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CAN A NEW HISTORY SAVE EUROPE
FROM ITS PAST?

Henry Frendo*

‘Today Europe is trying to achieve self-definition on the basis of its own his-
tory’, wrote Michel Oriol and Francis Affergan in their study on Otherness
and cultural differences, a few years ago. Has the time not come, they asked,
to look beyond inward-looking conceptions of culture and to build up a uni-
versalism that would include cultural differences and not deny them? But the
question of ‘the other’ was posited against the sense of ourselves. _
the former question might be put in the context of a timeless quest for a defi-
nition of human nature, most modern authors — and not least historians — ex-
pectecl! that otherness be seen within specific historical and geographical con-
texts.

The difficulties that have traditionally permeated such attempts are under-
lined with vengeance in the instance mentioned by Joseph Roth in his Radet-
sky March, which is based on the theme of commending error for history’s
sake. The protagonist of this work is a Slovene who was ennobled for rescu-
ing the Emperor Franz Joseph at the battle of Solferino. When, years later, in
his son’s first primer, he read a grotesquely inflated version of that episode,
he exclaimed that it was ‘a pack of lies’. ‘It’s for children’, his wife replies.
‘Captain, you're taking it too seriously’, says a friend, ‘all historical events
are modified for consumption in schools. And quite right, too. Children need
examples which they can understand, that impress them. They can learn later
what actually occurred.”

David Lowenthal referred to this episode, exaggerating for emphasis, in his
1994 lecture in Paris on ‘historical literacy’. Hyperbole is to one culture what
understatement may be to another, but, for the purpose of understanding, the
end result need not be different at all.

*This general report by Professor Frendo was published in the Council of Europe’s book Towardy a Plu-
ralist and Tolerant Approach to Teaching History: a Range of Sources and New Didactics (Strasbourg,
1999}, pp.27-44.
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In the Brussels symposium, held from 10 to 12 December 1998, entitled
‘Towards a pluralist and tolerant approach to teaching history: a range of
sources and new didactics’, both our distinguished keynote speakers, Hervé
Hasquin, history professor and Minister of the Regional Government of Brus-
sels and the historian Marc Ferro, pointed their fingers at such problems.
They drew on cases in Belgian and French historiography, namely cases with
which they themselves, as a Belgian and a Frenchman respectively, were un-
derstandably more familiar.

Noting, after Raymond Aron, that ‘history is a human science, not an exact
science’, Hasquin warned against the nation-state cult, and equally against the
identification of religion with nationhood. The former approach he qualified
as a ‘Jacobin vision of the state and nation-state...[that] often considered dif-
ferences as suspect’, the latter as a trade-mark.

Hasquin took and advocated what might be called a ‘revisionist’ position, de-
scribing the nation-state as ‘an intellectual and political invention’. Hasquin
was suggesting that the past could be unscrambled and rethought, strongly
hinting at a federalist solution.” While defining democracy as the complex
over the uniform, he sought to reverse perceptions of Charles V as the
‘goodie’ and of his son Philip II as the *baddie’, in so far as the son was only
implementing what had been set in motion by the father. Invoking a lay, in-
deed a neutral conception of statehood, he rebuked what he called the satani-
sation of Joseph II, a *Belgian" king who in the late 18" century had pro-
claimed religious tolerance.

But of course history is not and should not be one composed of heroes and
villains. One might add that Joseph Il was no liberal, but how many liberal
monarchs were there then? If we had to identify a ‘liberal’ it would rather be
one of his main critics, a Brussels lawyer, Vonck. If we wanted a conserva-
tive critic, upholding custom and privilege, that would probably be another
Brussels lawyer, Van der Noot. The crux of the matter was that these two op-
position leaders formed an alliance of convenience, which did not last long,
to oust Joseph II.* The context was more complicated still, but stereotyping
historical personages, by whatever label, clearly will not help our understand-
ing of history then or now.
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T‘he other profound question raised here. one about which there clearly was a
divergence of opinion in the shades of discourse during the symposium, con-
cerned the nature not so much of the state as of the nation. To what extent. if
at all, could nationhood be universalized or globalised. relativised or neutral-
ized? Were there no longer any identifiable core characteristics. no lowest
common denominators, by means of which a particular people or nation co-
hered in a mainstream sense of belonging, borne in part of shared experi-
ences, with all due respect for minorities and human rights? Were territorial
allegiances about to be overtaken by transfrontier spatial planning? In the ab-
sence of self-conscious national or communal entities in the general *‘mosaic’,
who would federate with whom?

Hasquin's critical, almost negative position towards the nation state has been
taken by other post-war historians, for example Elie Kedourie in his work on
nationalism. This, he starts by saying, is a doctrine invented in Europe in the
19" century.® That is a position which contrasts with an earlier. more roman-
tic stance taken by, for example, Ernest Rénan, who saw the nation as ‘a soul,
a spiritual principle.”

This troubling question, underlying much of the discourse in the symposium,
was put in another way by Jean-Pierre Titz, Secretary of the Education Com-
mittee of the Council of Europe. when he said that in recent times “change
had upset Europe’s notion of itself.” Well may that be so. indeed. Hence the
urgency of investigating in what ways, and by what means, an inspiring and
credible vision, at once common and diverse. can be secured for the future
through past and present. That is tall order.

In the introductory words of Henri Ingberg, Secretary General of the Ministry
of Education of the French community of Belgium, ‘connections must be es-
tablished between the various sources to endow them with meaning.” In sup-
port, he quoted Fernand Braudel: ‘History is the study of the origins of the
problems of our times.” Although comprehending the genesis mig}it guide us
to the promised land, striking water out of the rock — or more realistically,
building steady bridges over running streams — here we may have to go a lit-
tle beyond that, pointing a finger, several fingers, towards the continent’s
shared future, as an unfolding pluralist, diverse and democratic reality.
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Marc Ferro's address was another cannonade, highlighting problems and pit-
falls, without illusion of any easy answers. It was a little bit like trench war-
fare, advancing and retreating, but then prevention is better than cure, and
forewarned is forearmed.

A man of the book as well as of the screen, Ferro is essentially pleading for
relevance, authenticity and meaning. He is scorning superficiality, sensation-
alism and trivialization. This concern is epitomized in his critique of the me-
dia man’s pretension that there is such a thing as ‘history online.” War, as
Ferro put it, is not a football match. So, how do you go about writing a Euro-
pean history now, he asked — a question all of us have been asking ourselves
as well.

One who tried his hand at that recently, incidentally, is Norman Davies. He
also pondered long and deep upon that question and grappled with it. The
really viscious quality shared by almost all accounts of “Western civilization’,
he wrote, lay in the fact that they presented idealized, and hence essentially
false, pictures of past reality. One got the distinct impression that Europe was
a world ‘inhabited exclusively by Platos and Marie Curies..."” But he also
stressed that *historians must tell their tale convincingly, or be ignored.’®

Judging by Marc Ferro’'s classification of historiographical typologies, and by
the questions posed in answer to the question of approach we may be con-
strained to have to try doing it by elimination.

First ‘diplomatic’ history does not work. Bilateral committees are too preoc-
cupied lest one country take offence at what is said of it in relation to another.
All controversial topics would have to be left out leading to a *history without
history.’

Secondly, the one-chapter-each approach was not on either. A century for
each of the great powers- the most favourable one to each one of these, natu-
rally — or one historian from each country — the one most sympathetic to it,
naturally. That would give ‘an impression of objectivity’, but of course it was
no history, let alone a European one.

Third, you had the attempt to ‘denationalize’ history. This was a synthetic
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history, a parody without passions, without peoples: ‘no more passions, no
more Frenchmen.’ It would pretend that the Great War was not really limited
to 1914-18, so presumably, you would not have to signal who had declared it,
or who had won it, and so on. The index to the book would leave out the
more painful episodes characterizing it.

A fourth suggestion would be to take a frontal approach to taboos and to have
those who felt most troubled by aspects or epochs of their own history to
tackle them themselves, but one would still have to take all viewpoints into
account. Neutral histories that tried not to step on anybody’s toes, such as
UNESCO'’s fifteen-volume history of the world, were a waste of time and
would not be read.

Fifthly, one could have general histories such as a history of colonization (or,
one might usefully add, of Europe). Or histories could be memory-linked, of
families, of towns, but these would remain ‘closed... sanctified’.

There was then an ‘experimental’ history, on the model. This is an influential
school of thought going back to Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre, best epito-
mized by Fernand Braudel’s massive study of Europe and the Mediterra-
nean — a school of thought Ferro himself is close. By means of this approach,
as he put it, different findings could be deduced from the same sources, fo-
cusing on aspects or problems across time. An approach known best for its
insistence or inter-disciplinarity and la long durée, the slowly evolving matu-
ration of mentalities and courses of human behaviour in geophysical and
socio-economic contexts at least as much as in politico-€tatist ones, but
probably more so. Hence the tension between ordinary people and society at
large, and those ‘on top’: those who wield power and direct matters, includ-
ing the ‘mass production oriented’, opinion-forming peddlers and publicists
of ‘historical facts’.

Historical novels were another genre of history making not to be discounted,
Ferro insisted. These influenced people’s knowledge of history or, at any rate,
their impressions and perceptions of it. ‘Thanks to Alexander Dumas, one
goes back to Louis XIII."

Last but not least, there was the audiovisual. As much of the shooting prac-
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tice during the symposium was directed at this target and its various rings,
displacing even archives by the overriding importance accorded to it, let me
first briefly summarise Marc Ferro’s position. I shall than return to elaborate
on this leitmotiv in my sizing up of the panel discussions, including interven-
tions from the floor, and of the conclusions of the three workshops held on 11
December 1998.

Essentially, Ferro was critical of the mentalities underpinning the organisa-
tion of information and even of education-related systems. At school, sub-
jects were treated separately, and this malaise was carried forward to disci-
plines at university level, as if one discipline did not relate to/or overlap with
another. He calls this the ‘imperialism of disciplines’. This, and no less the
various mass media, he saw as dented, fractured, discounted.

The press was interested in the news, not in the actual story itself. A newspa-
per might have a ‘history page’, but this would not relate to whatever else
would be printed in the paper. *The newspaper destroys history ... it cuts up
the past and the present’. The idea of the world portrayed by radio and TV
was similarly faulted. What mattered was the scoop as the journalist imagined
it, usually some bit of news relating to those who are perceived to wield the
power. There was thus ‘a hierarchy of sources’. While newspaper pages
tended to reproduce the organisation of the state, TV sliced up its pro-
grammes by genre: thus, for example the documentary, fiction, cartoons,
newsreels, and - separate from these, perhaps once a week — the current af-
fairs programmes, a disconnection between reportage and analysis. One loses
one’s bearings.

In the West, there tended to be a counterbalance between one interpretation
and another — a nationalist versus a socialist or an imperialist one. But in the
former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe there was a monolith. Hence the
sudden resurgence of oral history. The oral sources became a counter-history
to written history, which was suspect. Therefore, everyone wanted to ‘tell his
own story’ — truth via the microphone. For the media such outpourings were
often mistaken for history, but in reality these accounts were more a view of
the self than a representation of the past. The opening up of the new archives,
especially the Russian ones, has once again induced the media to focus on
what they saw as most sensational and ‘actual’, typically enough in bits and
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pieces.

All of the issues raised in the introductory addresses and the speeches by
Hervé Hasquin and Marc Ferro were taken up, to a greater or lesser extent by
the symposium participants, more specifically in the framework of their own
tasks in the project at hand, ‘Leamning and teaching about the history of
Europe in the 20" century’, as outlined by its chairman, Claude-Alain Clerc.
Students, he said, had little if any clear notion of time, other than post-1989.
Teachers were becoming mere co-ordinators. They had to make the best pos-
sible use of technological and electronic tools, as well as to engage in more
team work. It was to assist in all this, he added, that the project had a five-
pronged agenda. Its themes ranged from nationalism and population move-
ments to women, human rights and minorities. There would also be a general
European history handbook on 20" century European history to include a sec-
tion on sources and bibliographies, which would serve both as a teaching aid
in the upper forms of secondary school and for a general public as well.

Case studies from various countries had been prepared to help guide and sub-
stantiate discussion in the working groups, where specialists on different his-
torical sources were among the participants. In addition, these specialists
formed part of a panel or round table in plenary sessions, in the course of
which they delivered their respective addresses and parried questions that
were put to them. The round table was chaired by Ms Marcella Colle-Michel,
vice-chair of the project group, and the sources discussed in this way were
mainly these: (1) archives (Mr Kecskemeti and Mr Woloszynski); (2) infor-
mation technology law (Joseph Cannataci); (3) museums (J. Patrick Greene);
(4) oral history (Philip Ingram); (5) cinema (Dominique Chansel); and (6) TV
(Bernard Balteau).

For the purposes of the general report, points made by members of the round
table panel will be incorporated into the conclusions reached by the working
groups, source by source, with reference to case studies by way of example
where applicable.

The case studies examined by the three working groups in their deliberations,
emanated from historian-practitioners in various European countries, includ-
ing Albania, Armenia, Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Greece, Lithuania,
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Maita, Poland, Romania. Scotland, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain and
Switzerland.

In the absence of precise guidelines asto what genre of case study was tobe
submitted, there was a wide variety in responses, with only the Swiss entry
consisting of a detailed and systematic appraisal of a case study about a
school history project assuch. This successful project consisted in a fully-
fledged investigation into the building of adam atRossens in Fribourg, and
all that went into that. Others, such asthe Czech and Maltese ones, high-
lighted topics relating tohistoric events mainly innational history, which
were earmarked in teaching exercises and field trips. Another approach, asin
the case of Scotland and Spain, detailed the education and school system in
so far as history subjects were concerned at different levels. Some, especially
the Austrian one, were rather more on the theoretical side, while still others,
as inthe case of Slovakia, apersonal view asto how European history is best
taught was offered. Countries such asArmenia and Albania, the Czech and
the Slovak republics and Lithuania, noted the significance of 1989 as a water-
shed. Efforts were being made to address the historiographical and methodo-
logical concerns arising from that. In general this meant a rewritingof his-
tory, but the speed and efficiency atwhich that could bedone, for example
through the provision of new textbooks, depended on many factors, not least
the human and economic resources available.

In atleast one eastern European country, many older teachers who had lived
through communism and were moulded byitwere reluctant toteach post-
1989 oreven post-1945 European history. In atleast two others, problems
existed with transport facilities for making the best use of museum visits
whereas in another teachers had such low wages that they felt rather unenthu-
siastic about experimenting with novelty. The same applied for technology
and exposure to the Internet or media resources, which in acountry such as
Spain, for example, were developing on all fronts ata fast pace. In all the
European case studies submitted, however, of whatever genre, we find a com-
pulsion touse history as a tool inunderstanding the fast changing world
around us, and at seeking improved means for imparting historical knowledge
to the young asan integral part of their education for life. Just to give an idea
of this commitment, | have selected a few quotations from the case studies
submitted for the Brussels symposium from different parts of Europe which
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can be quite diverse:

. 1 prefer to give leciures in museums, where archives are housed, at historical sites, even in
cemeteries. For example, about 80 kilometres north of Prague there is the town and baroque
fortress of Terezin. During the Second World War. a Jewish ghetto and a Gestapo prison were
there. After the war this fortress served as an internment camp for the Sudenten Germans...
Every year 1 ask my students to attend the Remembrance Day ceremony at the British war
cemetery in Prague. After the ceremony. | collect them for a visit to the graves of the Czech
legionaries that served in the First World War...(Czech Republic)

There is no statutory national curriculum... There are no nationally defined areas of content. A
very high degree of choice is devolved to schools ... Key features of historical understanding
should underpin all topics chosen, for example awareness of the nature of evidence, a sense of
chronology and historical sequence, awareness of cause and effecL, change and continuity, a
sense of heritage ...There is a balance between the Scottish. British arid European dimensions.
(Scotland)

History teaching in Greece is currently undergoing profound changes: new syllabuses, new
textbooks, new methods ...There is one textbook per subject per class and they are produced
and distributed by the state, which has a monopoly. The authors are selected by the Ministry of
Education through competitive examination. As well as relating events, history books contain
source texts and pictures which can help the teacher to make the lesson more interesting.
Teachers also use maps, slides and so forth. History teachers do not receive any special train-
ing. (Greece)

Students also benefit when they are taken to visit various places of interest that are directly
connected with the war. such as monuments, the war rooms and the War Museum, where they
find a wealth of primary source material. Students learn how the Maltese must have felt to-
wards the Axis powers, who were causing so much distress to the population. But students
realise that things have changed. With few exceptions the countries of Europe have now
learned to live in peace as one big family... Teachers stress the importance of democracy and
tolerance. Students are made aware that divergence of opinion is not something wrong; in fact
it could be very healthy once we know how to respect each other’s opinion and agree that we
are different. (Malta)

Lutz Niethammer, a German historian, wrote as a motto to his introduction on oral history: A
democratic future needs a past where the silent majority in history is audible.” At the Depart-
ment of Social and Economic History at the University of Vienna, we have been working for
more than fifteen years now at developing didactic-methodological concepts of teaching his-
tory... that try to combine structural approaches - such as the history of family structures, the
history of industrialisation, the history of labour - with methods of everyday life history, such
as oral history... When [students] return to their school, they learn to analyse the interviews
critically and write a short account of the topic or the person lhey have interviewed. (Austria)



