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The meaning of teaching history

El sentido de ensenar historia
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History has been a principal component of school curriculum. Historically, the main mission of school
History was to provide an epic account of a community struggling for its existence since the dawn
of time. It thus responded to the nationalising aim of the 19™ century national education systems and
their desire to create Frenchmen, Italians or Spanish people. Each student received in the school a
geographical imaginary construct delimited by political borders, a collective path that gave meaning
to the political community, and one language and literature. A territory, a language and a past were the
pillars on which the nation was built upon the school.

The evolution of historiography and the societies that produce it have changed the position
and function of History in the school curriculum. On the one hand, History has lost at least part of its
influence in schools with the strengthening of states and the consolidation of their borders, which have
been central to the promotion of globalisation and supranational organisations where former enemies
became partners with common interests. We will see whether the various factions of reactionary
populisms and nationalisms and the economic oligarchies that are taking power will resurrect national
histories or choose to bury History as a critical and multidimensional instrument. In this special issue,
the article by Sébastien Ledoux’s presents the nationalist reaction to the cosmopolitan memory of the
Holocaust proposed by the European Union as a basis for building a pan-European citizenship based
on human rights and respect for minorities.

On the other hand, the way of doing History that underlay school political History was
questioned from the mid- twentieth century onwards and was finally displaced from the disciplinary
field by Social History. The arrival of Social History in schools would have pushed aside the old
political History of foreign grievances and great men, their successions, laws, and battles, in favour of
an approach centred on the social structure. The extent to which this shift has been implemented, needs
to be assessed. Even in those countries where a progressive history based on social problems and linked
to the social sciences was articulately proposed, as in the United States of the interwar period, it seems
that it never reached the classroom or was displaced by other social knowledge, as Daniel Berman
shows in his article. Two problems are intermingled here; on the one hand, as we know from Antonio
Vinao or Agustin Escolano, school culture maintains an inertia that makes it quite resistant to the
transformation of curriculum and of teaching practices. On the other hand, the degree of simplification
and modelling required by school history seem to be at odds with the complexity of historiographical
debates, sources, methods and products of Social History. This resistance to the transformation of
contents and practices explains the interest of Jorge Ortufio, Ilaria Bellatti and Sebastian Molina, in
teacher’s and trainee teachers’ representations that mould the contents and ways of dealing with the
subject studied.

However, before Social History had time to move into the school, the postmodern challenge
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shook the foundations of the discipline itself. New voices from new collectives now make up a
challenglng polyphony of accounts of the past which, far removed from the unidirectional order of the
national epic, is emergmg as an evanescent mass of confusing profiles in continuous transformation.
This plurality of voices in the social debate on History and Memory makes it difficult to establish
academic agreements to guide History in schools and hinders a desirable synthesis of Social and Cultural
History. This lack of agreement and intellectual direction could have resulted in a reinforcement of the
more traditional forms of school History based on political History.

The third element that explains the precarious position of History is that Memory seems to
have taken over much of the vindicatory, critical and citizenship-building role traditionally assigned to
History. Although Memory, because of its high emotionality, might influence students more deeply than
History, it is not exempt from the problems of routinisation when used in school or social education
programmes, as the recent electoral results in Germany reveal, while it is more prone to manipulation,
as shown for instance by the Hungarian case. David Rieff, Michal Bodeman and Pankaj Mishra warns
that memory can become as complicated to handle with, counterproductive and concealing as History.

These transformations raise the question of the reasons for teaching History in our schools.
Does History still play a role in shaping our societies and the way they function? Are we going to
replace the old contested national narrative with an axiological archaeology that guarantees the moral
solvency of those people or collectives that we consider worthy of being included in the Olympus of
Memory? Does it still make any sense to transmit a vision of the past based on grey social processes
that have led to the present? Would it not be more democratic and plural to provide the new generations
with rhetorical resources to challenge and participate on equal terms in the battle for the narration of a
felt past in accordance with their political agenda at any given moment? This special issue aims to offer
a range of positions on all these questions.

Agusti Garcia Larios, Andrea Tappi and Javier Tébar address the relationship between History
as a discipline and the teaching of History from the premise that a disciplinary renewal is necessary to
respond to the demands of society. They start, therefore, from a crisis of History, illustrate the social
changes that have led to the expiry of a way of working with the past and explore the, in Fontana’s terms,
needed ‘repairs’ that the discipline should carry on. They point out that, paradoxically, social interest
in the past has not diminished. But this interest is being satisfied by untrained people that produce
and disseminate masses of uncontrolled information on social networks, carpet-bombing politically
biased messages without academic validation. The authors’ proposal is to recompose the link between
History, political planning and public debate about the future basing upon a Global History that goes
beyond Comparative History. These repositions foreground questioning, criticising and reasoning. The
prioritisation of these skills leads to a proposal for teaching History that combines factual knowledge
with cognitive strategies, along the lines of authors such as Lévesque, Seixas and Morton. They thus
conclude a journey from the discipline to its didactics.

The vindication of the didactics of History is precisely the main conclusion of the article by
Elena Riva. Riva maintains that didactics of History is barely developed in Italy, despite the recent
inclusion of new requirements in teacher recruitment processes. The author takes as starting point
the challenge that the Internet and social networks has posed to the humanities. The proliferation of
unverified information, also discussed in the previous article, leads Riva to defend the training of
digital humanists, capable of developing the potential of the networks while preserving the rigour and
epistemological status of the humanities, including History. This line of reflection leads her to advocate
the training of a new teaching staff that faces the challenge of overcoming ethnocentrism. The role
of the new teaching staff would also include producing new digital narratives on heritage, including
new historical agents, and moderating social demands on knowledge, as in the case of the culture of
cancellation. All of this brings us back to the didactics of History.

The article by Antonio Fco. Canales develops the idea of preserving rigour and epistemological
status to make a sharp distinction between the teaching of History as a discipline and its applications
for the formation of citizenship. For doing so, he makes an objectivist and realist characterisation of
the discipline based on the academic established craft’s operations. This restricted conception allows
him to distinguish History from other discourses and forms of knowledge of the past and from its uses,
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including historical memory. From this perspective, he argues that the purpose of school History is to
develop the historian’s gaze, and the type of knowledge associated with it, namely historical thought.
In this way he positions himself along the proposals of the authors of the first article, and he considers
that the insistence on the purpose of forming citizens is nothing more than a reminiscence of the old
History lessons, paradoxically rejected from the outset by all the authors. The author maintains that the
formation of citizens is a collective educational mission and, if we insist on a disciplinary affiliation, it
should be assigned rather to Philosophy.

The text by Sébastien Ledoux, as indicated above, goes fully into this mission of citizenship
education by History and gives an overview of the evolution of the prevailing approaches over the
last four decades. He notes the emergence in the eighties of a new educational project centred on the
memory of crimes and victims of the past as the basis for an education for tolerance and democracy.
In Western Europe, this approach involved placing the victims of the Holocaust in the foreground.
The model included an emotional dimension for which visits to memorial sites were key. The author
argues that this model based on multiperspectivity and interactivity was extended in the nineties to
post-communists Eastern European countries. Ultimately, it was an attempt to address the conflictive
and traumatic relations between states and between states and their minorities in a new educational
grammar that focused on recognising and overcoming these conflicts in a reconciliatory perspective.
However, this model was soon challenged. In 2 1rst century, dissatisfaction grew towards these narratives
that broke with temporal horizons centred on progress putting contingency and uncertainty instead.
Nationalistic forces considered that these narratives were running against national building. The author
shows these changes in different settings as Japan, Russia, Poland. For France, he studies the 2005 law
that proposed the recognition of the contribution to the nation of French settlers in colonial Algeria.

Nurit Peled-Elhanan brings together in her work both this dual dimension of nationalisation
and concern for the victims. Specifically, she develops an analysis of the representation of the victims
of the Holocaust in Israeli textbooks, based on an analysis of social semiotics. The author argues that
the role of these victims in the construction of the Israeli identity was not central until the setback of the
1973 war, after which the Holocaust became one of those ‘chosen traumas’ that shape the identity of
a community. From this perspective, the author analyses the selection of photographs in the textbooks
and their meanings. She criticises their decontextualization and cropping to produce highly loaded
emotional icons. She examines dehumanised narratives pretending to be historically objective and
illustrates them in the analysis of the phases that led from gun execution to mass gassing. Finally,
the article moves on to the second key element in the shaping of Israeli identity, which is based on a
stereotypically racist representation of Palestinians that promotes their dehumanisation, objectification
and Nazification with a clear political intentionality. In general, the author underlines the victimisation
that underlies Israeli identity in the face of other political and ideological components of Israeli society
such as Zionism. Peled-Elhanan stresses the impossibility for the Israeli society to reach the political
maturity of a truly democratic citizenship because of a mental and emotional training to live in fear.

The article by Daniel Berman introduces a welcome twist, exploring how History can shed
light on itself by examining the teaching of History from a historical point of view, specifically in
the interwar period in the United States. The author explores the common dissatisfaction with the
way History was taught in the rapidly expanding new High Schools and the wide-ranging debate
that ensued. His article shows that the questions we are asking today are not, in fact, new. But it also
points to a second, much more worrying feature, if parallels can be drawn with the present times: the
limited impact of this wide-ranging debate on teaching practice. All this discussion turned out to be
tangential because History continued to be taught as a succession of political events to be memorised
from textbooks. In his attempt to explain this sterility, the author considers two issues that hindered
change, the lack of disciplinary training for teachers, which made them dependent on textbooks, and
the ideological or cultural battles over the contents. The article constitutes a warning for of the current
renovation.

Finally, the issue includes two empirical studies on didactics of History in Spanish schools.
If, as Daniel Berman points out in the previous article, teacher training was one of the obstacles
for implementing the social History proposed by the progressive movement into the classroom, it
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is necessary to analyse, for critically reviewing them, the social representations of teachers. This is
what Jorge Ortufio, Ilaria Bellatti and Sebastian Molina do in their article, in which they study the
social representation that future primary school teachers have of events and historical characters for
identifying their emotions and values. As the main result of their research, the authors point out the
maintenance of the traditional androcentric, political, and socio-centric view of the past among training
teachers. To change this situation, the authors propose rethinking strategies for the teaching of History
by emphasising multiple perspectives, the contextualisation of historical characters and events, and the
inclusion of traditionally silenced characters.

Enrique Javier Diez and Mauro Rafael Jarquin conducted a study on secondary school
students’ knowledge of the Civil War, Franco’s repression and the anti-Franco struggle. Questioning
the forgetting policies of the Spanish Transicion, the authors empirically illustrate the existence of
a broad ignorance of these issues among students, either because these issues are placed at the end
of the syllabus and there is no time left to teach them or, rather, because of the position of teachers
regarding these traumatic events. The authors add that teachers share an equidistant and equalising
view of the Spanish Civil War, the best known of the three above mentioned issues. In line with the
didactic memorialist movement, the authors call for the recovery of historical memory to counteract a
distorted narrative and, furthermore, to transmit a collective imaginary in defence of truth, justice, and
reparation as the basis of democracy.

All these critical approaches and perspectives are difficult to synthesise. It is even more
difficult to offer answers for the questions posed by the articles. In general, the articles share the idea
that historians must address the crisis of History as discipline before discussing its teaching. There
seems to be a consensus on the need to give a voice to traditionally silenced groups, to overcome the
ethnocentric character of traditional History, and to address the great challenge posed by the Internet and
social networks. Facing these issues, authors tend to opt for the rigour in the treatment of information
guaranteed by the discipline. It is not surprising, then, that the three articles by Garcia Larios, Tappi
and Tébar, Canales and Ortufio, Bellatti and Molina explicitly opt for the didactic proposal of teaching
how to think historically, a position in which Elena Riva also finds herself. All of them seem reluctant
to abandon disciplinary values, while Diaz and Jarquin, on the other hand, seem to align themselves
explicitly with the openly formative positions of citizenship, a position shared also by Ledoux. All
authors call for putting attention to the training of future History teachers.

If there does not seem to be a consensus on the discipline, it is even less likely that any
significant progress will be made in answering the questions initially raised. Rather than answers, the
articles raise new questions. The way out of the History crisis seems to be Social History, but to what
extent does this mean ignoring other more political, social or emotional proposals and failing to assess
their impact on the teaching of History? In the same vein, let us give voice, no doubt, to the silenced
collectives, but what role do we give to the once abominable anachronism? In other words, how can we
teach how to think historically from premises previously considered an attack on the discipline itself?
Finally, what is the ultimate meaning of the unanimously claimed overcoming of ethnocentrism? Are
we defending a global vision of World History with the consequent shift of its leadership, or is it a
matter of democratically giving everyone a stake even though they play no significant role? Why is it
important for a Spanish student of Senegalese origin to include Senegal in this global vision if his or
her conditions of existence no longer depend on what happens or has happened in that country? And
worse, to what extent does this good intention of inclusion not imply the crudest exclusion by making
it clear that, regardless documents and citizenships, he or she is not from here? Ultimately, are we not
writing the death of the nation-state too soon, when in practice it remains the determining agent for
people’s life or death, prosperity or ruin, happiness or misfortune?

Regardless of the relevance we bestow to these new questions, and to many others that arise
from reading the articles, what this issue makes clear is the need to continue reflecting and discussing
questions to which we will probably never find a definitive answer. But what else is education if not a
continuous reassessment of acquired certainties?

Revista de Educacion, 408. April-June 2025 pp. 1-5






Crises and renewals: reasons for
making and teaching History

Crisis y renovaciones: razones para
hacer y ensenar historia

https://doi.org/10.4438/1988-592X-RE-2025-408-683

Agusti Garcia Larios
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5662-2755
Centre d’Estudis Historics Internacionals de la Universitat de Barcelona (CEHI-UB)

Andrea Tappi
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8149-6738
Centre d’Estudis Historics Internacionals de la Universitat de Barcelona (CEHI-UB)

Javier Tébar Hurtado
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3497-7739
Centre d’Estudis Historics Internacionals de la Universitat de Barcelona (CEHI-UB)

Abstract

This article addresses the current connection between History as a discipline and the teaching of History, with
special attention paid to the result of this connection, reflected in a critical renewal of history that meets the current
needs of society. To this end, it addresses the current crisis in the discipline of History and stresses the loss of confidence
in traditional methods and approaches. However, despite this ‘crisis’, it advocates an optimistic vision of the future,
insofar as it can serve as an opportunity for renewing historiography. It further emphasises the importance of including
new perspectives and voices in History, leading to a certain decentralisation of the discipline. It questions the impact of
information technologies on teaching History and research, as they must be accompanied by the development of students’
critical thinking skills. The article also highlights the importance of History in understanding identity and contemporary
challenges and advocates a vision of History as a critical social instrument. In this sense, it raises the need for a global
history that connects local spheres with global ones, integrating diverse themes and approaches. Finally, it underscores
historians’ responsibility for education and public discussion, emphasising that knowledge of the past is essential for
making ethical decisions in the present and future.

Key words: Historiography; teaching of history; public use of the past; education.

Resumen

Este articulo aborda la conexion actual entre la Historia como disciplina y la ensefianza de la Historia, con
especial atencion a la resultante de dicho binomio plasmada en una renovacion critica de la historia que responda a
las necesidades actuales de la sociedad. Para ello, se aborda la crisis actual de la disciplina historica y se subraya la
disminucién de la confianza en métodos y enfoques tradicionales, al tiempo que, a pesar de esta “crisis”, se aboga por una
vision de futuro optimista, en la medida que las crisis pueden ser oportunidades para la renovacion de la historiografia.
Asimismo, se enfatiza la importancia de integrar nuevas perspectivas y voces en la Historia, lo que conduce a una cierta
descentralizacion de la disciplina, y se pone en cuestion el impacto de las tecnologias de la informacion en la ensefianza
y la investigacion historica, por cuanto debe ir acompafiada del desarrollo de un pensamiento critico en los estudiantes.
El texto también resalta la importancia de la Historia en la comprension de la identidad y los desafios contemporaneos,
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y propugna una vision de la Historia como un instrumento social critico. En este sentido, se plantea la necesidad de una
historia global que conecte lo local con lo global, integrando diversas tematicas y enfoques. Por tltimo, se subraya la
responsabilidad de los historiadores en la educacion y en el debate publico, haciendo énfasis en que el conocimiento del
pasado es imprescindible para la toma de decisiones éticas en el presente y futuro.

Palabras clave: Historiografia; ensefianza de la Historia; uso ptblico del pasado; educacion.

The “crisis’ of History and of teaching History: a commitment to its critical social
role

The word ‘crisis’ seems to constantly be looming over the discipline of History. It has frequently been
used to refer to the loss of confidence and the decline of forms of knowledge, methods and views
that were once dominant in historiography. Today, it could even be argued that the apparent signs of
weakness and of changes resulting in profound consequences has become even more pronounced.
In Spanish historiography, this marked discouragement is partially rooted in professional problems
related to the teaching and research structure, how it works and how it brings on new generations
of professional historians. But beyond the situation in Spain, questions about the social function of
History and historians in today’s societies have become international in scope, and this trend has only
continued over time.

Despite what we have asserted thus far, the authors of this article are confident about History,
whilst still remaining cautious and relatively sceptical about its current situation. It is true that the
decline of old teleological, deterministic and totalising interpretations has led to a present that is
sometimes rather insecure for historiography. However, the proclaimed end of History at the turn
of the twenty-one century was followed by observations that History had instead returned (Morales
Moya, 1992, pp. 11-13). Though the discipline has certainly changed at least to some extent, we can
also say that its true or, in some cases, imaginary crises have been linked to some of its own forms
of renewal. In fact, according to Eley, multiple perspectives and approaches and the inclusion of new
views and voices helped to decentralise the historiographic discipline, bringing more protagonists
onto the stage of History (Eley, 2008).

Furthermore, demonstrating the need to define History’s social meaning and function, it has
also been suggested at some point that we all perform its necessary ‘repairs’, which will allow us
to ‘(...) prepare it for a difficult and uncertain future’ (Fontana, 1992, pp. 145-146). However, these
repairs must be made in a context marked by the impact of information technologies on today’s
societies, among other issues. A few years ago, Pons warned that the advent of what were then called
‘new’ information and communication technologies (ICTs) had not only changed how we were doing
research, but also how we handled ourselves within the ‘digital membrane’ in which we live, both in
terms of how we read and how we write and disseminate the findings of our research. According to
Pons, a transformation has occurred that will be even ‘more profound and irremediable in the future’,
both in the practice of historiography and elsewhere. Therefore, historians’ attitudes and aptitudes will
be crucial in shaping the evolution of what they have been calling ‘digital history’. This is something
that has had and will continue to have an extraordinary impact on how History is taught and studied
(Pons, 2013a; Pons, 2013b, pp. 15-16).

However, a certain degree of scepticism towards discourses that appeal to the ICT and
digitalisation ‘revolution’ is in order, as not all the outcomes of this kind of ‘cybernetic utopia’ are
positive. Specifically, Riemen warns us about the current dangers of using new technologies in
teaching, especially giving students too much information without guiding them and showing them
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exactly what to do with it. At the very least, this requires trying to foster critical thinking in the use
of Big Data in education, because even though it allows for flexibility and personalisation (mobile
e-learning, gamification, combined learning based on the flipped classroom and blended learning)
(Salazar, 2016), it needs criteria to select, filter systematise and contrast the mass of digitalised
information and data (Riemen, 2017). Methods for managing Big Data as a series of historical events
are still new today, but students must be trained and able to use them for historical research. At the same
time, the discipline must equip them with criteria so they can discern which data are applicable and
which are not (Guldi & Armitage, 2016).! In this way, it would be possible for historical knowledge to
regain the critical and transformative function required for understanding the world in which we live.

We must bear in mind that it is increasingly important to recover the past as a tool for recognising
signs of identity and for recognising ourselves, especially given all the aforementioned challenges
and uncertainties. This is especially true when relating with our social, cultural and environmental
surroundings with confidence and imagination, as they largely shape the challenges and possibilities
of the future. The landscape in which we work has undoubtedly become more complex, but perhaps
more intriguing as well for that very reason. In this new atmosphere, we have not lost confidence
in the purpose, role and social function of History in the course of the new millennium, which is
now inextricably associated with the controversial potential of the geological interval known as the
‘Anthropocene’ (Rull, 2018).

Reality in historical discourse: an indispensable hypothesis

Extreme subjectivism and the hegemony of symbolism, some of whose expressions have delegitimised
the cognitive pretensions of historiography, must be appropriately nuanced. Here, we would do well
to recall what Vidal-Naquet wrote almost twenty years ago (2008):

If the historian has lost his innocence, if he is taken as an object, if he himself takes
himself as an object—who should feel sorry about this? It is established that if historical
discourse did not adhere, through as many intermediaries as it wishes, to what we must call
reality, for lack of a better term, we would always be in discourse, but that discourse would
also stop being historical.

Reality consists of objectivity and subjectivity, shaped by their interconnectivity (Accardo
& Corcuff, 1986). From this point of view, thinking about, understanding and recounting History
without considering its socioeconomic context strikes us as inadequate. This does not entail denying
or ceasing to pay attention to action, subjectivity, the unconscious, etc. (Bourdieu, 1991). Some of
the ever-suggestive and controversial ideas of the late sociologist Bourdieu can be very useful for
historiography in this sense, insofar as they include a space for action and the individual within
the framework of historical structures and temporalities with which we historians work (Bourdieu,
1989). Thus, these same structures possess nothing eternal or absolute; they are the result of History,
the temporary materialisation of a state of force and of struggles between individuals, groups and
institutions that are simultaneously also a product of History. Coming from another discipline, these
approaches can ultimately foster theoretical reflection in our work, preventing us from falling into
the easy temptation of denying objectivity and scientific rigour in historiography, seeking refuge in a
comfortable and well-written neo-historicism. Indeed, we need a strong epistemological framework,

1 Jo Guldi and David Armitage suggest that students should be provided with knowledge about the Big Think Internet forum (https://bigthink.
com/) founded in 2007, which programmes activities with talks by specialists in different fields of the social sciences and culture.
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which will allow us, among other things, to successfully strengthen the critical function that we
understand as inherent to History (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt & Perraton, 2000) in the complex and
changing world of globalisation. And though this does not mean that we should present ourselves as
specialists in epistemology and methodology, it is a crucial step not only for research, obviously, but
also for understanding how to convey historical knowledge to students at different levels of education.

From our point of view, the practice of History should assume a global perspective, unlike
some inherited legacies, built on the basis of integrating, and not just joining or attaching, fragments
of histories chopped into pieces that are often presented to us today (Fontana, 1992; Fontana, 2006).
It is now more necessary than ever to resume a view of globalisation that is by no means totally
incompatible with postmodernity (Morales Moya, 1987). After the ‘critical turn’ associated with the
fourth generation of the Annales, Gruzinski warned that the composition of the societies that make
up the world today is not the same as the one that justified how History had been ‘conceived’ and
‘done’ until recently, often shaped by a single narrative and with a clear Eurocentric focus (Gruzinski,
2018, p. 244). Prior to this, Noiriel had proposed a historiographical programme that was largely
a renewed and reconstructed version of Bloch’s project, identified with sociohistory, a trend in
research that goes back more than two decades and combines the founding principles of History
and Sociology (Noiriel, 1997). Today’s main issues lie at the heart of Noiriel’s proposal, such as
globalism and capitalism, state bureaucratisation and media influence (Noiriel, 2011). These are all
long-term historical processes that have been relatively neglected for the last three decades. More
recently, as British author David Armitage and American author Jo Guldi write in the opening line
of their book The History Manifesto, ‘A spectre is haunting our time: the spectre of the short term’.?
They argue that some of the chief problems facing current societies, such as climate change and
growing economic inequality, must be understood in terms of decades and centuries. Hence, they
call for taking a more inclusive and long-term approach to historical research, recovering History as
a process that revitalises its social function as an instrument of knowledge and a tool for improving
the development of humanity by shifting away from a historiography that has focused for decades
on increasingly singular and specific periods, phenomena, episodes and figures. The approach they
advocate would involve recovering Braudel’s longue durée, though not simply by going back to it,
but rather by critically returning to the past to refresh knowledge. In other words, it would seek to
establish a permanent dialogue between the past and the present to shed light on the future, positioned
to promote a global history to broaden the scale of study. This would entail decompartmentalising
and connecting phenomena that are often separated in order to restore the explanatory ambitions of
History and help to reestablish an understanding of the public utility of historians’ work (Guldi &
Armitage, 2016, pp. 117-118).

And yet, what is Global History? To avoid adopting it as a simple label, a new product with
some measure of success in the academic historiographical market, we must provide a response that
is not so easy to come by. If what we are talking about is returning to an updated version of world
history or the old History of Civilisations, a History of International Relations or a superposition of
searches and texts aimed at providing a global overview of a given century, it may not be beneficial
for historiographic practice. A global perspective entails focusing on the links that societies have
woven between them, the interactions and complexes that make them up, as well as the interlacing
of the human, social, economic, religious and political pieces that tend to make the world uniform or
that clash with and resist movement in that direction (Gruzinski, 2018; Drayton & Mota, 2018). In
conclusion, the compartmentalisation, reframing and reconnection proper to Comparative History,
which already has a long tradition, is not enough to create a Global History. It is the local world that

2 This book caused some controversy when it was first published in open access in 2014. In light of the circumstances, it is worth rereading
today.
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takes on the character of a crossroads, since no history can fulfil a global ambition without a local
base with an exact location. However, to move beyond the local world, historians must eschew the
rules of the monograph and any type of restrictive microhistory, interweaving the histories of the
nation and the local setting, individuals and small and isolated spaces (Gruzinski, 2018, p. 244). This
does not rule out the need for highly focused and exhaustively documented studies on the history of
labour, racial and religious minorities, women, immigrants and LGBTQ+ people. Ultimately, among
other proposals, Global History is a sufficiently solid potential alternative that may be able to offer a
new paradigm that integrates the various specialties and themes, the diverse temporal sequences and
the many different spatial areas. As Ginzburg has recently argued, ‘microhistory and macrohistory,
close analysis and global perspective, are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, they reinforce
each other’ (Ginzburg, 2024). Both short-term analysis and long-term overview should be combined
to produce a more intense, sensitive and ethical summary of data (Drayton & Mota, 2018), posing a
difficult challenge for historians today and in the future.

This aspiration to globality should also be wedded to a desire to address the results of our work
to all those who can read and listen to us. In other words, it should force us, in turn, to speak about
what may be important for most of society, such as its real problems and the issues of human beings
in time, and to do so comprehensibly, without neglecting the complexity of the discipline.

The pace of life today and the presentism that followed the ‘end of History’ indicate the need to
restore the connection between the past and the future. Since the 1970s, the pronounced specialisation
of the discipline has distanced historians from these long-term perspectives. This is one of the reasons
why they have lost the ability to influence politics, understood as the public space of debate par
excellence, beyond, of course, the identification between politics and political parties or merely
institutional matters. Thus, long-term views of the past can, in particular, reestablish the connection
between history, political planning and public debate on the future—a direction that has characterised
large sections of the Western historical tradition with a common conviction since classical times:
knowledge of the past is ‘a necessary precondition of making ethical decisions about how to conduct
a society’ (Guldi & Armitage, 2016).

Those of us who are dedicated to teaching, and especially to teaching History, have an essential
role to play in these aforementioned objectives. We must help the new generations, meaning our
students, continue to be able to reason, question and criticise. We must show them that far from
being beleaguered by an irreversible and final ‘crisis’, History is constantly undergoing an enriching
methodological renewal and is still one of the fullest ways to understand the world they live in.
We must teach them a complex global history in which objectivity and subjectivity, the economic
and cultural spheres, action and structures, the individual and the collective, all have a place. It
must be a History expressed with language and must therefore possess a narrative clarity that can
transmit knowledge comprehensibly to the largest number of people possible. And it must be a critical
history, without absolute certainties, rigorous in the analysis and use of sources, devoid of any type
of documentary hierarchies, committed to comparing the object of study with other realities, even
if this requires knowledge of other languages and the necessary effort to understand other pasts and
approach other certainties.

Audiences for conversations about the past

After vanishing from public conversation, displaced by other disciplines, particularly economics
and political science, some have claimed that from 2019 onwards, History had begun to hit rock
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bottom in the educational and academic spheres as well (Mayayo, 2019a). That same year, historian
and journalist Eric Alterman, who maintained his column Altercation for 30 years, until January
2023, warned of the decline in historical thought in American public universities (Alterman, 2019).
However, it remained fundamental among the most elitist universities that educate the country’s
ruling classes, as proven by their enrolment figures.

Also during that same year, demonstrations and protests in Italy managed to somehow halt
the attempt to remove specific History content from the entrance exam, initially sponsored by the
Commissione Serianni appointed by the centre-left Gentiloni government (2016-2018). Meanwhile,
Spanish universities were subjected to remarkable cuts in teaching staff and funding for historical
research. This series of events, owing not so much to manipulation as to a disdain for History, indicates
decay in the quality of democracies, sustaining and strengthening mythologies of the past that not
only reject enquiry into the ‘historical truth’, but deny its very existence (Mayayo, 2019b).

Moreover, university and professional history ‘seems to be a secondary and minor road
compared to the motorway of television series today’ or to ‘the dissemination of history by amateur
journalists who never mention their sources’ (Casanova, 2020, pp. 283-284). Ultimately, we can see
that a significant swath of the population voluntarily and involuntarily uses various means to consume
stories, narratives, overviews and books with powerful and occasionally dubious and debatable
historical content. It is easy to notice that there is a demand to understand the past. Each society
has a specific demand for history that forges its relationship with it according to its own needs. This
multifaceted demand is met by various means and different groups. The question is: Who meets it?
Various situations can arise. The publishing and media space can be covered by professional historians
through widely distributed work or contributions to academic magazines, as well as by journalists,
amateurs and even novelists. In this regard, we only need to consider the large number of widely
distributed historical magazines in Spain that are important to the reading public, such as Sapiens,
Clio, La Aventura de la Historia, Revista de Historia and many others, to give just a few examples.

We also must keep in mind that history is consumed continuously today and that a historical
discourse or one that appeals to the past in some way is being created, criticised and spread in almost
all areas of thought. This is especially the case with audiovisual media and popular media such as
comics and illustrated history,’ to the point that historians often only come into contact with the
educated public by participating in television documentary series, discussions sparked by the success
of some ‘historical’ film or certain commemorative events. Opinion articles in the press, tourism
promotion and radio programmes also convey and construct a certain idea of the past. However, today
we can also find different examples of specialists from other disciplines treating History as important
(Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019b, pp. 39, 55-62, 121-151, 504 and 536; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019a,
pp. 367, 380-383; Castells, 2017, p. 110; Geiselberger, 2017, pp. 53-54, 167; Rodrik, 2018, p. 316),
in addition to other writers and intellectuals whose work is widely circulated and the topic of public
discussion (Mishra, 2017, pp. 13-14, 19 and 30; Mishra, 2020, pp. 61, 70-71, 159-175 and 194).

Gruzinski thinks that to meet future audiences’ demands for the past, we must write and speak
about the past and future in public, so that our ideas can be easily shared. This dedication to the public
foreshadows three new trends in writing History: first, the need for new narratives that can be read
and understood by non-experts; second, a focus on visualisation and digital tools; third, the merger
of the large and the small, the ‘micro’ and the ‘macro’, which makes the best use of archival work on
one hand; and fourth, work on issues of common interest, based on the need to restore the connection
between the past and the future. In this regard, we might add that the purpose of History, if we choose
to accept it, would be to rewrite our relationship with nature, our relationship with technology and the

3 One such example is the publication of the graphic adaptation of Antony Beevor’s bestseller, aimed to be the general public’s gateway to the
Spanish Civil War (Beevor, 2020). Along the same lines, but for the Spanish dictatorship, see Ponton, 2023.

Revista de Educacion, 408. April-June 2025 pp. 6-18
Recieved: 19/12/2024 Accepted: 20/01/2025

11



12

Garcia Larios, A., Tappi, A., Tébar Hurtado, J. CRISES AND RENEWALS: REASONS FOR MAKING AND TEACHING HISTORY

inequality between countries, people, races and sexes, and to do so in a way that the general public
can understand (Gruzinski, 2018, p. 213).

Moreover, an overabundant and saturated memory emerged forcefully in the 2000s. Used as a
synonym for History, it has led to a ‘commemorative obsession’ in the European memorial landscape.
As Traverso has pointed out, the political dimension of memory and the abuses accompanying it
have affected how History is written (Traverso, 2006, pp. 11-12 and 20). This requires rising to the
challenge of building a future audience for the past and rethinking how we regard that past.

However, we will continually lose ground if we dedicate ourselves to History whilst ignoring
others whose work connects us to the past, such as filmmakers, visual artists, choreographers,
novelists and all those who reflect the foundations of our present. Many of these products not only
can be, and in fact are, incentives for the historian’s profession, to put it in classical terms, but they
also indicate current issues and sometimes even offer a critical and constructive standpoint that is
now more necessary than ever (Gruzinski, 2018). In brief, the formative influence that the media
and entertainment wield over audiences often replaces the sway that great nineteenth-century serial
historical novels and school education once held. Historiography cannot underestimate analysing this
either.

With regard to audiences, we ought to discuss the many shortcomings that still burden the
transmission of historical knowledge, content and method in our classrooms. This is what we have
verified in our analysis of the structural elements that contribute institutionally to determining the
approach to teaching History, jointly and correlatedly, starting with the textbooks most recently used
in secondary schools, either exclusively or complementarily, given their importance in classrooms.
In any case, these are probably the last or only history books that most people ever read (Tappi &
Tébar Hurtado, 2024). The widespread use of text books, particularly by students, is a formidable
example of the public use of the past, though with the important difference that by their very nature,
the propagation of their content is mediated by teachers.

However, our analysis does not solely focus on textbooks, but also on curricula and final exams.
Everything indicates that we must take a more critical stance, which tends to a problematising reading
of historical phenomena and recovers their breadth and complexity. The shortcomings here are
confirmed by the evidence that the skills required of students are limited to the passive assimilation
of information, without going beyond it. This suppresses the acquisition of mental habits prepared
to contrast and compare well-founded but divergent interpretations, as required by the epistemic
and methodological status of the discipline. The possible consequence of all this is that the study of
History may be easily trivialised—which is undoubtedly the most harmful thing that can happen in
school—and it may reproduce and encourage readings supporting a deceptive and manipulative use
of the past.

The results of our research indicate that, far from a serious, detailed study in line with
historiographical discussion, the account of even two crucial events in the history of the respective
countries, such as Spain’s transition to democracy and the Italian resistance, remains tightly connected to
its instrumental role in nation-building. Instead, it would be desirable for syllabi, exams and textbooks
to begin to include broader perspectives less beholden to late nineteenth-century paradigms. By
paying more attention to Social History and without detracting from potentially conflicting elements,
even the ‘subaltern classes’ would be considered bearers of their own meaning and agency, regardless
of their location in monocausal prefigurations of historical change. Ultimately, what stands out in
this study is that the way that Spain’s transition to democracy and the Italian resistance are taught in
schools does not send students the message that a parliamentary regime must be built ‘from below’,
though it does make the issue of the conquest of democracy central. It also does not teach them how
to use tools to help them to develop a critical and conscious perspective on knowledge of the past,
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understanding it as a right of citizenship.

In any case, the results we have reached should be understood as a step towards the development
of future research, coordinated internationally and based on comparing school systems in different
countries. In this regard, some points of a possible research agenda ought to be defined. Firstly,
however traumatic, conflictive or ‘divisive’ it may have been, the recent past still occupies a central
place in the political and cultural imagination in society today. Therefore, it is an especially important
motivator and a necessary educational priority that can provide meaning to the study of History as
a discipline and help us to understand the immediate foundations of the present (Cajani, Léssig &
Repoussi, 2019).

The second point has to do more generally with teachers’ relationship to teaching Contemporary
History specifically. More so than in other times, in addition to transmitting historical knowledge,
these teachers are also witnesses of events or interact with an individual and collective memory that is
still active. This makes it useful and necessary to examine the ‘lacking, unconscious and ambiguous’
links between history, memory and the public use of the past (Silvani, 2005, pp. 196-197). The third
point is related to disciplinary training, because when interacting with students, teachers pass on
and rework the historical knowledge constructed in the halls of academia. In Spain, for example,
universities should give greater importance not only to Contemporary History as a whole, but also
to more recent history, in compliance with the Democratic Memory Law of 2022. In fact, to date
only half of 42 History faculties include in their study plans compulsory six-credit exams related
to Francoism, the transition to democracy, democracy and twentieth-century Spain (Fuertes Mufioz
& Banderas Navarro, 2024, pp. 346-347). Finally, we are aware that the way we teach and tell the
history of the past shapes how the present grasps its potential, as Drayton writes (Drayton, 2011, pp.
671-685).

The string of crises since the start of the twenty-first century may indicate that short-term views
work fine when there are no problems, but they quickly become inadequate once crises arise. This is
why Guldi and Armitage conclude: ‘Never before now has it been so vital that we all become experts
on the long-term view, that we return to the longue durée. Renewing the connection between past and
future, and using the past to think critically about what is to come, are the tools that we need now.
Historians are those best able to supply them’ Guldi & Armitage, 2016, p. 35). This is not because
the historian is a ‘magician who can completely reveal the past’, nor a skilled healer who can cure it.
Rather, the historian can act as ‘a guide who encourages reading and thinking critically’ (Casanova,
2020, pp. 383-384).

Thinking about the present in historical terms

Although the contours of the present are never precise enough and the past is not predetermined,
having useful tools available to approach thinking about the present in historical terms, starting
from the contemporary world, is an incentive to ‘go back in time’ (Gruzinski, 2018, p. 16). The
purpose of History, as Bédarida said, is to ‘modestly discover truths, even if they are partial and
precarious, partially deciphering the myths and memories in all their richness’ (Casanova, 2020,
p. 285). This discipline can foster this encounter between the past and the future. As Bloch said,
‘Moreover, this solidarity between the ages is so strong that the bonds of intelligibility between them
truly have a double meaning’. Bloch also argued when contemplating the historian’s profession that
‘the misunderstanding of the present inevitably arises from ignorance of the past. But perhaps it is just
as futile to try to understand the past if one knows nothing of the present’ (Bloch, 2021, pp. 70-71).
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We might think that ‘History is nothing if it is not tied to pedagogy, political ethics and a belief in
the future’ (Eley, 2018, pp. 23-24) because if ‘ignorance of the past is not only harmful to knowledge
of the present, but also compromises action in the present’ (Bloch, 2001), this triggers a series of
questions addressed at both the historian and the common person, both of whom must answer basic
questions about what, when, how, who, why and for whom if they are to critically grasp the reality of
both the past and the present (Vilar, 1997).

For all these reasons, we find it even more incomprehensible that the institutional players in
charge of funding academic activity continue to stress the discipline’s inability to spread its knowledge
to society. This is a challenge that historians should aim to overcome by getting involved in the
problems of the present through their academic practice (teaching and research),* worrying about the
future, thinking historically and trying to build a grammar of critical reading based on the application
of historical reasoning to today’s world (Suau & Veiga, 2015, p. 137).

Indeed, thinking historically to understand—or to somewhat improve understanding of—much
of today’s world has been established as the competence-based hallmark of teaching in recent years.
It is important to remember that there is a very lively discussion going on that, grosso modo, pits two
models for teaching History against each other: one model that emphasises conceptual knowledge and
another that prioritises the competence-based approach. This debate is associated with and stems from
occasionally bitter criticism of the traditionally hegemonic model for teaching History, dominated as
it is by the transmission of concepts, dates, data and facts of the past to acquire conceptual and factual
content through memorisation (Saiz & Fuster, 2014; Carretero & Lopez, 2009; Prats & Santacana,
2011). This approach is often contrasted with another that stresses the competence-based learning of
History. In any case, a third way that integrates both seems to be picking up steam, aimed at striking a
balance by combing knowledge of the past with skill in History and historical procedures (Saiz, 2014,
p. 84). In other words, ‘It is important to know what happened, but also how we know it happened’
(Dominguez, 2015, p. 44). Or, as Jorge Sdiz and Ramon Lopez (2015, p. 89) express in similar terms:

a) The way of presenting the past by resorting to historical knowledge, dates, facts,
figures, concepts and so on, which is referred to as substantive or first-order content; and b)
strategic skills to give meaning to knowledge, understood as second-order content or meta-
concepts, which take concrete form in skill to address and interpret historical issues and to
understand the past as is done in historical research.

We could therefore construct historical thought through the combined activation of both
knowledge of the past and certain strategic skills or historical meta-concepts (Lévesque, 2008; Seixas
& Morton, 2013). From this perspective, and despite the constant reworking, we find it appropriate
to outline—even if briefly—the historical meta-concepts that, as has been said, might allow for the
development of historical thought. Some authors, such as Jesus Dominguez, ground historical thought
in four major historical concepts: the use of evidence and historical sources; causal explanation;
contextualised or empathetic explanation; and time, change and continuity (Dominguez, 2015).
However, despite the value of this conceptualisation, Seixas and Morton’s approach has become the
most complete model, as it integrates up to six historical meta-concepts associated with six issues
that historians must face in their work. In other words, the construction of historical thought is based
in this case on six major concepts summarised by fundamental questions: How do we decide what
is important to know about the past? (historical importance); How do we know the past? (evidence);
How do we make sense of the flow of History? (continuity and change); Why did events of the past

4 For a defence of this position, as well as a brilliant study on the production and consumption of history, see Trouillot, 2017.
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happen and what impact did they have? (causes and consequences); How can we better understand
the people of the past? (historical perspective); and, ultimately, How can History help us to experience
the present? (ethical dimension) (Seixas & Morton, 2013, pp. 5-6; Ponce, 2015, p. 226).

In contrast to this approach, we might consider that ‘revisionisms’ (understood not as revision
or reinterpretation, but as the construction of myths and anti-myths) have been a challenge for History
for decades. Sometimes we are told to ignore them because they cannot be stopped. However, this
phenomenon has expanded and had an impact on historiography, in which the strategy to combat it
would be to follow another path, as Vidal-Naquet (2004, pp. 117-118) warned us in the early twenty-
first century:

In connection with revisionist writings, there has even been talk of intellectual excrement. I
accept this expression, but there are laboratories where excrement is analysed. Since when are lies,
falsehoods, myths and the imaginary no longer objects of historical study?

In short, we would even need to try to show the added value of History compared to other
disciplines, to pose questions and show evidence related to the key issues primarily affecting problems
raised in the present (Suau & Veiga, 2015, pp. 146-148). This issue may even be more pressing given
that we have entered new scenarios where rational words and criteria (Thompson, 2017) have largely
been displaced by fake news, misinformation or poor-quality information, which are potentially
highly corrosive for public discussions in which historians were involved decades ago. We obviously
must not abandon or stop participating in these public discussions, and even less so in these times
of crisis, of false narratives and fake stories, since historical thinking could help to free us from the
supposedly natural laws on the functioning of the state, the market and the destiny of the planet.
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Abstract

The aim of these pages is to offer some reflections on the centrality that the teaching of history should once
again have today, in order to educate young people to live the challenges posed to them by the complexity of their times,
and to help them to think historically, that is, to apply the rules of the historical method to the analysis of the present. In
this context, the new historiographical paths that the globalized world has brought to the attention of historians and the
teaching methods that are necessary to teach them in schools will be considered. In particular, it will be pointed out that
Italy is lagging behind in its reflection on the teaching of history.
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Resumen

Estas breves paginas pretenden elaborar algunas reflexiones sobre la centralidad que deberia volver a tener hoy la
ensefianza de la historia para educar a los jovenes a vivir los retos que les plantea la complejidad de su tiempo, ayudand-
oles a pensar histéricamente, es decir, a aplicar las reglas del método histdrico al analisis del presente. El razonamiento
considerara las nuevas vias historiograficas que el mundo globalizado ha puesto en conocimiento de los historiadores y las
metodologias didacticas necesarias para ensefarlas en las escuelas, haciendo hincapié en el gran retraso que sufre Italia
en la reflexion sobre la ensenanza de la historia.

Palabras clave: Italia; ensefianza de la historia; historiografia; metodologias; investigacion historica.

Introduction

The purpose of this brief is to highlight the central role that history teaching should play in contem-
porary education. This is with a view to equipping young people with the requisite skills to face the
multifaceted challenges of the present era by fostering the capacity for historical thinking. Lévesque,
Case and Denos (2013) argue that the rules of the historical method should be applied to the analy-
sis of the present and of historical becoming, which is constituted by a complex set of interrelated
factors. These factors include both permanence and change, as well as long-term cultural contami-
nations. Italy, with its rich cultural heritage expressed not only in art and music but also in fashion
and cuisine, is a microcosm of this complexity. It is the result of the interaction of different peoples
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(migrants and/or invaders) and cultures that have settled in the country over the centuries, giving rise
to an extraordinary country in cultural terms.

In this context, it is important to highlight some general issues. In the light of the above, it
is clear that a comprehensive study of historical method, historiography and the teaching of history
cannot ignore the complex nuances that can only be briefly touched upon due to the limitations of
this discourse. These include the analysis of the competitive admissions process to educational insti-
tutions, which often require a degree in history for those wishing to teach it, as well as the intricacies
of recruitment and hiring practices for educators. The methodology of historical research and the
disciplinary areas that characterise it differ according to the order and grade in question. It is impor-
tant to be aware of the significant differences in methods and approaches to the teaching of history
according to the different levels of the Italian school system (primary, secondary, university) and the
different types of schools (high schools, technical and professional institutes). In this article, I will
refrain from discussing the subject of Artificial Intelligence (Al), which is currently a major challenge
for researchers and educators. In fact, it is a subject of considerable complexity, with implications that
are largely unknown and that could soon have serious consequences for research and teaching in all
disciplines.

The impact of the web on the humanities

It is a challenge for teachers to keep abreast of the rapid advances in scientific research that are re-
vitalising historical knowledge, and the innovations introduced by the periodic school reforms that
each new government in the country introduces into its school system. However, the main challenge
facing scholars and teachers of all disciplines over the past two decades has been technology and the
Internet. Not only have they forced those in educational institutions of all kinds and at all levels to
rethink their approach to research, methodology, content and disciplinary teaching, but they have also
had a profound impact on people’s lives.

In order to understand the profound impact that technologies and the web have on people’s
lives, the information philosopher Luciano Floridi (2017) has developed the concept of ‘onlife’, a ne-
ologism that uses the image of the mangrove, a plant that thrives in the brackish water where the sea
and the river meet, to illustrate how the online and offline realms are not two separate entities, but two
dimensions that interpenetrate with constant cross-references. Onlife can thus be defined as a daily
way of life through which individuals connect, study, work and experience their relationship with in-
formation (Pasta 2023). It is a reality that is now ubiquitous and is becoming, for better or for worse,
a way of being capable of generating cultural and economic models with a very strong impact (Pasta
2021; Raviolo, Pasta 2022). The multiplicity of devices that surround us has become an integral part
of our lives, often determining the rhythm of our days and influencing our modes of communication.
The network, as postulated by Pierre Lévy (1999), has become a “potentially infinite computer whose
centre is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere”, a concept that has been compared to the
nature of God. This assertion should convince researchers and educators of the need to address the po-
tential of these tools, which often claim to be able to provide comprehensive knowledge on their own.

It is clear that the convergence of traditional knowledge and information technology, in all
their fields of application, has taken on the character of a “paradigmatic” transition, which is manife-
sted both in the modalities of humanistic research and in those of didactics. On the one hand, there is
the ‘scientific’ imperative of understanding how to respect the epistemological status of the various
disciplines that make up the humanities. The interdisciplinary field of the humanities has increasin-
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gly come to the fore in its engagement with technology and the digital realm. At the same time, a
didactic imperative has emerged to approach the evolving linguistic landscape of the digital age in
a constructive and participatory manner, while acknowledging the potential challenges and implica-
tions that the use of new languages and tools may have for the epistemological foundations of various
disciplines.

It is clear that at a historical juncture such as the one we are in, characterised by rapid socio-hi-
storical changes, it is the disciplines based on historical methodologies that are most affected and
consequently undermined, particularly in their role as interpreters of reality. History is undoubtedly
such a subject. The fundamental issue in dealing with the crisis of humanistic knowledge is not to
perpetuate the traditional diatribe between scientists and humanists, which has been characterised
as “humanistic fundamentalism” or “instrumental technicalism” (Bernardini, De Mauro 2003, 9).
Instead, it is necessary to recognise that an extraordinary change is taking place in the way culture is
disseminated. This poses significant challenges for those involved in historical interpretation, inclu-
ding historians and others who seek to understand the past in the context of the present. It also poses
difficulties for educators tasked with transmitting historical knowledge, given the rapid evolution of
skills due to technological advances (Toschi, 2011).

Indeed, how can a discipline concerned with narrating the past find a place in a society that
seems to live in an eternal present? How can the rigour of the scientific method, as applied by the
historian, be useful in interpreting the complexities of the present? And how can a teacher of history,
at any level, effectively navigate the complexities of these evolving changes? The answers to these
questions are not straightforward, not least because the international debate about the impact of tech-
nology and the Web on knowledge and its teaching is now fueled by a vast literature that has become
difficult to navigate. Nevertheless, there is a consensus among scholars that there is an urgent need
for those involved in the humanities at all levels of education, but especially at the university level,
to assess the impact of information technology on the various disciplines, including history. This is
not to regret the past, as it is clear that the advent of computers and the Internet has greatly facilitated
the research work of scholars, including historians. However, it is also important to be cautious and
to refrain from unquestioningly embracing the “new world”, which continues to present unknowns,
some of which may be dangerous. Furthermore, it is essential to recognise the significant economic
and financial interests, especially those of high-tech multinationals, that are influencing the develop-
ment of this new digital landscape. Historians and humanists more generally should engage with the
digital realm and related technologies in order to continue to fulfil the traditional humanities function
of researching, evaluating, critiquing, questioning, verifying and interpreting. This should be done in
a way that enables them to own the tools at their disposal, rather than being owned by the technology.
It is important to understand the advantages and disadvantages of this approach and, above all, to
reaffirm the role of scholars and teachers that can emerge from this confrontation, renewed. In conclu-
sion, historians must become protagonists and founders of a new tradition of historical knowledge in
order to overcome their crisis and the weakening of their function in the general sphere of knowledge.

Within the Italian university system, historians and humanists in a broader sense have not
yet fully taken into account the implications of the Internet as a cultural producer, with the capacity
to shape and inform important points of reference. This is a cultural and social issue of particular
concern to us as scholars and educators in the humanities, not least because, with few exceptions, hu-
manists are no longer at the centre of the processes of cultural dissemination as they were in the past.
There are many reasons for this, many of which predate the advent of the Internet. But this does not
detract from the fact that a crisis of role can be turned into an opportunity for renewal, without regret-
ting a past that will not return. The rapid pace of technological progress is a constant in contemporary
life. Whether electronic devices are regarded with affection or disdain, they are destined to become an
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integral part of the skill set required of those engaged in the field of humanistic culture, both as tools
of production and, more importantly, as media of communication. All of this is communication, pre-
cisely because information technology is not only a tool, but also a language, and an interdisciplinary
one at that. Moreover, the space of the web is not neutral; it is owned by those who manage search
engines and their algorithms (Toschi, 2011).

The question of whether the Internet is an appropriate means of disseminating knowledge is
no longer relevant, as its potential to become a dominant force in the dissemination of culture has al-
ready been realised. Instead, it is necessary to consider the role that humanists, who have historically
been at the centre of the dissemination of culture, can play in this paradigmatic process of cultural
revolution. In order to assess the future role of humanists in this context of rapid change, it is neces-
sary to consider not only their position as users of new technologies, but also their potential as content
creators and educators of future generations of humanists. This question is of considerable importan-
ce, as it forces us to consider the future of many professions related to the humanities and the role of
the training institutions par excellence, namely educational institutions of all kinds and at all levels,
and in particular universities. In the current era, the proliferation of information, which is difficult to
regulate, has resulted from the advent of digitalisation and the World Wide Web. Over time, huma-
nists have developed methodological tools, constantly evolving and refined, to identify the scientific
rigour of a given work, including non-academic sources (e.g. bibliographies, apparatuses, etc.). The
Web is still far from providing the above-mentioned resources, which are instead provided by jour-
nals, series, etc. It is therefore essential to “train” researchers who are increasingly able to control the
content of the Net according to the categories proper to the humanities. Indeed, the mismatch between
research and teaching opportunities is the greatest threat to the humanities. Without a generation of
digital humanists, we risk being subsumed by computer scientists, engineers or other technical figu-
res. Moreover, in a relatively short time, we may no longer be able to understand the mechanisms of
knowledge production from the inside (Fiormonte, Numerico, Tomasi 2015).

In the case of historians, the issues become even more complex when one considers the nature
of the sources available. The vast amount of information that appears on search engines turns search
results into sources themselves. This, combined with the ease of access to materials and the instant
verification of knowledge, leads many to believe that they can produce historical self-education wi-
thout developing critical thinking skills. They are unable to evaluate sources, understand the risks
involved or grasp the nature of the content. Furthermore, the nature of texts on the web is such that
they can be updated, corrected and edited, resulting in a variable corpus that is subject to change. This
has implications for the way in which they are preserved and therefore for their future accessibility
as a source of information.

One of the most obvious consequences of this phenomenon can be seen in the field of acade-
mic education, particularly in the breakdown of the conventional relationship between research and
teaching. Traditionally, this relationship was characterised by the gradual accumulation of knowle-
dge, followed by its controlled dissemination. The traditional relationship between researching and
teaching history has now broken down, rendering the former obsolete for interpreting society. Ob-
viously, it is students and young people in general who suffer from this lack of confidence in history
as a discipline. But they are also the ones most at risk in terms of their education. While the new
generations undoubtedly have greater technical skills than adults, this is not always accompanied
by an adequate level of critical competence in terms of content. The concept of “do-it-yourself” is
implicit in the operation of the Internet, and this raises a number of questions concerning the control
and, above all, the responsibility of the content offered by this vast repository of knowledge. In the
specific case of historical knowledge, this is becoming a significant problem due to the enormous
amount of information and misinterpretations with undeclared sources on the Web, which have beco-
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me uncontrollable but are used by everyone, especially students when preparing their dissertations.
This is becoming problematic in terms of historical knowledge, due to the vast amount of information
and misinterpretations with undeclared sources on the Internet, which are difficult to control. Howe-
ver, they are used by a wide range of people, especially students when preparing their dissertations.

What measures could historians and history teachers take to address a situation that also calls
into question their role as scholars and educators? I believe that those in a position to do so must ac-
cept the reality of the changes brought about by technology and the Internet. These changes are now
irreversible and the online environment affects all age groups. In order not to be left behind by these
changes, it is necessary to address them from within society, rather than simply observing them from
the outside. It is therefore imperative that educational institutions at all levels facilitate the formation
of new historical knowledge and reclaim their role as centres of intellectual production and a space
for the cultivation of the mind. While technology can undoubtedly assist in the didactics of various
disciplines, allowing for a reduction in the traditional gap between teacher and learner, this should
be done in a way that maintains a healthy balance and benefits all parties. The interpenetration of
knowledge and skills is essential, as the absence of one renders the other meaningless. It is clear that
technology and the Internet, if used intelligently and critically, have the potential to become an excep-
tional methodological tool. However, it is essential to recognise that they cannot replace the role of
the teacher. The teacher is not only a transmitter of knowledge, but also a personality and a capacity
for dialogue with his or her students. In this context, media literacy is of great importance and must
concern both students and, in many cases, especially teachers (Rivoltella 2001, 2005, 2006, 2010).

The ability to navigate such a complex reality thus requires a nuanced and multifaceted ap-
proach, encompassing a range of interrelated domains, including study topics, didactics, scientific
communication methods, the implications of open access, the relationship between paper and digital
publications, the evaluation of research mandated by ministries, and the creation of a collaborative
scientific dimension in the digital realm. The advent of digital technologies has made the traditio-
nal model of scientific work, characterised by autonomy and solitude, obsolete. This has significant
implications for the very concept of knowledge, which is no longer conceived as a unified entity,
but rather as a complex and fragmented phenomenon. The increasingly interdisciplinary nature of
research, enabled by information technology, facilitates the exchange of methodologies and content,
challenging the boundaries between different fields of study. The digital dimension of knowledge is
now eroding the almost insurmountable boundaries that emerged in the 19th century between the
“hard sciences”, based on the experimental method, and the more traditionally speculative humanistic
disciplines. It is clear that information technology and the Internet have introduced a new paradigm
in the field of scientific practices. However, as has always been the case, the emergence of any new
methodology requires a theoretical reflection not only on the methodology itself, but also on its ge-
nesis and the possible consequences of its implementation. In this respect, the role of the humanities
can, or perhaps should, once again become central.

For this to happen, however, humanists, and in this case historians, must learn to master the
tools offered by technology and be able to use them to shape the discipline not only from a scientific
but also a pedagogical perspective. This is particularly important in the context of the Internet and so-
cial networks, which have become the primary source of information for young people and students.
In particular, the Internet has become the main source of information for young people and students,
often without any critical evaluation (Ciotti, Roncaglia 2008; Criscione 2006; Bordini 2008; Bandini,
Bianchini 2007).

However, in addition to the above-mentioned problems, the Internet and social networks have
also opened up new avenues for research and comparison, particularly with regard to the historian’s
primary tool, narrative. Indeed, the effective communication strategy that has enabled the success of
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Web 2.0 and 3.0, and of tools and environments such as Facebook, Instagram, X (formerly Twitter),
Tik Tok and YouTube, is the use of narrative. This is not only because users post content there, but
also because they have the opportunity to tell their stories in virtual spaces, giving rise to the narra-
tive turn of so-called postmodern society (Salomon 2008). Indeed, in a world as chaotic as the Web,
narrative is the only tool capable of governing and structuring the fragmented individualities of the
Web. In this sense, historians could make a significant contribution by using the historical method to
reconstruct those collective narratives that until recently constructed identity and citizenship, but in
which individuals still need to recognise themselves. It is clear that this approach represents a public
use of History 3.0, with the main difference being that the number of centres producing narratives has
increased exponentially, to the extent that they are no longer under the control of educational insti-
tutions. The presentation of narratives and the ability to disseminate them according to the rules set
by each community has proven to be an effective strategy for promoting shared memories on digital
platforms.

Before the advent of the Internet, cultural institutions (schools, universities, museums, ar-
chives, etc.) were responsible for the control and production of collective narrative sources, which
also shaped the management of Italy’s rich cultural heritage. Today, these institutions are competing
with many other agencies for the production of narratives. However, there have been few attempts
by cultural institutions in Italy to narrate cultural heritage online. Instead, they have generally limited
themselves to digitising their heritage and displaying it in a showcase format (Capaldi, Ilardi, Ragone
2011). The concept of the passive viewer is no longer applicable in the context of online communi-
cation. Instead, there is a clear preference for participation, sharing and intervention. This shift in at-
titude has significant implications for the way cultural institutions engage with their cultural heritage
and a country’s history. However, in the historical communication produced by the Web, where it is
difficult to identify privileged points of view, historians can once again play a fundamental role by
renewing their narrative methods. This can facilitate greater engagement with history among younger
audiences and allow for a more nuanced examination of historical narratives, including their proble-
matic aspects. While it is important to teach students to think historically, it is also important to avoid
the pitfall of web history being overly focused on the present. This is because the sources used in web
history are more suited to the contemporary period, but a short-term view does not fully capture the
complexity of historical events over time.

What form should history take in the contemporary era?

The modern world presents historians with a number of challenges that they must address. The first
of these challenges is undoubtedly the need to adopt a perspective that is no longer Eurocentric, both
as regards the objects of historical study and as regards how to tell them. The teaching of national
history, even if it cannot rightly be excluded from school curricula, no longer reflects the reality of
classrooms where pupils of different ethnic and geographical origins, with their different histories and
cultures, now coexist. To meet the need for history that no longer focuses solely on nation-building
processes, historians have developed new historiographical orientations, such as world history and
global history. These new approaches aim to conduct research that is sensitive to the problems of
today’s multi-ethnic and multicultural societies. These two historiographical orientations, which ori-
ginated in the English-speaking academic world, have been adopted in Asia, particularly in Japan and
China, but have not achieved the same level of acceptance in southern Europe. In the Italian context,
there are historians who have begun to practice world and global history (e.g. Laura Di Fiore and
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Marco Meriggi 2011), despite the perplexity of the academic world. However, there has been no real
discussion of the implications of such historiographical paths for the profession of history. Research
centres have also been set up, such as the World History Research Centre at the Universita Cattolica
del Sacro Cuore. However, a comprehensive reflection on the development of new historiographical
approaches is still lacking.

In addition to a spatial dimension that extends beyond Europe, historiography has had to
take into account other protagonists in the historical narrative who were overlooked for a long time
and who have now been able to secure their rightful place in the narrative, including women, ethnic
minorities and slaves. In addition, new historiographical approaches have emerged in response to
the pressing issues of our time. These focus on areas such as environmental history, epidemiology,
public health and emotions. In conclusion, history is a constantly evolving field of study, offering
insights that can be used to understand the present and influence the future. It is a discipline that can
facilitate the development of a multifaceted narrative capable of addressing the complexities of mo-
dern society. This openness to new spaces and protagonists can be seen in historical research and in
the new lines of research undertaken by Italian scholars in recent years. However, it has not yet had
a significant impact on classroom teaching, mainly due to the limitations imposed by the ministerial
school curricula, which do not facilitate the ability of teachers to adopt a broader perspective. As no-
ted above, there is a clear need to move beyond the confines of national history. However, it is impor-
tant to recognise that public schools, not only in Italy but throughout Europe, have their roots in the
French Revolution and the subsequent formation of the nation state. These institutions have played a
central role in the development of national citizenship. The current school curricula, and in particular
the history curricula, can be seen as a legacy of the nineteenth-century need for the newly formed
Italian state to foster the development of a national citizenry and an elite ruling class. Consequently,
they are not impartial in terms of their intended purpose, despite the efforts of certain ill-conceived
educational reforms (such as the Moratti reform, Law No. 53 of 28 March 2003) to distot them. The
inevitable result is a significant decline in the level of knowledge. It is a challenge to move away from
this entrenched culture, which serves as a cornerstone for all nation-states, and to embrace alternative,
more expansive perspectives that may not be inherently Eurocentric. Moreover, in the contemporary
European context, moving beyond this nationalised approach to history is particularly challenging
given the current crisis in the civic function of history itself. The continental economic crisis, the
traumatic experience of the Corona pandemic and intense migratory flows have generated uncontrol-
led fears and a sense of siege and cultural disintegration in many EU countries. This phenomenon is
particularly strong in European countries with a colonial legacy, such as France and the Netherlands.
In recent years, there have been efforts in these countries to codify an official national canon, driven
by concerns that students lack a sense of shared identity and a common historical and discursive
framework. This is exemplified by the case of Italy, which has not been immune to these challenges.
Conversely, in many European countries in the Balkans and the Baltics, the national narrative has
experienced a resurgence after the interlude of communist rule, during which the dominant approach
was to strengthen national culture in order to overcome the significant ideological divisions resulting
from communism (Colla 2023).

This is obviously a complex situation in which a balance must be struck between the educatio-
nal demands of a diverse society and the teaching of history, which cannot be self-serving.

Indeed, the notion that the teaching of history should be adapted to the educational needs of
the 21st century, where the conventional wisdom that human civilisation is inevitably shaped by the
formation of nation states, including our own, is increasingly being challenged, particularly in the
light of the need to promote global awareness and understanding. It is imperative not to lose sight of
history itself, namely that the nation-state form is currently the most prevalent in the world, largely
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due to the fact that European states, for better or worse, spread it across almost the entire globe du-
ring their colonial and imperialist eras. Therefore, while it is important to acknowledge the intercon-
nectedness of historical narratives across geographical and geopolitical spaces, including the Atlantic
region, beyond the European continent, it is crucial to ensure that the content of historical knowledge
is not distorted in the process of adapting it to educational needs. The study of historical events and
personalities from a variety of perspectives does not imply the negation or erasure of those consi-
dered unpalatable because of their incompatibility with prevailing demands, including those related
to education. From this point of view, it may be useful to reflect on the phenomena of cancellation
culture and political correctness. Indeed, such phenomena tend to target their preferred victims wi-
thin the context of historical narratives. The term ‘cancellation culture’, which has been the subject
of intense and pertinent debate in the Anglo-Saxon world, especially in academic circles, has also
appeared in Italian television, newspaper and university discourse in recent years. However, there has
been a certain confusion surrounding the concept, which has contributed to the emergence of frequent
misunderstandings. The phenomenon concerns anything that is considered incorrect, reprehensible
or politically questionable. It affects not only public figures but also entire pages of history, creating
a variety of interpretative polarisations that can influence the perception of historical events. This is
achieved by taking facts out of their original context and erasing the past that does not conform to the
current point of view (Piacenza, 2023).

Notable examples of this ‘cultural erasure’ include the removal of statues of prominent histo-
rical figures such as Winston Churchill or Christopher Columbus. These individuals are often held re-
sponsible for the exploitation of ethnic or gender minorities, and as a result their statues are removed
from public spaces such as squares, or their names are erased from school textbooks. No distinction
is made between different historical periods or situations, and nuances are not taken into account;
instead, circumstances are seen in stark contrast. The focus is on both the present and the past, regar-
dless of the context and circumstances that originally shaped them. These facts are then deployed in
ongoing public and political discourse. In effect, the facts of the past are taken out of their historical
context and applied to the present without due distinction. Despite the occasional reasonable position,
over-generalisations are often made (E. Ng 2022).

This preoccupation with erasure has ramifications that extend beyond the realm of history and
into the realm of literature. Notable works such as the Iliad and the Odyssey, as well as passages from
both ancient and modern authors, have been indexed for reasons that are often unclear. One such rea-
son is the use of terms or representations that would be considered racist today. However, at the time
these works were written, such terms and representations were not uncommon (Bettini 2023). In such
cases, what is the historian’s appropriate response? The question, then, is whether the historian should
give precedence to the common sense of contemporary society, which rightly no longer tolerates a
certain kind of language and representation, or whether he should give precedence to historical fact,
recognising that what has happened cannot be undone. The choice is not easy. Removing statues of
patrons from public spaces because they were slaves does not change the tragic nature of the history
of slavery. However, the act of tearing down such statues may be understandable. It is unacceptable
to remove the study of the Iliad and the Odyssey from the curriculum of prestigious universities such
as Oxford on the grounds that they are symbols of slave societies.

These are questions that history researchers and teachers must address today. It is possible
that, despite Italy’s relative backwardness in this respect, new didactic approaches could help the
teacher to deal with this complex situation.

Revista de Educacion, 408. April-June 2025 pp. 19-32
Received: 29/09/2024 Accepted: 18/12/2024



Riva, E. THINKING HISTORICALLY. THE TEACHING OF HISTORY IN ITALY BETWEEN RESEARCH AND TEACHING

The didactics of history

For a long time, the didactic aspect of history has been overlooked in Italian universities. The rea-
sons for this are numerous and difficult to summarise in a few sentences. As a result, there has been
a considerable lack of reflection on the subject in Italy, which is particularly striking in view of the
remarkable achievements in many areas of historical research.

The emergence of the coronavirus (Covid-19) and the subsequent introduction of distance le-
arning (DAD) have also forced educators to look for new ways of promoting interaction through the
use of technology. However, this shift in pedagogy also brought about a significant lag in the techno-
logical skills of many trainers, limiting their ability to fully exploit the potential of these tools. In fact,
many of them simply reversed the online versions of their traditional teaching practices that they had
used before the epidemic and subsequent lockdown. Teachers essentially continued with the same ap-
proach as before. One of the reasons for Italy’s delay in establishing history didactics as a distinct and
separate field of study is undoubtedly the lasting influence of the Italian idealism of Giovanni Gentile,
the author of the only complete and epochal reform of the Italian school, implemented in 1923, and
his pedagogical thought, based on the conviction that knowledge of the content of a discipline natu-
rally entails the ability to teach it, thereby rendering teaching technique superfluous.

However, while the integration of the teaching of history with that of other humanities di-
sciplines has taken place with a comparable delay, this has not been the case for other subjects. Ma-
thematics, for example, has a long tradition of reflection on didactics dating back to the early 20th
century, while geography has a strong academic foundation and a considerable number of members
in the Italian Association of Geography Teachers, founded in 1955.

The 1990s saw a modest advance in reflection on the subject, following the reform law of
1990, which entrusted the universities with the training of secondary school teachers through the
establishment of postgraduate specialisation schools. Prior to this, prospective teachers gained access
to school teaching through a competition that assessed disciplinary knowledge but not didactic pre-
paration. The 1990 law prompted some disciplines to reflect on the didactic aspects of their teaching.
For example, the Italian Philosophical Society set up a special didactic commission, while the Ita-
lianists founded a scientific association in 1996 with a focus on didactic aspects. On the other hand,
the Central Council for Historical Studies, which represented historians at the time, did not seize the
opportunity to initiate reflection on the subject. During this period, the teaching of history did emerge
in some Italian universities, but these were isolated cases that did not have a significant impact, with
the exception of the courses given by Antonio Brusa at the University of Bari and Ivo Matozzi at the
Alma Mater Studiorum in Bologna (Cajani L. 2019).

Furthermore, the experience of the Schools of Specialisation for Teachers (SISS), launched
between 1999 and 2000, did not contribute to the development of a substantial reflection on the
subject. Following the closure of these schools between 2008 and 2009, teacher training has been
the subject of rather ambiguous ministerial projects, including the Active Formative Apprenticeship
(TFA) and the Percorsi Abilitanti Speciali (PAS).

The recent resurgence of interest in the didactics of history and its teaching can be attributed
to the introduction of university courses designed to facilitate the acquisition of the 24 CFUs (univer-
sity training credits) required to become a secondary school teacher. Half of these are to be obtained
through disciplinary didactics. These courses have become an obligatory part of the curriculum since
the reform of the secondary teacher recruitment system. The qualification previously required for
access to the competitive class (old-school or one-cycle diploma) is no longer sufficient for participa-
tion in ordinary competitions or for inclusion in provincial (GPS) and school rankings. Subsequently,
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the possibility of attending three-ye