
🕰️ Understanding Historical Context 

What is it? 
Historical context is the “web” of events, ideas, and conditions that surround your topic in history. It 

helps explain why something happened, how it was influenced by its time, and what came before 

and after. 

Why it matters: 

• Shows deep research and understanding  

• Helps judges see your topic’s place in history  

• Required in NHD judging criteria  

🧩 The Five Key Contexts 

1. Social Context 

Focus: Relationships and interactions between people  

• How did people treat each other?  

• What are/were the social norms?  

• How did gender, ethnicity, or class affect behavior? 

2. Cultural Context 

Focus: Beliefs, values, art, and technology  

• What ideas or movements shaped people’s thinking?  

• What technologies or cultural trends were present?  

• How did culture influence decisions or events? 

3. Political Context 

Focus: Government, laws, and power  

• What were the political attitudes and/or laws at the time?  

• How did leaders or institutions respond to your topic?  

• Were there key court cases or legislation? Or lack thereof? 



4. Economic Context 

Focus: Money, trade, and resources  

• What did things cost?  

• How did people earn or spend money?  

• What was the economic impact of your topic? 

5. Chronological Context 

Focus: What came before and after 

• What led to your topic?  

• What were the consequences?  

• How does your topic fit into a larger timeline? 

✅ Tips for Success 

• Don’t just describe your topic—explain the world/events/circumstances/people around it. 

• Use primary and secondary sources to support each context. 

• Think like a historian: ask why, how, and what if. 
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