roosevelt.
For by the late 1930s, Roosevelt was sure
the U.S. would have to act to stop Nazi
and Japanese aggression. The isolationist
mood forced him to move very carefully to
win support for military actions against
the dictators.

Republican Senator Gerald Nye played a key role
in fostering this isolationist spirit. Nye’s Senate
committee looked into huge profits made by arms
manufacturers during World War |. Its hearings
led many to blame the arms industry for the U.S.
decision to enter that war in 1917. Few historians
accept this view now, but at the time it convinced
and angered many Americans.

Because of this, Nye and others were able
to get the Senate to pass the 1935 Neutrality
Act prohibiting the U.S. from selling arms to

6 Debating the Documents | America First

any power at war. This act, and later versions
of it, presented Roosevelt with a problem as the
danger from abroad grew greater.

Nye was one of several Western and Midwestern
progressive Republicans who made up one
isolationist force in the 1930s. Another was a
large group inspired by popular aviation hero
Charles Lindbergh. In 1940, these people formed
the America First Committee. The AFC included
many conservatives and other businessmen
who had long distrusted Roosevelt and his
New Deal programs for ending the Great
Depression. They feared a new war would
be bad for the economy and would only add
to the growth of a government they already
opposed. Some AFC members openly
sympathized with Nazi Germany and its
anti-Semitism. The AFC’s 450 chapters around
the nation called for military strength, but only
to build a “Fortress America” able to protect
the nation’s borders without becoming involved
anywhere else.

Many liberals and left-wing socialists also adopted
isolationist views. These people hated Hitler and
the Nazis. But they opposed war itself even more.
They may have been few in number. But the
status of many of them as writers and artists gave
them great influence and prestige.

In June 1940, France fell to the Nazis. At
that point, Great Britain stood alone against
them. The AFC tried to stop Roosevelt from
getting the authority to send arms to Britain.
Soon, however, more and more Americans began
to turn against the isolationists. Conscription was
introduced in 1940. U.S. industry began gearing
up for war even before the Lend-Lease program
was passed in March 1941. On December 7,
1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. After
that, the spirit of isolationism all but vanished as
the nation united for total war.



Isolafionism and World War II Time Line

1919-1920

1021-1922

The Treaty of Versailles ending World War | is signed. However, the U.S. Senate
fails to accept the treaty and refuses to join its League of Nations.

The Washington Naval Conference sets limits on the naval armaments of the
U.S., Japan, France, Great Britain, and Italy and works to keep peace in the
Western Pacific. Similar conferences in 1927 and 1930 try to ease tensions
through arms-control agreements.

The Kellogg-Briand Pact outlaws war as an “instrument of national policy,” but it
lacks any means of enforcement. It is ultimately signed by 64 nations, including
Germany and Japan.

Japan occupies Manchuria. It promises the League of Nations it will withdraw,
but then sets up its own state there, called Manchuko. The League does nothing
about this.

Adolf Hitler and his Nazi Party come to power in Germany.

Senator Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota leads a Senate Committee that
concludes American arms-makers played the key role in involving America
in World War |. Many writers and pacifist organizations support the Nye
Committee’s findings. Few historians today do.

ltaly under Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini invades Ethiopia. Hitler ignores the
Versailles Treaty and rearms. The first U.S. Neutrality Act forbids shipment of
American arms to any belligerent nation in the world.

Hitler invades the Rhineland, which he says was unfairly taken from Germany
in World War I. Francisco Franco in Spain launches a rebellion against Spain’s
republican government. Nazi Germany and ltaly aid Franco while Stalin’s Soviet
Union aids the Republic. The second U.S. Neutrality Act forbids any American
loans to belligerents.

The third U.S. Neutrality Act forbids Americans to travel anywhere on the vessels
of nations at war. The president may list non-military goods that belligerent
nations can purchase on a “cash-and-carry” basis only. Japan starts an
undeclared war against China.

At the Munich Conference, Great Britain, France, and other nations agree to let
Hitler take a part of Czechoslovakia.

President Franklin Roosevelt asks Congress for “methods short of war” to
defend the nation. Germany annexes all of Czechoslovakia and invades Poland,
triggering general war in Europe. The neutrality laws are revised to allow sales of
arms, but only on a cash-and-carry basis.

Hitler conquers much of Western Europe. The Battle of Britain takes place.
Roosevelt issues an executive order sending destroyers to Britain in exchange
for leases on British bases. A draft law is passed. The America First Committee
organizes to oppose U.S. entry into the war. At its peak, it has 800,000
members. It is led by Robert Wood of Sears, Roebuck and Co. Charles
Lindbergh is its most famous speaker. It includes Senator Nye, writers Sinclair
Lewis and Gore Vidal, and many others.

The Lend-Lease Act lets the U.S. provide aid to the Allies. On December 7, the
Japanese attack Pearl Harbor. The United States enters World War |I.

America First | Debating the Documents 7



First Group of Documents

DOCUMENT 1
[ ] L]
Visual Primary Source Document 1
BROOKLYN EAGLE. SUNDAY. SEPTEMBER 18. 1938
A Good Time for Reflection
Courtesy of the Library of Congress
Information on Document 1
A political cartoon by Doc Rankin in the This action is still seen as the most dramatic
Brooklyn Eagle, September 18, 1938. example of the unwillingness or inability of
The cartoon appeared at the end of a Europe’s democracies to stand up to Hitler.
summer of turmoil in Czechoslovakia. Pro- Their approach, known as “appeasement,”
Nazi Germans there had been supporting only seemed to make Hitler bolder as he
Hitler's desire to take over the Sudetenland,  pushed the entire continent toward war.
a part of Czechoslovakia where many In the midst of this growing tension, this
Germans lived. Just 11 days after this cartoon warns Americans to “reflect” on
cartoon appeared, the British and French the horrible costs of U.S. involvement in
agreed to Hitler's demands regarding the Europe’s last world war.
Sudetenland.
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Visual Primary Source Document 2

SLEEPING SICKNESS

Courtesy of the Library of Congress

Information on Document 2

This poalitical cartoon by Rollin Kirby was
published in the New York Post on August
27, 1941. In 1940, Hitler had conquered
much of Western Europe, including most
of France. Then in June of 1941, he ended
his alliance with the Soviet Union’s dictator,
Joseph Stalin, and attacked that nation
along a broad front. Meanwhile, Japan was
also on the march in its effort to conquer
much of Asia.

President Roosevelt told the nation that it
faced “an unlimited national emergency.” He
had already taken many steps to prepare
the nation for war. However, this cartoon
suggests the nation is still failing to do
enough to get itself ready to take

on the “Axis” powers —Germany, ltaly,

and Japan.

America First | Debating the Documents ©
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Study the Documents

FIRST GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

Study the Document: Visual Source 1

Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer
the DBQ.

Main Idea or Topic
What is this document about? That is,
what overall point does it make about
the U.S. and the troubles in Europe
in 19387

Context

What do you need to know to better
understand this document? For
example, can you explain fully the
three points on the paper Uncle Sam is
holding? To do this, you need to know
about World War | and its aftermath.
What key events in Europe in 1938
also help you to better understand the
cartoon?

Visual Features

How is the figure of Uncle Sam drawn?
In what way does this help the cartoon
to make its point? What about the way
Europe is drawn and where it

is positioned?

Bias

What view or opinion is expressed

here about the U.S. and the troubles in
Europe? Is this a pro-isolationist cartoon
or an anti-isolationist cartoon? If you
had been alive in 1938, would you have
agreed or disagreed with the cartoon?
Why?

10 Debating the Documents | America First



Study the Documents

FIRST GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

Study the Document: Visual Source 2

Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer

the DBQ.

Main Idea or Topic

What is this document about? That is,
what overall point does it make about
Americain 1941 and troubles in Europe
and elsewhere in the world then?

Context

This cartoon was published in August
1941. What key events that year might
have led Roosevelt to warn that the
nation faced “an unlimited

national emergency?”

Visual Features

Notice how this figure of Uncle Sam is
drawn. Compare this Uncle Sam with
the one in Visual Source Document 1.
Explain how these two Uncle Sams help
the cartoons make their quite different
points. Why do you think the artist made
the figure labeled “public” here so small
compared with Uncle Sam?

Bias

The cartoon is by Rollin Kirby. What do
you think Kirby felt about the isolationist
mood of the 1930s and early 1940s7?
How does his cartoon express this
viewpoint? Given events and trends

in 1941 in the U.S., do you think this
cartoon'’s view of the national mood was
accurate? Why or why not?

America First | Debating the Documents 11



Comparing the Documents

The Visual Sources

Answer the question by checking one box below. Then complete the statements on the
Comparison Essay worksheet. Use all your notes to help you take part in an all-class debate
about these documents—and to answer the final DBQ for the lesson.

Which of these two primary source documents
would be most useful to a historian trying to
understand the debates about isolationism in
America in the 1930s and early 1940s?

A Good Time for Reflection

Document 1 Document 2

12 Debating the Documents | America First



Comparing the

DOCUMENTS

Comparison Essay

I chose Documents ______ because:

I did not choose Documents
However, a historian still might use the documents in the

following way:

Keep this in mind: Some sources are very biased. A biased source is one that shows you
only one side of an issue. That is, it takes a clear stand or expresses a very strong opinion
about something. A biased source may be one-sided, but it can still help you to understand
its time period. For example, a biased editorial cartoon may show how people felt about an
issue at the time. The usefulness of a source depends most of all on what questions you
ask about that time in the past.

America First | Debating the Documents 13



Second Group of Documents

DOCUMENT 1

14

Written Primary Source Document 1

Information on Document 1

President Franklin Roosevelt criticized isolationism in a famous radio address delivered from
Washington on December 29, 1940. In this “fireside chat,” Roosevelt asked Americans to
support an armaments program to aid Great Britain, which was then fighting the Nazis nearly
alone. In this talk, Roosevelt called on the nation to use its industrial might to become a “great
arsenal of democracy.” He said that if the U.S. helped out in this way, it would be less likely to
have to fight in Europe itself. In the end, the U.S. did have to fight. But its aid to Great Britain and
the other allies was also crucial to victory in the war.

Document 1

Part 1

Never before since Jamestown and
Plymouth Rock has our American civilization
been in such danger as now.

For, on September 27, 1940, by an
agreement signed in Berlin, three powerful
nations, two in Europe and one in Asia,
Joined themselves together in the threat
that if the United States interfered with or
blocked the expansion program of these
three nations—a program aimed at world
control—they would unite in ultimate action
against the United States.

The Nazi masters of Germany have made it
clear that they intend not only to dominate all
life and thought in their own country, but also
to enslave the whole of Europe, and then to
use the resources of Europe to dominate the
rest of the world.

Part 2

Does anyone seriously believe that we need
to fear attack while a free Britain remains our
most powerful naval neighbor in the Atlantic?
Does anyone seriously believe, on the other
hand, that we could rest easy if the Axis
powers were our neighbor there?

If Great Britain goes down, the Axis powers
will control the continents of Europe, Asia,
Africa, Australia, and the high seas —and
they will be in a position to bring enormous

military and naval resources against this
hemisphere. It is no exaggeration to say
that all of us in the Americas would be
living at the point of a gun—a gun loaded
with explosive bullets, economic as well as
military.

We should enter upon a new and terrible era
in which the whole world, our hemisphere
included, would be run by threats of brute
force. To survive in such a world, we would
have to convert ourselves permanently

into a militaristic power on the basis of

war economy.

— Party ———
[Some Americans] not only believe that we
can save our own skins by shutting our eyes
to the fate of other nations. Some of them
go much further than that. They say that

we can and should become the friends and
even the partners of the Axis powers. Some
of them even suggest that we should imitate
the methods of the dictatorships. Americans
never can and never will do that.

The experience of the past two years has
proven beyond doubt that no nation can
appease the Nazis. No man can tame a tiger
into a kitten by stroking it. There can be no
appeasement with ruthlessness. There can
be no reasoning with an incendiary bomb. We
know now that a nation can have peace with
the Nazis only at the price of total surrender.

Debating the Documents | America First




Second Group of Documents

DOCUMENT 2

Written Primary Source Document 2

Information on Document 2

Many isolationists were conservative “America Firsters.” Some were even sympathetic to Nazi
Germany. However, many liberals in the late 1930s also spoke out against Roosevelt’s efforts to
involve America more in Europe’s war. One such group, the League for Cultural Freedom and
Socialism, published a petition against going to war in the fall 1939 issue of the journal Partisan
Review. It was signed by Dwight Macdonald, Melvin Lasky, Wiliam Carlos Williams, Philip Rahv,
Kenneth Rexroth, and a large number of other leading liberal and left-wing writers. The key

passages of this petition are presented here.

Document 2

It took almost three years to swing the
United States into the last war. Already the
Roosevelt administration has served notice
that it will attempt to do in months what the
Wilson administration took years to achieve.
Already it is devoting its chief energies not
to domestic reform but to foreign policy. So
far as it lies in the power of the New Deal,
American blood and treasure will be lavishly
expended to help France and England crush
once more their ancient imperialist rival.

We loathe and abominate fascism as the
chief enemy of all culture, all real democracy,
all social progress. But the last war showed
only too clearly that we can have no faith

in imperialist crusades to bring freedom to
any people. Qur entry into the war, under
the slogan of “Stop Hitler!” would actually
result in the immediate introduction of
totalitarianism over here. Only the German
people can free themselves of the fascist
yoke. The American masses can best help
them by fighting at home to keep their

own liberties.

The war issue most intimately concerns
American intellectuals. Parrington
summarizes the effects of the last war on
our culture: “With the entry of America into
the war came a sharp change in literary
development. Regimentation due to war
psychology destroyed the movement of

social criticism. . . . The liberal movement in
economics and politics came to an abrupt
end.” Nor can we have any illusions about
the effect on our cultural life of American
entry into this war. It will mean corruption for
those who accept it, spiritual if not physical
imprisonment for those who refuse to
conform. Every branch of our culture will be
set back for decades.

What can American artists and writers do at
this time?

In a practical, immediate sense, they can
help make articulate the strong opposition
which the great majority of the American
people still feel to our entry into this war.
The masses, who have nothing to gain and
everything to lose from another war, are far
from endorsing the President’s foreign policy.
But this sentiment can again be cheated,
deceived, propagandized out of existence
as it was in the last war, unless it is made
conscious and given organized expression.
Here the intellectuals can be of the greatest
service. . ..

War is the great issue today. We call upon
all American artists, writers and professional
workers to join us in this statement of
implacable opposition to this dance of

war in which Wall Street joins with the
Roosevelt administration.

America First | Debating the Documents
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Study the Documents

SECOND GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

Study the Document: Written Source 1

Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer
the DBQ.

Main Idea or Topic

What key point about the isolationist spirit
of the times does this document make?
Choose two or three sentences that you
think best express this main idea.

Author, Audience, Purpose

These passages are from a talk President
Roosevelt gave to the nation on radio.
How do these facts help you to better
understand this historical document?

Context

Roosevelt mentions two nations in Europe
and one in Asia. What do you need to
know about these nations and their actions
by late 1940 to better understand what
Roosevelt says about them here?

What Else Can You Infer?

That is, what is suggested or implied about
the times by this document”? For example,
what can you infer about the public

mood from the way Roosevelt addresses
Americans here? What is implied about the
way geography affected America’s security
in the past and the way that had changed
by the 1940s7?

16 Debating the Documents | America First



Study the Documents
SECOND GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

Study the Document: Written Source 2

Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer
the DBQ.

Main Idea or Topic
What key point does this document make
about Roosevelt’s efforts to stop Hitler?
Choose two or three sentences that you
think best express this main idea.

Author, Audience, Purpose
This is a public statement by a group of
well-known writers and artists who were
liberal or socialist in their political views.
Does this help you to better understand the
views they express here? What does it help
you to see about isolationism in
the 1930s7?

Context
The document refers to world events in the
late 1930s and to trends inside the U.S.
during World War |. What do you need
to know about these two things to better
evaluate the point of view presented in this
document?

Bias
What one or two sentences in this
document best express the view these
writers have about the U.S. joining the war
against Hitler? Why do you think they felt
this way? Using Written Source Document
1, explain what you think Roosevelt might
have said in response to these writers.

America First | Debating the Documents 17



Comparing the Documents

The Written Sources

Answer the question by checking one box below. Then complete the statements on the
Comparison Essay worksheet. Use all your notes to help you take part in an all-class debate
about these documents—and to answer the final DBQ for the lesson.

Which of these two primary source documents
would be most useful to a historian trying to
understand the debates about isolationism in
America in the 1930s and early 1940s?

A petition statement
against going to war
published by the League
for Cultural Freedom
and Socialism in the fall
1939 issue of the journal
Partisan Review

President Frankiin
Roosevelt criticizes
isolationism in a radio
address delivered from
Washington, D.C., on
December 29, 1940

Document 1 Document 2
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Comparing the

DOCUMENTS

Comparison Essay

I chose Documents ______ because:

I did not choose Documents
However, a historian still might use the documents in the

following way:

Keep this in mind: Some sources are very biased. A biased source is one that shows you
only one side of an issue. That is, it takes a clear stand or expresses a very strong opinion
about something. A biased source may be one-sided, but it can still help you to understand
its time period. For example, a biased editorial cartoon may show how people felt about an
issue at the time. The usefulness of a source depends most of all on what questions you
ask about that time in the past.
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Document-Based Question

Your task is to answer a document-based question (DBQ) on the spirit of isolationism in the 1930s
and early 1940s. In a DBQ, you use your analysis of primary source documents and your knowledge
of history to write a brief essay answering the question. Using all four sets of documents, answer

this question.
Document-Based Question

Describe the two or three factors that you think best explain
why isolationism appealed to some Americans in the years just
before the attack on Pearl Harbor.

Below is a checklist of key suggestions for writing a DBQ essay. Next to each item, jot down a few
notes to guide you in writing the DBQ. Use extra sheets to write a four- or five-paragraph essay.

o Introductory Paragraph
Does the paragraph clarify the DBQ itself? Does it present a clear thesis, or overall answer, to
that DBQ?

o The Internal Paragraphs—1
Are these paragraphs organized around main points with details supporting those main ideas?
Do all these main ideas support the thesis in the introductory paragraph?

o The Internal Paragraphs—2
Are all of your main ideas and key points linked in a logical way? That is, does each idea
follow clearly from those that went before? Does it add something new and helpful in clarifying
your thesis?

o Use of Primary Source Documents
Are they simply mentioned in a “laundry list” fashion? Or are they used thoughtfully to support
main ideas and the thesis?

o Concluding Paragraph
Does it restate the DBQ and thesis in a way that sums up the main ideas without repeating old
information or going into new details?
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Visual
Primary Sources






Primary Source Images

First Group—Document 1

BROOKLYN EAGLE. SUNDAY. SEPTEMBER 18. 1938

A Good Time for Reflection

Courtesy of the Library of Congress
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Primary Source Images

First Group—Document 2

Courtesy of the Library of Congress
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