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  A THIRD APPROACH TO HISTORY


  


  This work is an English synthesis of: La terza via della storia. Il caso Italia, by F. C. Casula, Edizioni Ets, Pisa 1997, 454 pp.


  



  


  Franceso Cesare Casùla is a full professor of Medieval History at the Faculty of Letters and Philosophy of the University of Cagliari (Italy). For ten years he was a member of the Board of Governors of the Society of Italian Historians. He is the director of the Istituto sui rapporti italo-iberici of the Italian National Research Council (CNR) and is a member of the Standing Committee for Congresses on the History of the Crown of Aragon.


  


  


  



  


  FIRST INTERVIEW


  PROFESSOR CASULA, AS A PROFESSIONAL HISTORIAN, JUST HOW DO YOU CONSIDER HISTORY?


  History, considered in its entirety, is perhaps the most important subject for an individual, an organism and a people. It is referred to in studying the development of science, art and humanity. Encyclopaedias, the summa of scientific knowledge, open their entries with history: a personage (e.g. Dante, Napoleon, Picasso) is described starting with his or her biography, or history; a city is described beginning with its origins; a state or nation is presented first of all from the historical viewpoint.


  History, when referring to human life is basically a calling card that illustrating mankind’s past and places it on a certain level of social consideration, with all the advantages - or disadvantages - that this entails. A people without a history counts for very little, and is not worthy of a better future; it is not by chance that when the intention is to annihilate and subjugate a people, the first thing that is removed is its history (rivers of ink have flowed over the cultural subjugation of peoples, on the damnatio memoriae of governments, on colonialism and the intellectual self-imposed colonialism of the defeated).


  


  COULD YOU GIVE US SOME EXAMPLES OF PAST OR PRESENT?


  Concerning the most recent historical events, I recall that the Israelis founded their state in 1948, and one of the arguments they used was the historical one that they were the first inhabitants of Palestine; the war of the Malvinas-Falkland Islands fought between the United Kingdom of Great Britain and the Republic of Argentina in 1982 was based on a historical claim; the same thing goes for Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990.1


  On the subject of the destruction of a people’s historic memory, it is enough to recall what the Spanish conquistadores did to the Maya, Aztec and Inca civilisations in the New World in the now distant past.


  To cite a case of damnatio memoriae within a state, we have an example right at home, with the destruction of all Fascist symbols following July 25, 1943.


  On the colonialism and self-imposed cultural colonialism in our own day and age, we have the examples of Castile’s attitude towards rebellious Catalonia during Franco’s dictatorship in Spain. In Italy, we see the national government’s policy towards the Sardinian Nation, the history of which has been eliminated from the syllabus, with the acquiescence of the Sardinian people themselves.


  


  IF, AS YOU SAY, HISTORY IS SO IMPORTANT, JUST WHAT IS HISTORY?


  Those who believe that history is the past are mistaken. The past, what has happened, the event (in Latin res gestae, in German Geschichte), is ascribable to everything that exists and has existed (or what no longer exists but what existed before, even if for just a fraction of a second). The universe, the stars, the Earth, the flora and fauna, man: in a word, all of creation has a past; but these constitute the subject of history, not history itself.2


  


  WE THEN COME BACK TO THE QUESTION OF JUST WHAT HISTORY IS.


  History is the story of the past (in Latin historia rerum gestarum, in German Historie), meaning by this first and foremost the story of humanity’s past, the part of the past forged by humankind. (The story of the present is instead news).3


  


  SO HISTORY, WITHOUT A NARRATOR, WOULD NOT EXIST.


  That’s exactly right. Just as art would not exist without the artist.


  


  BUT IF HISTORY EXISTS ONLY BECAUSE THERE IS SOMEONE TO NARRATE IT, AND SINCE MAN IS SUBJECTIVE, IT FOLLOWS THAT HISTORY TOO IS SUBJECTIVE.


  In reality, that is so. If it weren’t, if man’s past, the entire past, starting from the first humans on Earth were not the stuff of history, but history itself, it would be, in its immensity of time and variety of events, immutable and objective, for the very reason that since it is past no one could change it.


  But since by history we mean first and foremost the tale of humankind’s past - created by a man and/or by a woman with their own time parameters: Prehistory, Ancient, Medieval, Modern and Contemporary - this history is necessarily mutable and subjective and, as such, can never be fixed inasmuch as it is produced by those who narrate it.4


  


  THUS, IN A CERTAIN SENSE, ONLY HISTORIANS, THOSE WHO NARRATE, EXIST, WHILE HISTORY DOES NOT.


  Yes, historians (whom I personally distinguish from historiographers) exist. If they are something more than just the scribblers and manual labourers of history (and unfortunately there are many of all kinds in this category) - they take from events of the past - which is to say from the raw material of history - the material of which history is made - those elements that they choose in demonstrating or illustrating, consciously or unconsciously, using different methods and methodologies, their personal viewpoint, a religious faith, a scientific theory, a political convenience or a national advantage. If this were not so, history would be told only once, always in the same, unchangeable way. Instead, history varies depending on whether the person writing it is a cleric or a lay historian, an innovator or a conservative, a northerner or a southerner, a young person or an elderly person, a patriot or an anarchist. Therefore, and properly so, it changes with the turnover of generations, with changes in political interests, with the shifting of economic weight.


  


  BUT IF OBJECTIVE HISTORY DOES NOT EXIST, IF IT CHANGES WITH THE PERSON WRITING IT, THEN HISTORY IS FALSE OR, TO BE MORE PRECISE, FALSIFIED!


  History, explained in such terms, is neither false nor falsified. The historical datum is, and remains, real and incontrovertible. Historical dates are the ones we know, the battles, the treaties, the personages of history are always the same. What changes is the choice and interpretation of historical material on the part of the historian who, not being able to include everything or because he or she wishes to demonstrate a theorem of his or her own or, simply as homo fautor or sectator, a conscious or unconscious partisan, takes from the enormous amount of material accumulated along the paths of human history those dates, those personages, those wars or treaties, those arguments or those phenomena that he or she is interested in. And falsifies nothing in so doing: he or she is simply offering a point of view, a preference; he or she offers, willingly or unknowingly, his or her “whys” and “becauses”, which is to say his or her lesson of history, or if you like, his or her own history.5


  


  AND WHAT DO WE NEED ALL THIS FOR?


  We need it to understand that if at a gathering I present - or others present - a novel vision of history, or a personal history or a new historical method, no matter how recurrent or different these may be with respect to traditional visions, they must still be considered and respected as points of view having a value equal to all other differing points of view. Of course they can be criticised using contrasting and convincing arguments, but they cannot be ignored or discarded a priori only because they do not conform to the normally accepted picture (it is worse still when a barrier of silence is erected around an innovator and the mediocre cover him or her with the most boorish, snide and ironical quips).


  


  IT WOULD APPEAR THAT YOU HAVE A NEW VERSION OF HISTORY TO PROPOSE.


  Certainly, and it is based on what I call the “doctrine of statehood” (dottrina della statualità in the original Italian).6


  


  I FIND THE UNUSUAL TERM “DOCTRINE” RATHER CURIOUS. WHY “DOCTRINE” AND NOT “THEORY”?


  You see, theory, as it is commonly construed, is “the systematic elaboration and treatment of the general principles of a science, discipline or activity” and must be demonstrated and compared with practice. On the other hand, doctrine is “the whole of knowledge obtained through study” which does not need to be demonstrated because it has already been verified.


  


  THEREFORE...?


  By using the term doctrine instead of theory, I wish to state that I need not prove anything, that I have not invented anything: everything, before me, has already been analysed and said: I have done nothing more than gather and reorganise, to my own liking, what manuals and books on subjects relating to history have illustrated in different ways for different purposes. Briefly stated, I propose another scientific construction using the same elements, another kind of “game” (just as you can play many different games with the same deck of cards). Have I expressed myself clearly?


  


  BUT NOW YOU’VE GOT TO TELL US WHAT THIS “DOCTRINE OF STATEHOOD” IS.


  It is a third way of illustrating history, of narrating what has occurred by taking into consideration the containers before dealing with the contents. Some have made partial use of this, but no one has faced the question organically with all its implications. Substantially, it can be considered a third approach to the understanding and the teaching of the past (which is also a part of the value of the illustration and of the choice of what to illustrate).


  


  SECOND INTERVIEW


  IF I UNDERSTAND YOU CORRECTLY, YOU CONSIDER THAT HISTORY HAS ALWAYS BEEN ILLUSTRATED IN WAYS AND FORMS THAT CAN BE RECONSIDERED.


  I’m afraid so. The narration of humankind’s past, that is to say its history, has up to now been done using the extrinsic method of geographic territorial reference and temporal chronological and local topical reference, sometimes together, sometimes separately, almost to form a single expression or two different expressions: two approaches in which to insert the list (quantitative or selective or explicative or annotated) of human events. And it is to this that I address myself at first, before going on to examine the possibility of using a third approach to history, with the choice of intrinsic historical values to highlight.


  


  COULD YOU EXPRESS THAT MORE CLEARLY, POSSIBLY GIVING SPECIFIC REFERENCES?


  Let us remain with the extrinsic method, that is, the method of containers. It is enough to open any manual or book of history, whether scholastic or divulgative, large or small, made up of one or more volumes, to see that even without reading the content all of them start off with the idea of demonstrating what has taken place - through the works of humankind - in a determined geographical territory in a period of time that may be just a few years or a few centuries, and sometimes going beyond to include the millennia that separate prehistory from the present day, using at one and the same time the topical and chronological methods.7


  


  WE ARE STILL WAITING FOR SOME EXAMPLES.


  Within the framework of our European history, if we examine any one of the national histories - let us take as an example a History of Spain ( which also concerns Italian medieval and modern history) in one or more volumes, whether written by a Spanish historian or one of another nationality, one notices that it does not speak of Spain, but of the Iberian peninsula, which is completely different (the former being a state concept, the latter a geographical concept).8


  


  AND WHAT IS THE MISTAKE, THE DEFECT?


  Perhaps it is not a defect. But it is certainly a defective method since when all is said and done one does not have a clear idea of the evolution of the different state organisms that have made the history of Spain what it is.


  


  WHICH MEANS?


  At the end one will say Spain instead of Kingdom of Spain (which does not include the Republic of Andorra and the colony of Gibraltar, which are also a part of Spain).


  In any case, the mistake of confusing geography with history creates, as we shall see in the case of Italy, unimaginable scientific and political distortions.


  


  CONTINUING WITH OUR INTERVIEW, COULD WE PLEASE GO BACK TO EXAMINE WHAT YOU CONSIDER THE DEFECTS OF TRADITIONAL HISTORIOGRAPHY?


  Certainly. Either - as we have seen - traditional historians consider a homogeneous geographical territory (e.g. the entire world of universal histories, or the European continent, or the Iberian peninsula or an island like Great Britain or Sicily, and so on) and describe uniformly what has happened from prehistory to today, or they divide up the territory chronologically as if its past were a sort of time snake that can be cut up into segments (for example, La Storia dell’Europa durante la rivoluzione francese by R. Bonghi; Repoblación y sociedad en la España cristiana medieval, by Salvador de Moxó; La Sicilia dopo il Vespro, 1282/1376, by Illuminato Peri).9


  Worse still, they consider a present-day region which a hundred years ago did not even exist such as, for example, Tuscany: they project it back in time and examine it in a determined time range (see La Toscana nel secolo XIV, by Various Authors). At the end, they divide into time segments even past and present subregions and urban centres (e.g. Giannino Balbis, Val Bormida medioevale; J. I. Fortea Perez, Córdoba en el siglo XVI).1011


  


  SHALL WE CONTINUE IN OUR EXAMINATION OF THE TEACHING OF HISTORY, OR SHALL WE STOP HERE?


  Not only can we continue with our examination of historical illustration, but we have the obligation to continue so as to understand its defects and mend its ways. In scholastic manuals, both large and small, as well as in university teaching, history (which conventionally begins from when humankind started handing down directly, through written documents, the events involving it), besides being divided geographically by continent, is also divided, generally speaking, into Cellerius’ four broad categories: Ancient, Middle, Modern and Contemporary, made more rigid by academic barriers that stop a professor of medieval history from dealing with ancient or modern subjects, a professor of modern history from dealing with the Middle Ages or our contemporary history, and so on. It thus happens that, in conclusion, the teacher, and even more the learner, both arrive at a knowledge of historical phenomena only in part: those they specialise in or are studying at the moment. If, for example, a State came into existence in the Middle Ages but disappeared in the Modern or Contemporary period (or still survives), the medieval historian or student knows when and how such a state came into life, but does not know what has become of it; in the same way, if a state succumbed in the modern period but came into existence in the Middle Ages, the Modernist knows what became of it but knows nothing of its origins, and so on.12


  


  BUT HISTORY IS NOT THE MANUAL!


  Quite true! Just as philosophy is not the manual of the history of philosophy: one thing is the teaching of knowledge, another thing is knowledge itself. I know the concept of history in the sense of a narration of humankind’s past, which has been followed both by the Italians and historians of other nationalities throughout the 20th century, and I am capable of navigating in the mare magnum of its interpretations (which do not include - and this is a choice of mine - usual historical methodology, which is to say the many ways of elaborating a history of contents).1314


  


  AND WHAT WOULD THESE INTERPRETATIONS OF THE CONCEPT OF HISTORY BE?


  Let’s start with Benedetto Croce, the philosopher from the Abruzzi region who lived between 1866 and 1952, and his understanding of history. To his way of thinking, history could be defined as “that kind of artistic production that has as its subject what has really taken place” (Croce’s philosophical problem was to bring history under the general concept of art). Which is tantamount to saying that if an historian, after doing - as he called it - “his preparatory work, which goes under the name of research, criticism, interpretation and comprehension”, narrates well - in an artistic way - an event of the past, he has produced a good history.15


  


  I HAVE THE IMPRESSION THAT YOU DO NOT AGREE WITH THIS.


  Since history is subjective, in that it depends on the historian who is narrating it, as long as he or she is a scientifically trained scholar capable of doing his “research, criticism, interpreting and of comprehending” events of the past, he may just as well overcome the aesthetic or veristic immobility of historical narration and impose upon him or herself a choice of values of the past to exalt and thus arrive at an understanding of a situation in the present that is of interest.


  


  AND SO, AS YOU MENTIONED IN THE FIRST INTERVIEW, YOU BELIEVE THAT AN HISTORIAN IS ONE WHO, FROM HUMANKIND’S PAST (THE PAST IN ITS ENTIRETY: POLITICAL, SOCIAL, MILITARY, RELIGIOUS, ECONOMIC, INSTITUTIONAL, AND SO ON), CHOOSES THOSE ELEMENTS - UNALTERABLE AND INCONTROVERTIBLE - THAT HE OR SHE NEEDS TO DEMONSTRATE A THESIS, A BELIEF, A TRUTH OF HIS OR HER OWN.


  Yes, I do. And the more this thesis or belief or truth has a valid reason, a good purpose: for moral teaching (e.g. to improve a people, to forge a nation, to avoid past errors) the better this history is and the better historian he or she is.


  


  UNFORTUNATELY, THE CHOICE YOU SPEAK OF IS NOT ALWAYS MADE FOR A GOOD PURPOSE.


  That is true. One often chooses elements from the past to justify reproachful actions or to find excuses for inexcusable actions in the present, as in the fable of the “wolf and the lamb”, where the wolf finds all sorts of good reasons for eating the lamb. We all still conserve the old Hollywood image of Native Americans as horrible savages that the settlers had every reason to exterminate in order to take possession of their lands (see, for example, John Ford’s trilogy of the 1950s: Fort Apache; Rio Bravo and She Wore a Yellow Ribbon with John Wayne).


  And yet, despite all the rest, this is history as well, just as today’s reconsideration of the poor Native Americans now that the genocide has been perpetrated (see the recent film A Man Called Horse, 1970, and Dances with Wolves, 1990).16


  And those who tell these stories are also historians.


  


  ... OR HISTORIOGRAPHERS.


  I know that many identify the historian with the historiographer (including the best Italian linguistic dictionaries), just as many identify history with historiography. But while history is, generally speaking, “research and description of memorable human events, both in their totality and within the specific limits of the scholar”, and those who practice it are more or less worthy historians, historiography is instead “the whole of historical works written on a determined topic or in a specific period”; it too has now become a science cultivated by specialists who can be perfectly defined as historians of historiography or, more simply, historiographers.17

THIRD
INTERVIEW

GOING BACK TO WHERE WE WERE,
COULD WE RETURN TO THE CONCEPT OF
HISTORY AND LEVELS OF JUDGEMENT AMONG HISTORIANS?

Everything starts from the different definitions of
history that have been proposed over the years. In
ancient times, the meaning of the term was that of “research and
the description of the results of research into past events of
humankind”; today the tendency is to define it as has already been
said, that is, “research and description of memorable human events,
both in the sense of their totality (as, for example, universal
history) and within the specific limits of the scholar (as,
for example, the history of the Council of Trent or the
history of modern economy)”.18



AND DOES THIS SATISFY
YOU?

It depends on what one wants from history: to conduct scientific
research aiming exclusively at discovering the truth; or to
undertake an attempt at an interpretation and an understanding of
the past in the light of the ever-changing needs of the present; or
to choose one of the ways in which humankind considers the
consciousness of itself and the times in which it is living.

I do not consider a scholar who satisfies the first definition a
great historian since his history, whether total or partial,
striking or of long duration, would be a thing in itself -
scientific research aiming exclusively at a painstaking search for
the truth.



AND YOU CONSIDER THIS
LITTLE?

It’s not that I think it’s little. I consider it impossible and
hypocritical. It is possible to ascertain the
event: for example, a collision between two automobiles, a
crime, a battle, a duel; but to ascertain the
truth (which would correspond exactly to objective
reality), is absurd. “In fact”, as the Dizionario italiano
ragionato states, “if there is an absolute criterion of truth
and certainty, much of which that has taken place in the history of
humankind (for good or for evil) could not have taken place”. In
the collision between two cars - to go back to the example - both
the version of the person hit and of the person who did the
hitting, if they report the event honestly without adding anything
false, are true. Thus, it is necessary to speak not of
truth, but of what
appears to conform to
reality.

I recall an old Japanese film of 1950 by Akira Kurosawa:
Rashomon. A monk, a woodsman and a passer-by are
discussing the destiny of the bandit Mifune who is accused of
killing a Samurai and raping his wife. Each of the participants
(the dead Samurai is evoked by a witch) give a different version of
the facts, assuming responsibility for the crime but placing the
blame on the other two. The woodsman gives a fourth version, which
does not dishonour any of the three. In reality, the film is an
instructive parable on the relativity of truth.

Thus, those who set out to write history to ascertain the truth
are either bluffers or ingenuous.



AND SO...?

I prefer those who follow the other definitions given above in
that they are closer to the image I hold of what an historian
should be: “a scholar who attempts to interpret and understand the
past in the light of the ever-changing needs of the present”, or,
better still, “a scholar who knowingly adopts one of the possible
ways of tackling the question of self-awareness and of one’s own
time”.

Following this explanation, however, we come up against
Benedetto Croce, for whom “history does not search for laws nor
does it dress up concepts; it neither induces nor does it deduce;
it is directed towards ad narrandum, non ad demonstrandum
[...]
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