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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.”

Teacher Introduction

From the 2011 Statement on Standards 
of Professional Conduct of the Council of 

the American Historical Association.

Using Primary Sources

Teacher Introduction
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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.

• 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.

NOTE: If you are using these materials with an AP world history class, an honors class, 
or some other group of advanced and/or more knowledgable students, you may want to 
make more written sources available to them on this topic. Do a basic Internet search for 
sources that provide additional perspectives and then add to the sources provided here.
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Teacher 
INTRODUCTION

3. “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:
• 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.
• Look for points of agreement as well as disagreement between the primary sources. 
• Listen closely to all points of view about each primary source.
• 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.

4. Have students do the final DBQ.
A DBQ is 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.

• Analyze the question carefully.
• Use your background knowledge to set sources in their historical context.
• Question and interpret sources actively. Do not accept them at face value.
• Use sources meaningfully to support your essay’s thesis.
• Pay attention to the overall organization of your essay.

The DBQ for this Booklet (see page 20): 
What were the strengths and weaknesses of the political systems 
of feudal Europe and imperial China in promoting order and justice? 
Compare and contrast them on these two points.
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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
• Offers a clear answer or thesis explicitly addressing all aspects of the essay question.
• 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.
• Uses details and examples effectively to support the thesis and other main ideas. 

Explains the significance of those details and examples well.
• Uses background knowledge and the documents in a balanced way.
• Is 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
• Offers a reasonable thesis addressing the essential points of the essay question.
• Adequately interprets at least some of the documents and relates them to the thesis and 

the DBQ.
• 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
• Offers at least a partly developed thesis addressing the essay question.
• Adequately interprets at least a few of the documents.
• Relates only a few of the details and examples to the thesis or other main ideas.
• Includes some background knowledge.
• 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
• Offers no clear thesis or answer addressing the DBQ.
• 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.
• Is not clearly written, with some major writing errors or errors of fact.

Complete DBQ Scoring Guide
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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. 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.

2. 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. 

3. 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.

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

5. 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.

Suggestions to the Student

Suggestions to the Student
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Introductory Essay 

Introductory Essay

Feudalism and Empire

By around 600 CE, what some historians call 
the Classical Age was over. The Roman Empire 
had split apart; the western half of it no longer 
existed at all. Only the eastern half continued, 
as the Byzantine Empire. In China, meanwhile, 
the powerful Han Dynasty had collapsed even 
earlier. A confusing array of smaller states arose 
at both the eastern and western ends of the great 
Eurasian land mass. Life was insecure. Warfare 
and plague reduced populations in some places. 
It was a time of trouble and uncertainty. Many felt 
that society’s best days had passed.

For the next 600 years, Europe and China took 
two very different paths. China’s path led it 
to great accomplishments in trade, industry, 
technology, and science. In time, Europe’s would 
also. But for several centuries, things did not 
look promising for that region. As China built 
a powerful, unified state, Europe remained 
divided and weak. Yet out of its divisions, it also 
began to revive and grow strong by the end of  
this period.

In any case, these civilizations created two very 
different kinds of political order. It is not just that 
their forms of government differed. They differed 
in the very way they thought about social and 
political authority. We use the terms “empire” 
and “feudalism” for these two different kinds of 
political order. These differences explain a lot 
about the way each of these regions developed 
in this period and later in the modern era  
as well.

The Tang Dynasty (618–907) and the Song 
Dynasty (960–1279) kept China united for much 
of this era. It is not just that a single emperor ruled 
most or all of China. Even when the emperor was 
weak, or when divisions arose, China was ruled 
by a vast bureaucracy of officials who were loyal 

to the emperor and a single, central state. These 
bureaucrats often came from wealthy families. 
However, they were also chosen on the basis of 
merit. That is, they had to prove they had talent 
and were entitled to their positions. They did 
this through an examination system that tested 
their knowledge of the great Confucian literary 
classics. In other words, they were scholar-
bureaucrats who shared a broad social and 
political philosophy. That philosophy was based 
on the teaching of Confucius. It stressed order, 
respect for parents, moderation, and obedience 
to authority. It was an ideal moral system for 
training officials of a powerful centralized state.

Meanwhile, in Europe, divisions among kingdoms 
were made even worse by more than a century 
of random attacks by Vikings, Muslims, and 
Magyars. In this chaotic world, military and 
political power came to be lodged with local 
rulers. These rulers in turn relied on knights, or 
armed horsemen, whom they could assemble 
quickly when needed. 

It was this context that gave rise to what many 
historians call “feudalism.” The term refers to 
a mutual relationship between lord and vassal.  
In it, the lord bestows land or some other good 
(a “benefice”) on the vassal, who in turn pledges 
loyalty and readiness to follow his lord into battle. 
A lord could also be the vassal of a more powerful 
lord, and a vassal could have vassals of his 
own. In this complex and shifting set of personal 
relationships, authority was less centered on one 
ruler. In fact, this system planted the first seeds for 
the idea that every individual shared a right to rule. 

Two very different notions of political and social 
order: Was one more effective than the other? 
That’s what the sources for this lesson will help 
you discuss and debate.
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Feudalism and Empire Time Line

China: The Han Dynasty rules China in these centuries. It creates a more 
centralized state than China has yet known. Trade is opened up along the 
“Silk Road,” a network of routes across Central Asia north of the Himalayan 
Mountains. The Han Dynasty collapses in 220 CE and is followed by four 
centuries of disorder and civil war. 
Europe: Meanwhile, the Roman Republic is replaced by the Roman Empire 
in 27 BCE. It reaches its largest extent in the next two centuries. Christianity 
spreads, and by the end of the fourth century CE it has become the official 
religion of the Roman Empire. In the fourth century, various Germanic peoples 
begin to attack and soon invade the western parts of the Empire. By 600 CE, 
only the eastern half of the Empire remains. Western Europe is now made up of a 
variety of Germanic kingdoms. 

China: The short-lived Sui Dynasty (581–618) unites China. Its work on the 
Grand Canal especially helps link southern and northern regions of China. 
This dynasty is followed by the Tang, which lasts from 618 to 907. A more 
unified central government revives the civil service examination system based 
on Confucian, Buddhist, and Taoist teachings. The exams are used to select 
government officials, though wealthy aristocrats also still hold great power. 
Europe: The Catholic Church and its leader, the Pope, are the only unifying 
power for Western Europe. Saint Benedict’s rules for monastic life gain 
acceptance, and monks spread Christianity throughout the region. Charlemagne 
(768–814) builds a large empire centered on France and Germany. However, it 
soon splits apart as his sons fight one another and as other local counts gain 
in power. Also, in the ninth and tenth centuries, constant invasions by Vikings, 
Muslims, and Magyars force people to rely on local counts, dukes, and other 
princes to provide protection. This encourages the development of feudal 
political and military institutions.

China: This is the era of the Song Dynasty. The central state is greatly 
strengthened by a huge growth in the numbers of officials recruited through 
a complex examination system. The exams are now based entirely on the 
Confucian classics. Trade and industry expand, making China the economic 
powerhouse of all of Eurasia. The Indian Ocean and Silk Road trade networks 
thrive on the basis of widespread demand for China’s porcelain, silks, and 
other goods.
Europe: An era of greater stability and reviving trade and agriculture begins. The 
Roman Catholic Church asserts its power over secular rulers during and after the 
“Investiture Crisis” of 1075–1122. Meanwhile these secular rulers build their own 
more organized states based on feudal ties between kings, princes, and lesser 
lords. An early notion of separation of church and state starts to evolve. Trade 
revives and cities grow. Merchants, guilds, universities, and other groups assert 
the privileges and rights of their urban groups and communities against local 
princes and lords. By 1250, Europe is made up of many independent centers  
of power.

600–950 CE 

200 BCE–550 CE

Feudalism and Empire Time Line

950–1250 CE 



8 Debating the Documents  |  European Feudalism and the Chinese Imperial Order

First Group of Documents
DOCUMENT 1

First Group of Documents

The Normans (from “Norsemen”) were 
descendants of Vikings who settled in a 
region of France. They created a feudal 
kingdom which continued to engage in 
military ventures in other parts of Europe. In 
1066, for example, William the Conquerer 
invaded and took over England. One 
Norman military leader, Robert Guiscard, 
helped carve out a Norman kingdom in 

southern Italy and Sicily. In this painting, he 
is being invested in 1059 by Pope Nicholas 
II as Duke of Apulia, Calabria, and Sicily. 
This basically means the Pope was granting 
him the right to those lands. This is not 
exactly the feudal ceremony by which a 
vassal pledges loyalty and honor to his lord. 
However, it is very similar in meaning  
and spirit.

Visual Primary Source Document 1

Information on Document 1

The Granger Collection, New York
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First Group of Documents
DOCUMENT 2

The title of this ink-on-silk painting is Scholar 
by a Waterfall. It is by Ma Yuan, an artist 
from the Song Dynasty in the twelfth and 
thirteenth century. The painting shows a 
scholar off to the side quietly and calmly 
contemplating the swirling, energetic, 
and mysterious natural scene before him. 
Historians often refer to Song Dynasty 
imperial officials as the “scholar gentry.” 

This implies they were from wealthy landed 
families (the gentry) but were also scholars. 
They were scholars because of the years 
they spent studying Confucian classics to 
pass exams and gain top jobs in the imperial 
civil service. Confucian teachings stressed 
exactly the kind of reasonable, calm, and 
orderly manner displayed by this scholar.

Visual Primary Source Document 2

Information on Document 2

The Granger Collection, New York
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Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer  
the DBQ.

Study the Documents
FIRST GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

Study the Documents

1 Main Idea or Topic 
This painting shows the Pope “investing” 
Robert Guiscard as Duke of Apulia, 
Calabria, and Sicily. Write a caption for 
the painting that explains the meaning of 
what the Pope is doing.

2 Visual Features 
Notice the posture and gestures of the 
Pope and Robert Guiscard and their 
relative positions in the painting. What do 
these suggest about their relationship, 
or about the relationship of a Pope to a 
major feudal lord?

3 Interpreting Meanings 
The feudal bond is one between men of 
unequal power who nevertheless vow 
to honor one another and fulfill certain 
obligations to one another. In what ways 
does this painting illustrate these aspects 
of the feudal bond?

Study the Document: Visual Source 1
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Instructions: Take notes on these questions. Use your notes to discuss the documents and answer  
the DBQ.

Study the Documents
FIRST GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

1 Main Idea or Topic 
What impression does this painting give 
you of this scholar? That is, what do you 
sense about his character  
or personality?

2 Visual Features 
In this painting, the scholar is very small 
and the natural setting is large. Why 
do you think the artist chose to show 
the scholar this way? What else do you 
notice about the way nature is portrayed 
here? How do these visual features add 
to your sense of what sort of person this 
scholar is?

3 Compare and Contrast 
This painting depicts one of the scholar 
gentry that ruled imperial China. As a 
general type, how does this official seem 
like or unlike the lord and vassal types 
represented by the Pope and Robert 
Guiscard in Visual Source Document 1?

Study the Document: Visual Source 2
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Comparing the Documents

The 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 primary source documents would 
be most useful to a historian trying to understand 
Europe’s feudal order and China’s imperial system?

Comparing the Documents

Document 1 Document 2

The Granger Collection, New York
The Granger Collection, New York
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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.

Comparison Essay

Comparing the
DOCUMENTS

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.

Comparison Essay

Comparison Essay
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Second Group of Documents
DOCUMENT 1

Second Group of Documents

Information on Document 1
Bishop Fulbert of Chartres lived in the late tenth century. In 990 he opened the famous cathedral 
school at Chartres. In 1007, he became Bishop of Chartres in large part due to the influence of 
King Robert of France. In this letter to another ruler, Duke William of Aquitaine, he expresses his 
views on the duties of vassals and lords. This source is from Documents Illustrative of Feudalism, 
edited by Edward P. Cheyney. The Department of History of the University of Pennsylvania (New 
York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1900).

Written Primary Source Document 1

Document 1
To William most glorious Duke of the 
Aquitanians, Bishop Fulbert the favor of  
his prayers.
Asked to write something concerning the 
form of fealty, I have noted briefly for you 
on the authority of the books the things 
which follow. He who swears fealty to 
his lord ought always to have these six 
things in memory; what is harmless, safe, 
honorable, useful, easy, practicable. 
Harmless, that is to say that he should not 
be injurious to his lord in his body; safe, 
that he should not be injurious to him in 
his secrets or in the defences through 
which he is able to be secure; honorable, 
that he should not be injurious to him in 
his justice or in other matters that pertain 
to his honor; useful, that he should not 
be injurious to him in his possessions; 
easy or practicable, that that good which 
his lord is able to do easily, he make not 
difficult, nor that which is practicable he 
make impossible to him.
However, that the faithful vassal should 
avoid these injuries is proper, but not for 
this does he deserve his holding; for it is 

not sufficient to abstain from evil, unless 
what is good is done also. It remains, 
therefore, that in the same six things 
mentioned above he should faithfully 
counsel and aid his lord, if he wishes to 
be looked upon as worthy of his benefice 
and to be safe concerning the fealty 
which he has sworn.
The lord also ought to act toward his 
faithful vassal reciprocally in all these 
things. And if he does not do this he 
will be justly considered guilty of bad 
faith, just as the former, if he should be 
detected in the avoidance of or the doing 
of or the consenting to them, would be 
perfidious and perjured.
I would have written to you at greater 
length, if I had not been occupied 
with many other things, including the 
rebuilding of our city and church which 
was lately entirely consumed in a great 
fire; from which loss though we could not 
for a while be diverted, yet by the hope of 
the comfort of God and of you we breathe 
again.
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Second Group of Documents
DOCUMENT 2

Information on Document 2
Confucius (or K’ung-fu-tzu) probably lived sometime in the fifth century BCE. His teachings 
became the basis of the imperial examination system. This system was used, off and on, to 
select top governing officials in China from the Han Dynasty all the way to the early twentieth 
century. The exams varied over time but usually involved writing poetry and analyzing the 
Confucian Classics. Preparing for the exams required a good deal of memorization of writings 
attributed to Confucius. This included the Analects, sayings of Confucius and discussions of 
them with his students. Some of the Analects are reproduced here.

Document 2

1.2 
The philosopher Yû said, “They are few 
who, being filial and fraternal, are fond of 
offending against their superiors. There 
have been none, who, not liking to offend 
against their superiors, have been fond of 
stirring up confusion.
“The superior man bends his attention to 
what is radical. That being established, all 
practical courses naturally grow up. Filial 
piety and fraternal submission! — are they 
not the root of all benevolent actions?”
 
1.7 
Tsze-hsiâ said, “If a man withdraws his 
mind from the love of beauty, and applies 
it as sincerely to the love of the virtuous; 
if, in serving his parents, he can exert his 
utmost strength; if, in serving his prince, 
he can devote his life; if, in his intercourse 
with his friends, his words are sincere — 
although men say that he has not learned, 
I will certainly say that he has.” 

2.19 
The Duke Âi asked, saying, “What should 
be done in order to secure the submission 
of the people?” Confucius replied, 
“Advance the upright and set aside the 
crooked, then the people will submit. 
Advance the crooked and set aside the 
upright, then the people will not submit.”
 
4.26 
Tsze-yû said, “In serving a prince, 
frequent remonstrances lead to disgrace. 
Between friends, frequent reproofs make 
the friendship distant.” 
 
16.8 (The Mandate of Heaven) 
Confucius said, “There are three things 
of which the superior man stands in awe. 
He stands in awe of the ordinances of 
Heaven. He stands in awe of great men. 
He stands in awe of the words of sages.
“The mean man does not know the 
ordinances of Heaven, and consequently 
does not stand in awe of them. He is 
disrespectful to great men. He makes 
sport of the words of sages.”

Written Primary Source Document 2
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Study the Documents
SECOND GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

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

Study the Documents

1 Main Idea or Topic 
In a brief paragraph sum up what a vassal 
owes his lord and what a lord owes his 
vassal, according to Bishop Fulbert.

 
2 Defining Terms 
Try to define the following terms as 
Bishop Fulbert uses them in this source: 
“lord,” “vassal,” “fealty,” “swearing 
fealty,” “matters pertaining to honor,” “his 
holding,” or “his benefice.” 

3 Interpreting Meanings 
Think about this passage from the 
Bishop’s letter: “The lord also ought to act 
toward his faithful vassal reciprocally in all 
these things. And if he does not do this he 
will be justly considered guilty of bad faith 
. . .” What does this passage mean, and 
why is it so important in understanding the 
nature of feudalism?

Study the Document: Written Source 1
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Study the Documents
SECOND GROUP OF DOCUMENTS

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

Study the Document: Written Source 2

1 Main Idea or Topic 
In a brief paragraph, sum up what you 
think Confucius and his students here 
mean by a “superior” man.

 
2 Compare & Contrast 
Both Bishop Fulbert and the Analects talk 
about rulers (“lords,” or “princes”)  and a 
ruler’s relationship to those he rules. What 
similarities and differences do you see in 
their views about rulers?

3 Compare & Contrast 
Think about this statement by Confucius 
in the Analects: “Filial piety and fraternal 
submission! — are they not the root of all 
benevolent actions?” What do you think 
Bishop Fulbert would say about this if he 
were able to write a letter to Confucius? 
Try writing such a letter as if you were the 
Bishop.
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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 primary source documents would 
be most useful to a historian trying to understand 
Europe’s feudal order and China’s imperial system? 

Comparing the Documents

Document 1 Document 2

Bishop Fulbert of 
Chartres on the duties 
of vassals and lords in 
a letter in the late 10th 

century to the Duke 
William of Aquitaine.

Ideas about serving 
the prince from some 
of the Analects, the 

sayings of Confucius and 
discussions of them with 

his students. 
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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.

Comparison Essay

Comparing the
DOCUMENTS

Comparison Essay
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Document-Based Question

Document-Based Question

Your task is to answer a document-based question (DBQ) on Europe’s feudal order and China’s imperial 
system. 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. Below 
are two DBQs. The first is somewhat less demanding than the second. Use whichever DBQ your teacher 
assigns.

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.

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

 ɚ 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?

 ɚ 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?

 ɚ 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?

 ɚ Concluding Paragraph 
Does it restate the DBQ and thesis in a way that sums up the main ideas without repeating old infor-
mation or going into new details? 

1

2

Describe briefly the political systems of feudal Europe  
and imperial China and explain what you see as their strengths  

and weaknesses.

Document-Based Question

What were the strengths and weaknesses of the political systems  
of feudal Europe and imperial China in promoting order, justice, and 

social and economic development? Compare and contrast  
them on each of these points.

OR
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Worksheet Answers and Guidelines

Worksheet Answers and Guidelines 
Some worksheet questions call for specific answers to factual questions. In these cases, correct answers 
are provided here. Most worksheet questions are open-ended and call on students to offer their own 
interpretations and personal reactions. In those cases, we offer suggestions based on the purpose of the 
question and the sort of interpretive activity it calls for.

Worksheet 1
Visual Source 1

1. In this case, “to invest” meant to transfer authority and control over some office or some other 
benefit in a formal ceremony, such as the one shown in the illustration.

2. The postures and placing of the two figures makes it clear that one is subordinate to the other, 
but also that both are men of honor and high status.

3. Answers here will basically consist of descriptions of visual features that students notice.
Worksheet 2
Visual Source 2

1. Students should be allowed free rein to their imaginations in interpreting this aspect of the 
image.

2. The scholar appears to be a calm yet tiny presence surrounded by a larger, intense, and 
energetic natural order. Some students may note the Taoist spirit in this portrayal of nature. 

3. Comparisons might focus on the scholar’s less lordly and more passive qualities as compared 
with Robert Guiscard and the Pope. The smallness of the scholar suggests his small role in a 
vast bureaucratic state, etc.

Worksheet 3
Written Source 1 

1. In general, the vassal is to aid and counsel his lord in many ways and always be ready to 
serve him. The lord’s obligations are said to be “reciprocal” and just as sweeping.

2. Some of these definitions, such as “lord” (a noble of higher status), “vassal” (a lesser noble 
obligated to another higher lord) “fealty” (a formal oath of allegiance or loyalty), or “benefice” 
(land or some other useful reward for service) are straighforward. Others may be open to a 
range of interpretations.

3. This is crucial to understanding the feudal relationship as reciprocal, even contractual. It is one 
that gives ironclad rights to both parties who, though not equal, are equally honorable.

Worksheet 4
Written Source 2

1. The term seems to be used both to mean “superior” in status in power and “superior” in moral 
worth, wisdom, or other traits. For example, a subordinate man can be superior if he stands in 
awe of “great men.”

2. This question is meant to call attention to the more reciprocal nature of the lord-vassal 
relationship as compared with the somewhat more subordinate nature, in Confucian thought, 
of “those who serve a prince.” A prince must do right by his people, but in part so that they 
will the more willingly “submit.”  

3. Students are likely to see the Bishop reacting in various ways. He might agree or disagree. 
Judge responses on the basis of how the student has the Bishop explain his reactions.





Visual  
Primary Sources

Visual Primary Sources
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Primary Source Images 

© 2017 MindSparks

First Group—Document 1

The Granger Collection, New York
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Primary Source Images 

© 2017 MindSparks

First Group—Document 2

The Granger Collection, New York
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