HOW THE HISTORIAN INQUIRES INTO THE PAST
OBJECTIVES:
A. To know that one begins historical investigations by asking questions about the nature of society at a given time, about why certain conditions existed, and why certain events happened.

B. To   know   that   historians   develop hypotheses-tentative answers-to the question they raise

C. To know that investigators ask analytical questions drawn from social science concepts to isolate factors which should be considered in forming a hypothesis

METHOD
Given the selections from the Cairo Geniza and the problem describing the Jewish community in Medieval Egypt, to be able to state a number of hypotheses developed through the use of analytical questions

MATERIAL:
Reading:
A LEGAL DECISION

Distribute Reading

How do historical investigations begin?

Historians raise questions that come from the references they find in primary source documents.  These documents become the focus of their investigations

Once a question is raised, what do historians do?

The students should recall that the next step in a historical investigation is to develop a tentative answer to a question, which will then be tested.

Introduce the term: hypothesis

The teacher should introduce the term hypotheses                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 important aspect of a political, economic or social system.  Concepts alert investigators to the aspects of society they should consider when examining data.  Check on the students' comprehension of the concepts listed in the reading to be sure they understand the meanings.  If the time permits, the teacher might ask the students to state in their own words the meanings of each concept.

Group Work: Divide the class into groups.  Assign each group one concept from the reading.  Using the concept as a source for analytical questions, each group should write two or three hypotheses about society in medieval Cairo.

Each group should apply the analytical questions from the concept it is assigned to the Legal Decision in order to develop hypotheses from the data.

The following are examples of possible hypotheses:

Institutions existed for resolving legal matters (decision making)

Trade extended from the Middle East to Southeast Asia (mercantile trade)


Women could petition the courts (civil rights)

After the students have had a few minutes to write out their hypotheses, call upon several to report.  Have each student indicate the questions he asked of the data, the part of the document he used, and what hypothesis he developed from the data.

A Legal Decision from the Av Beth

Din, haChacham Avraham ben Moshe

b' F ustat (1276)
What is the legal opinion of our Master and Teacher Avraham ben Moshe ben Maimon, the Paramount Rav, the Leader of our Generation, the Light of the World - May His Glory Be Enhanced - about this:

a man has traveled to the land of India and remained there for about fifteen years. Before setting out on his journey he had appointed his wife as his legal representative. She maintains herself and her two daughters by the work of her hands.

Recently a Jewish man arrived from Aden and was questioned by another Jewish man who asked him about the man who had traveled to India. The Jew who had arrived from Aden said: we have heard that he traveled to Fansur (Sumatra) and died in Fansur and that the ruler of that country had taken his property.

Can the wife on the basis of this testimony marry again?

How much of the property of her late husband is she permitted to take for herself?

According to the Torah and Jewish law, the daughters, not she, are the legal heirs. But since she has maintained herself and her children for fifteen years, which was the duty of the husband, she is clearly entitled to remuneration of the living costs for this long period.
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