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History and the Public Use of History

Nicola Gallerano

I intend to explore the relationship between the history of histo-
rians and the public use of history. This relationship, in my opin-
ion, is both conflictual and convergent. As we shall see later on,
this assertion is anything but obvious; among historians the idea
of a neat opposition prevails, with no possibility of reconcilia-
tion, between professional practices of history (the profession of
historians) and the extremely vast and confused domain of its
&dquo;public use.&dquo;’

Before undertaking an analysis, I must explain what I mean by
the public use of history. I have adopted, at least initially, a purely
extrinsic definition of the term. By the &dquo;public use of history&dquo; I am
referring to all that is developed outside the domain of scientific
research in its strictest sense, outside the history of historians
which is usually written by scholars and intended for a very lim-
ited segment of the population. Public use of history includes not
only the various means of mass communication, each with its own
particularities (journalism, radio, television, cinema, theater, pho-
tography, advertisement, etc.), but also the arts and literature;
public places such as schools, history museums, monuments and
urban spaces, etc., and finally institutions, formal or otherwise
(such as cultural associations, parties, and religious, ethnic and
cultural groups, etc.), which, with more or less clearly partisan
objectives, endeavor to promote a more or less polemic reading of
the past as compared to the generally accepted common sense of
history or historiography, a polemical reading based on the mem-
ory of their respective groups. Indeed, politicians have a large role
in the most visible and most talked about manifestations of the

public use of history and they have a particular responsibility in
its degeneration (I shall return to this point in my conclusion).
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In light of this extrinsic definition, the public use of history like-
wise figures in works conceived of and executed as scientific works
and which nonetheless have a public impact beyond the scope of a
circle of scholars. I refer to such works, to cite two Italian examples
with very different significations, of the biography of Mussolini by
De Felice and Pavone’s book on the Resistance.’ Professional his-
torians are not exempted either; they make public use of history
when they speak of mass media; this is evident in the case of the
Historikerstreit, in the German &dquo;dispute among historians&dquo; with re-
gard to Nazism.3 3

Before going any further and assessing the solidity of a defini-
tion so vast and yet so fragile, I would like to present a few reflec-
tions on the difference between this initial definition and the

definition adopted by Jfrgen Habermas during the dispute among
historians.4 Habermas likewise initially chooses an extrinsic defin-
ition (by distinguishing clearly for example between that which is
written in scholarly contexts and that which is conveyed by mass
media), but he makes it more rigid with an opposition of princi-
ple. Making public use of history is anyone who &dquo;speaks in the
first person&dquo; and proposes explicit politico-pedagogic objectives:
establishing a consensus around a few fundamental values for
civilian coexistence.

Habermas thus in effect presents an opposition between public
use of history and scientific activity which, in the terms he uses to
support it, is not convincing. On the one hand he develops in a
coherent fashion the lesson of the Frankfurt school, which is in-

spired by a mistrust of the manipulation always lurking in matters
of mass culture: &dquo;The critical public is supplanted,&dquo; he writes in
his History and Critique of Public Opinion, by the manipulating
dimension.&dquo;5 And he adds that the progress apparently brought
about by the blossoming of public debates is contradicted by its
reduction to a simple consumer commodity. On the other hand he
proposes an idea of scientific and more specifically historical
activity as a conscious choice of the &dquo;third person,&dquo; characterized
by a distance taken from the object under examination and the
control of one’s prejudices and personal predilections. I shall
return to the second problem later on, in my third point. For the
moment I shall limit myself to the observation that in Habermas’
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argument the specificity and the enormity of the problem of
Nazism for a German assumes a decisive weight; whence arises
the invitation to historians to respect, for therapeutic and political
reasons, the prius (primacy) of the moral condemnation and the
uniqueness of Nazism when discussing the mass media, reserving
for the domain of scientific research the more relative comparisons
and the balances of responsibility (both topics broached, as we
know, by Eric Nolte with respect to Bolshevism).6 This position is
debatable when it comes to method, even if it may be shared with

regard to the polemic against Nolte himself.’
As concerns the mass media, Habermas’ detailed critical exami-

nation often attains its goal, but in my opinion it is reductive. The
enlargement of the domain of the public use of history proposed
here implies in effect that it is not identified as a political use in the
strictest sense and even less as political manipulation. There are
also, in mass media and elsewhere, manifestations of the public use
of history that have no explicit intention but simply offer diversion
or escape; and there are finally uses of the past which directly impli-
cate individual or collective memory and which have in my opinion
an entirely different significance and liberating potential.

In short, the public use of history is not a practice to be rejected
or demonized on principle; it may be a ground for comparison and
conflict involving the active participation of citizens, and not only
scholars, on essential topics. It can reveal profound tears and mem-
ory wounds and bring them to light. It can on the other hand be a
form of manipulation which establishes misleading analogies and
crushes the present with the depths and complexity of the past.

Momentarily leaving aside the latter phenomena and those lead-
ing to a purely passive use of the past-which nonetheless probably
make up the predominant tendency-I would like to limit myself to
citing a few examples of the public use of history which have had a
particular impact on the political and cultural life of Western soci-
eties-as points of comparison and conflict and, at the same time,
instruments for the growth of the collective consciousness.

I am thinking of the emergence of Jewish memory and the
French &dquo;repression&dquo; of Vichy, as shown in the fine study by Henry
Rousso.8 The turning point in the perception of events as if from a
great distance, and in the dissolution of repression, is tied to the
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debate elicited by Marcel Ophuls’ film Le Chagrin et la pitié and
then stoked by the trials of former collaborators. The role that the
media can play in such cases is immense: at times this is intended,
as in this particular case, with perhaps some unforeseen effects; at
times unforeseen and unintended, as was the case in Germany
with the television airing of Holocaust, a mediocre production
which was nonetheless capable of provoking questions and exam-
inations of conscience in a vast public.

I am thinking of the phenomena of &dquo;public history&dquo; in the United
States, as least in as much as it calls into question the processes of
the triggering and construction of memory: for example, in situa-
tions of advanced deindustrialization, the reflection on industrial

heritage; or on another level, and with consequences which are not
always happy, the research into ethnic memories as instruments for
the construction of an individual or collective identity.9

I’m thinking, finally, of the Italian debate on Fascism and anti-
fascism, in which the repercussions are obvious in the political
sphere and in the so-called transition to the &dquo;Second Republic.&dquo;’10

In short, this brief list is merely intended to underscore that it is
opportune, when treating thematics at the frontier between histor-
ical research and the construction of public opinion, to proceed
with care and humility, especially for those for whom history is a
profession, in research or teaching.

It might be helpful to bring up a situation which accentuates the
urgency for a reflection on the relationship between history and the
public use of history for historians, and represents it as a sort of pro-
fessional duty. Such a reflection, indeed, has been made more cur-
rent by the ruptures and upheavals of the last few years, which have
marked the end of the century-a diagnosis which has now become
almost commonplace: from the fall of Communism to the Gulf war,
from the civil war in the former Yugoslavia, to the crisis and the pro-
found transformation of the Italian political system. In opening the
newspaper or turning on the television, one encounters airy, superfi-
cial interpretations, often falsely iconoclastic, of the recent past, even
if more serious reflections and accurate readings are not lacking. In
both cases it becomes clear that the periods in which the public use
of history becomes most demanding and intrusive correspond to
phases of sudden transformation or profound historical discontinu-
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ity which change the very way we situate the present in relationship
to the past. One might then say-leaving aside the distinctions
between and the distancing from the most instrumental forms of the
public use of history-that we are dealing with, in a certain sense,
physiological phenomena (and as I shall attempt to do in points 1)
and 2), one should question oneself on the novelty, from this per-
spective, of the situation in which we live.)

For this same reason I find insufficient and erroneous the wide-

spread tendency among professional historians to feverishly hunt
down the current practices of rewriting the past in order to expose
them and disparage the results. Before denouncing or exorcising
the contents of such practices, one must analyze how they are con-
cretely activated, and which stereotypes or unintended yet at the
same time symptomatic mechanisms are put into play. Moreover a
purely reproachful attitude and the mere activity of correcting
errors and distortions with a blue pencil, however justified, will
certainly never succeed in stemming or directing into the channels
of philology the extremely rich flow of direct or indirect commu-
nications on history (called the &dquo;system of history&dquo;),&dquo; which can-
not but escape the control of the guild of historians.
We are dealing with a task which calls for the recruiting of many

people, and many have been recruited already: far from pretending
to offer a serious panorama in the very rich domain of the public
use of history, I shall limit myself here to exploring the relationship
between the history of historians and the public use of history.

1. History and the Public Use of History:
Contaminations and Conflicts

In making these introductory observations, I have already broached
the topic. To confront it is far from simple because, in addition to
the obvious oppositions which, as we have seen, absorbed the
attentions of Habermas and hundreds of others with him, and to
which we shall return, there also exist strong elements of contami-
nation, interrelations, proximity or at the very least reciprocal influ-
ence. I shall thus proceed schematically, by points and successive
approximations, without any pretense to exhaustiveness.
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Meanwhile I must point out that, if we peruse the history of
Western historiography, history and the public use of history do
not become literally distinguishable from each other until recent
times; they used to be one and the same thing.

I will not and cannot elaborate here; but we must stress the fact
that the public use of history is its own justification, in as much as
it is an activity which governs and defines the relationships
between memory and oblivion, between what is worthy of being
retained and what is not; and, in the definition of these relation-

ships, the dominant weight is entrusted to the guardianship of the
community, in other words to politics. Thucydides asserts that the
object of his reflections is the Peloponnesian War, since he does
not think that the events which preceded it, in the most ancient
times, &dquo;are very important either in terms of war or in terms of
other issues.&dquo;12 The history he tells is the history of the Greeks, as
different and superior to the others, the Barbarians. The model of
the Peloponnesian War, furthermore, must be eternally valid
since, given the immutability of human nature, past or future
events can never transpire in the same way.

Thus, in Thucydides and in all of Greek historiography, the
emphasis is placed on the idea of development, continuity; this was
equally a distinctive characteristic of Jewish thought, then of
Christian thought, before becoming the patrimony of the historicism
of the twentieth century. Continuity and development mean that the
past makes us what we are in the here and now; it is the root of the

importance that political power has always given to the control of
the past as a privileged instrument for the control of the present.

The political function of historiography is to regulate memory
and oblivion in order to shape the characteristics and the collec-
tive identity of a community and to distinguish it from others; and
to construct, thanks to the past, a project and a prophesy for the
future. Such are the visible and never completely abandoned con-
notations, as we see, of the historiographic enterprise up until
recent times; and these are, at the same time, the strong elements
of what precisely distinguishes the public use of history.

In the article on history he wrote for the Einaudi Encyclopedia,
Jacques Le Goff illustrated the course of historiography in the
light of these same parameters, placing particular emphasis on
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the connection to politics. He brought up, for example, how in
Renaissance Italy there emerged a historiography aimed at cele-
brating the past glories of the cities and how, in Venice, with the
annals of Andrea Dandolo in the middle of the fourteenth century,
we find what one could call, according to a symptomatic defini-
tion, the &dquo;pubblica storiografia&dquo; or &dquo;storiografia comandata&dquo; (pub-
lic history or commanded history). In the France of Louis XIV, one
sees the flowering of court historiography, drawn up, and here
again the definition is symptomatic, by the &dquo;king’s historians.&dquo;13

There is, however, another element which distinguishes the his-
toriographic enterprise and makes its scientific pretensions valid:
the demands for freedom and criticism in its research. Indeed, one
finds this explicitly articulated in the first pages of Thucydides
work. In Le radici classiche della storiografia moderna, a posthumous
work which appeared in 1993, Arnaldo Momigliano concludes a
rich and complex analysis with a lapidary judgment: &dquo;If modern

historiography is a critical product, it is Greek and not Jewish&dquo;-
and not Christian one might add, for this is clear from other pas-
sages of the work. 14 And yet modern historiography, which begins
with Spinoza and is developed in the nineteenth century, the histor-
ical century, is not only a critical product; as Momigliano himself is
quite aware, historiography is also the fruit of a continual &dquo;ten-

sion,&dquo; regularly put into question and eternally unresolved, which
is the reason for the fascination as well as the damnation it arouses,
a tension &dquo;between history, the future and prophesy.,&dquo;15 It is a scien-
tific activity sui generis, whose cognitive dimension touches and
mingles with the affective dimension, which is steeped in values,
predilections, and non scientific or pre-scientific choices.16

The difficulty encountered by historians in developing a strong
scientific status: the use of a natural language which does not pro-
vide for, as in other disciplines, the passage of a threshold requir-
ing special training; or, inversely, the difficulty of introducing to
the general public works adopting more complex techniques and
methodologies-not to mention the objective importance of its
regulation for the functioning of society itself: it is perhaps for all
these reasons that the domain of history is open to all types of
inroads. It’s as if one admitted, to adapt a famous phrase, that his-
tory is too important to be left to historians.
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2. Twentieth-century Innovations

In general terms, there is thus a close yet conflictual relationship
between historiography and the public use of history. To explore
and eventually unravel this tangle, it is thus necessary to delve
deeper and then propose a few hypotheses of division by period.

One hears repeated on all sides, especially on the left, that it is
precisely in the present time that the practice of the public use of
history is the most continuous and the most invasive, and that its
processes of revision are the most arbitrary. In his reflection on
Togliatti and Communism, Gianpasquale Santomassimo, for
example, has observed that at least in Italy, in keeping with a typi-
cal reversal with regard to the public use of history after the war,
today people no longer seek a legitimization of present choices in
the past. People legitimize-or rather annul-the past itself to
respond to immediate political objectives. 17
On the opposite side, Sergio Romano, referring to the way

Germans and people from the Balkan countries talk of the mass
graves of Katyn and the German-Russian pact of 1939, writes that
&dquo;this is not historiography, but a nn-man’s land where the past is
only used if it serves to influence the present.&dquo;18
And one could cite other examples, beginning with the quag-

mire of the Second World War and the gross revisionism of which

it has been the object these past years: this goes from the work of
the German author who considers the conflict as a simple episode
in the Soviet strategy aiming to control the world, to the recent
essay by a French historian who defines the partisans, including
Jean Moulin, as agents of the Soviet secret services, to new at-

tempts to deny the extermination of the Jews.19
Should we therefore conclude that today we live in an excep-

tional period in terms of the public use of history?
The answer is rather ambiguous: not only because the manipu-

lation of history and its use as an instrument have known oth-
erwise somber moments during the course of the twentieth
century,2° but because today there arises, in a guise still which
remains inexplicable, a paradox whose origins date far back. The
paradox lies in the fact that two apparently contradictory phe-
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nomena coexist today: on the one hand an accentuated and wide-
spread eradication of the past, a total &dquo;bringing into the present,&dquo;
so to speak and, on the other hand, a hypertrophy of historical ref-
erences in public speech.

The premises of this eradication, tied in an obvious way to the
processes of modernization, are situated, especially in Europe, at
the true beginning of the twentieth century, at the time of the First
World War: after its end, in the twenties and thirties, the relation-

ship between history-understood here as res gestae-and the
public use of history came to a decisive turning point. In essence
there was an almost perfect temporal coincidence between this
profound rupture and especially the perception of it by millions of
Western men and women, and the appearance of technical condi-
tions permitting the development of the means of mass communi-
cation. A grandiose work of modernization, occurring in the
particular circumstances of a war of unheard-of proportions, and
profoundly marked by them, set about settling accounts with his-
tory in a dramatic and radically new way; moreover, the emer-
gence of the means of mass communication offered a powerful
and new vehicle for its broad diffusion.

Nicola Chiaromonte has described with exemplary clarity and
not without emotion the effects of this historical turning point:
&dquo;Why was it,&dquo; he writes, &dquo;that the Socialist movement, which had
undoubtedly constituted the most vigorous and intellectually rich
attempt to promote the cause of justice and equality in Europe,
was so overwhelmed by the explosion of the First World War that
it never succeeded in reconstituting itself in a politically effi-
cacious and ideologically convincing fashion?&dquo;21 Along with
Socialism, Chiaromonte adds, other equally solid beliefs also lost
their way: &dquo;The legitimacy of the appointed order, the supremacy
of the will to reason, faith in change.&dquo; And he concludes: &dquo;How

was an idea defeated by an event?&dquo; This question is simple only in
appearance, and its echo comes down to our own time, which has
known the defeat of a similarly large idea.

The event, that which has already taken place, thus dominates
men and women and does not permit a return to the past. As
Chiaromonte observes once again, &dquo;there is nothing more durable,
in the world of men, than a common belief as to the nature of
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things; but its duration has no other guarantee than the exterior of
the state of things that are reflected in it and which itself is subject
to the order of time. One turn of history’s wheel-one event-suf-
fices to destroy it, and when it is destroyed, no will to belief suf-
fices to restore it.&dquo;22

There ensues a refusal of history, and thus nihilism; but also an
openness to allow oneself to be captured by new promises on the
part of anyone capable of setting in motion a sort of historical
short-circuit. Thus it is no accident that Fascism/Nazism and
Communism are so attractive to certain kinds of historicism: the
former manipulates modernity by decking it out in the reassuring
cloak of tradition, while the latter demonstrates a much more

complex attitude toward the past. Communist historicism, indeed,
combines the refusal of history and the beginning of a new his-
tory : it claims to have the inevitable course of history on its side,
but at the same time it fights for the forgetting of the preceding
history of human oppression because this is the condition for con-
structing a utopia-which seemed in fact on the verge of becom-
ing reality after the success of the October revolution.

But the dominant feeling in the postwar years remained anxiety,
the uncertainty between abandon and refusal, a constant ambigu-
ity. Perhaps no one has expressed this ambiguity so adroitly as the
English poet W.H. Auden, who writes, &dquo;Madonna of silences to
whom we turn/ when we have lost control&dquo;: this is addressed to

history, to its silences, to all that is hidden behind its silences, the
search for comfort, appeasement, self-pity. But it is a search whose
results are far from certain; there is an enigma behind these
silences, an end of the security of a linear, meaningful course of
history. The questions addressed to Clio remain unanswered; but
one can say &dquo;yes, like a lover,&dquo; and thereby give in to her unpre-
dictable course: &dquo;Your silence already is there/ between us and any
magical center/ where things are taken in hand.&dquo;
And historiography also makes a contribution to the closing of

the circle, with the crisis of classic historicism in the Western
democracies, and especially the now complete rupture with the
figure of the nineteenth century historian, uncontested master of
the public use of history, now challenged and pressured by the
historiography produced by the mass media.
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This is why the current situation does not seem at all new. If the
public use of history assumes such flashy ways today, it is because
history has changed again (as we said, the century is ended), and
because, in certain ways, historiography has changed as well.

3. Conflicts

We can now return to the opposition between history and the pub-
lic use of history according to the terms defined by Habermas: the
public use of history would adopt the first person, historiography
would instead express itself in the third person. I have already
briefly alluded to the fact that historiography is not only a cog-
nitive enterprise, but likewise an affective one, even if one of its
ethical qualities, so to speak, is the control exerted on its own pre-
dilections and personal values; and even if, on the other hand, the
rule every historian worthy of the name submits to, the guarantee
of the scientific character of his work, is the philologically unassail-
able use of the sources he uses. But the differences can certainly not
be overestimated: and they lie not only in the method, but above
all in the criteria of selection of subjects and sources.

This is where the conflictual relationship between memory and
history comes to the forefront. The selectivity of historiography
lies within the logic of the discipline: it is precisely for this reason
that nothing is foreign to the historian’s eye. Collective memory
and group memory, which is precisely that which sets into motion
a large part of the public use of history and which is in turn influ-
enced by it, works on the contrary alongside the obligatory and
exclusive paths defined by unforeseen and discontinuous individ-
ual or collective emergencies. The opposition between collective
memory and history is exactly the result of the process which led
the historian to separate himself from the &dquo;organic life of the peo-
ple,&dquo; in refusing to transform memory into history, as they claimed
to do in the nineteenth century.23

The theme of individual and collective memory would require
an in-depth study, especially with regard the selection processes of
the past, and thus its relationship to oblivion and its contradictory
ties to politics.24 Suffice it here to say that such memory has dual
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value: the reclaiming or redemption of a hidden or denied past, and
the opaque expression of the distance of the past. As Michael Frisch
writes, memory can effectively create a distance from the past in a
paradoxical manner, because it interprets it by the light of the pre-
sent and thereby crushes it: this is the context of the contemporane-
ity which attacks the structure of memory, if history does not come
to its rescue and put the past into perspective and place it back into
context.25 A recent and heated polemic between two Jewish histori-
ans referring to the history of the extermination has however fur-
ther complicated the terms of comparison: each maintains, for
opposite reasons, the opposition between history and memory, and
their conclusions raise important doubts concerning the advisabil-
ity of conceiving of this relationship in dichotomous terms.26

As for its relationship to politics, memory again plays an am-
biguous role. In classical Greece, as Nicole Loraux has shown, politics
begins where the memory of the past, with its atrocities and its divi-
sions, ends: for the good of the community, it is advisable for the past
to pass on, that the conflicts between citizens be erased and oblivion

triumph (this is the problem raised today by the German revision-
ists) ; whereas the refusal to allow the past to disappear activates a
critical memory and fosters a different politics, which elaborates a
mourning based on this past.27 As Agnes Heller writes, &dquo;one can only
authentically forget what is first authentically remembered.&dquo;

To return to the historians, I present two quotes. The first is by
Paul Veyne: &dquo;Historians define history as the social function of
historical memories and situate them as belonging to an ideal of
truth in the pure interest of curiosity.&dquo;28 The second is by Piero
Bevilacqua, who asserts that among historians, even among those
who were the last to follow this course, the Italians, &dquo;the bond

between ethics and knowledge has been broken.1129 These two
converging quotes, which describe a process which has actually
taken place in the international historiography of this second post-
war period, together suggest a plan.

Our two colleagues are certainly correct if they wish to indicate
the obsolescence of the figure of the historian as unique inter-
preter and sole builder of collective and national identities.

But their plan does not meet with the consent of all historians: one
might even argue that there exists a relationship which is not fortu-
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itous between the recent developments in research and the intensifi-
cation of the public use of history. One need only look at how themes
considered used-up, outmoded and henceforth impossible to pro-
pose, and which seem uniquely reserved for the public use of history,
are becoming central to the work of historians: the themes of the
nation-state, national and ethnic identity, cultures and collectively
shared thought processes; and, above all, the way in which these sub-
jects are all broached with a pedagogic and prescriptive intent. This
reversion, which at times is presented in a neohistoricist guise, at
times with more scholarly or more sophisticated instruments, such as
deconstructivism or &dquo;weak thought,&dquo; can be explained in a number
of different, if not alternative ways. These tendencies can be read: a)
as the simple result of the historical developments in progress, which
show the reemergence of movements having a national or ethnic
base and of fundamentalisms of different sorts; b) as the simple
reflection of a restoration on cultural grounds; c) as the rediscovery of
traditional themes, after the attempt at &dquo;scientization&dquo; and parcelli-
zation of the historical domain (with the transformation of his-

toriographical work into an esoteric enterprise or one more or less
reserved to a restricted number of experts); d) as a symptom of fail-
ure, erosion, or refusal or at least the non-exhaustivity of analytic cat-
egories which define different types of belonging, first and foremost
the category of &dquo;class&dquo;; e) and finally as the tormented arrival of the
social history of a culturalist or oralist stamp (of particular relevance
in this regard is the case of the German Alltagsgeschichte, some of
whose representatives, in studying Nazism, have taken refuge in the
consoling rediscovery of the Heimat). It is shocking in any case to find
in the essay of a sophisticated aficionado of post-structuralism, the
American historian David Harlan, an unconditional approval of a
phrase of Richard Rorty, the most extreme of extremist &dquo;historicists&dquo;:
that history should become an enterprise which is &dquo;more therapeutic
than reconstructive, more edifying than systematic.&dquo;30

4. The Politics of History

We shall now broach the problem of communication strategies
and symbols particular to the public use of history, and especially
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the public use of history directly or indirectly governed by politi-
cal power. Herein, inversely, lies the greatest distance between the
practices implemented and a historiography worthy of the name,
but we should not be surprised to see historians appear among
the divulgers. As is in fact the rule in the mass media, one finds
men and women at the center of these stories, people who are
preferably exceptional for one reason or another, or at the very
least known by everyone: never or hardly ever does one find struc-
tures or contexts.

What seems particularity interesting to me is the relationship of
many of these practices to legal procedures: figures from the past are
asked a riddle and judged at &dquo;history’s tribunal.&dquo; I’m thinking par-
ticularity of the practice of &dquo;rehabilitations,&dquo; a practice most useless
for those directly concerned, those condemned and often physically
eliminated, yet nonetheless fundamental for the holders of power
because, in a solemn form and with a great symbolic impact, they
convey a strong message to the public. Rehabilitation is, in appear-
ance, a particular case of that rewriting of history which, as stated by
a well-known proverb, is the task of each new generation. But in fact
it corresponds to a demand for legitimization of determined systems
of government and indicates the defeat of the group or regime
which inflicted the original condemnation. Furthermore, it illustrates
a parallel to the practices of penal justice, in the form of judicial
error. And the protagonists here are not historians or intellectuals in
general, who function more like the Napoleonic code or as simple
executors. The examples are many and multiple and do not only
concern totalitarian societies, which are the most skilful at stirring
them up. One need think only of the rehabilitation of Bukharin by
the Gorbatchev’s USSR. Does not the announcement made by the
poet Yevtushenko of his intention to dedicate a poem to the most
famous victim of the Moscow trials elicit some irony, or worse?

Rehabilitations can also be limited to indicating a change in pol-
icy of the institution which implements them, a change which nec-
essarily involves a complete rupture with the past. I’m thinking of
the rehabilitations which arose after the destalinization in the

USSR in the nineteen-fifties, and especially in the Western Com-
munist parties, which were administered as much by the groups
in power as by the past. Or of rehabilitations that are impossible

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219404216807 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219404216807


99

by law, given the working mechanisms of the specific institutions,
but which indeed took place (such as the way in which the Catholic
Church revised the condemnation of Galileo).

In these supervised games of rewriting the past, the practice of
reevaluation accompanies that of rehabilitation. It concerns figures
who did not undergo formal condemnations from the judicial or
political powers but who, for cultural or ideological reasons, were
foreign to the foreseeable horizon of the dominant orthodoxy and
are later paradoxically recuperated to illustrate or confirm specific
political objectives and organize a consensus around a system,
political movement or an ideal. We may recall the reevaluation of
the image of Frederick II of Prussia in the former East Germany, or
that of Peter the Great in Stalinist Russia, where the objective was
to organize a consensus for these respective regimes. Or again to
the encomiastico judgment pronounced by the secretary of the
Italian Communist party, Palmiro Togliatti, on Giovanni Giolitti,
in relation to the political polemic resulting from his confrontation
with Alcide De Gasperi.31 In truth, reevaluation serves as a bridge
with the work of historians and also sheds light on differences of
strategy and objectives. Carlo Ginzburg extracts from the past,
and in this sense &dquo;reevaluates,&dquo; a sixteenth-century miller con-
demned by the Inquisition: not, however, to exculpate him from
the accusation of heresy, but to support a specific interpretation, in
this case that of the circularity of culture. 31

5. Conclusions

Because of its open and provisional nature, this essay does not
require formal conclusions. I shall therefore refer to two very dif-
ferent examples, which are situated at the two ends of the spec-
trum of the feedback that the public use of history elicits on
contemporary society, in order to confirm the problematic and
contradictory character of this field of study.

&dquo;While in the recent past men and women died ’for their coun-

try,’-after 1945 they said that my grandfather also died ’for his
country,’ in Theresienstadt-in this fin de siècle they die, and they
kill, for memory’s sake.&dquo;33 This is a bitter judgment, which can be
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applied, among other cases, to the use of memory by the national
or ethnic identities in former Communist societies, in particular in
former Yugoslavia where &dquo;invented traditions&dquo; functioned and

function still as the cutting tools of ethnic conflicts coldly con-
ceived and stirred up. Here we can measure the strategic impor-
tance and the tragic effects of the public use of history.

At the other extreme we find a case of the debate over the

national past, one which grew out of all proportion in Italy
between 1989 and 1993, during the crisis of a political system that
had emerged after World War II. It is a crisis that presented itself
as a pure and simple disintegration and transmitted these charac-
teristic features to the manner in which history is used. In Italy,
the paradox-already marked by a violent eradication of the past,
in the forms described by Lanaro, 34 as well as by a hypertrophy of
historical references in public speech-does not seem to be
enough to activate the collective historical consciousness to build
a consensus-and perhaps does not even wish to do so.

History is used above all as an instrument of the day-to-day
political battle: but it is a dialogue that takes place strictly within
the ruling political class. History does not appear here as the con-
struction site of great coherent and ideological narratives or at least
as constructions of meaning. It is more a pool in which people fish
for more or less fortuitious examples, useful for the latest polemics.
The object is no longer to educate a people but to reach an audi-
ence, through history but not only, with the spectacle of politics.

All the more reason why, then, is it necessary for the public use
of history to be conscientious and critical, capable of questioning
the opacity and the eternity of the past to redeem it from the

tyranny of the present.
Translated by Sophie Hawkes
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