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NHIST Second Cross-team conference -
Château de Coppet and Université de Genève,
Geneva, 12th-14th May 2005

A second cross-team conference was organised by
Professor Christoph Conrad at the Université de
Genève on 12th-14th May 2005, titled ‘A Usable Past?
Roles of the historian and the politics of memory’.
The conference aimed to discuss broader issues
pertaining to the work of all four teams. Over 40
colleagues representing all the research teams of
NHIST discussed the contributions presented by a
number of the core researchers and senior scholars
of the programme as well as by invited speakers.
There could have been no better moment to have a
comparative debate on questions of memory and its
uses since all participants had the images of the
commemorations of the freeing of the concentration
camps and the end of the Second World War 60
years ago in their mind that dominated the media in
spring 2005. 

The conference focused on the reactions to major
upheavals of contemporary European history (the
Revolutions of the nineteenth and twentieth century,
the two World Wars) and asked how the search for a
‘usable past’ after these conflicts involved historians
in typical roles (as documentarist, expert,
propagandist, witness) and redefined their
relationship to their craft and to the instances of
power. Moreover, several speakers addressed the
question how a common European historical identity
can be built by a generation of historians who takes
the constructed character of memory for granted. 

'Memory' has become one of the most important
issues of international historiography in the last
twenty to twenty-five years. In two ways, our view of
the making of modern historical research and writing
has been modified by this challenge. First, the
commemorative or memorial function of any
representation of history has been stressed and put
alongside the rhetorical dimension dear to Hayden
White and alongside the critical function associated
with various 'new' histories of the twentieth century.
Secondly, through concepts like the ‘invention of
tradition’, the ‘politics of memory’ or the ‘lieux de
mémoire’ the construction of a useful past by
governments, political forces, and civil society has
attracted much attention. Historians found an
interesting way out of the embarrassing competition
between collective memory and academic history by
turning 'memory' and its uses into a fashionable
object of historical research.

Olivier Dumoulin from the University of Lille opened
the conference with a talk on the issue of the
historian as an expert. It is a topical issue as a

number of NHIST Steering Committee members,
who serve on various historical boards in their
respective countries, have to deal with it in their new
roles as historical experts. For example, Dušan Kováč
has been asked by the court to serve as a ‘historian
witness’ in a trial of one alleged Nazi collaborator.
Dumoulin sees such experts as standing at the
crossroad between historiography and public
politics. There are three possible expert roles for the
historian to assume: the historian can act as an
advisor (for example, Aadu Must, a member of the
NHIST Steering Committee has been also advising
the current President of Estonia Arnold Rüütel); the
historian could be called up to appear in court as
‘expert witness’ (the case of Dušan Kováč); or the
historian could be an appointed expert on various
commissions set up by the government (Uffe
Østergaard has been appointed to various bodies by
the Ministry of Culture). Dumoulin sees these three
different roles as formative of the way ‘truth’ is
presented and communicated by the historian.
Hence the ‘historian’s truth’ is shaped by the role the
historian has to perform.

Niek C. F. van Sas (University of Amsterdam) raised
the issue of the important of a ‘national historical
canon’ within the context of attempts to renationalise
the history of the Netherlands. Van Sas first looked at
the national master narratives that had been
produced and replicated throughout the last two
centuries. He established that the dominant
narrative, shaped by the image of the Netherlands as
a great power during the seventeenth century, was
undone by the de-nationalisation of the
historiography in the 1960s and 1970s. Van Sas
argued that the focus on the crimes against
humanity committed during the Second World War
was essential to the undoing of the national
paradigm.

Uffe Østergaard (Jean Monnet Professor in European
Civilization and Integration and Head of the
Department of Holocaust and Genocide Studies at
the Danish Institute of International Studies)
discussed the issue of ‘European memory’ in relation
to the discourses about the Second World War and
the Holocaust. Østergaard analysed the work of
historical commissions set up in different European
countries with the aim to reach some sort of
consensus on a particular country’s involvement in
the mass murder of Jews and other citizens of their
and other countries under Nazi occupation. He
argued that the rigorous pursuit of holocaust and
genocide studies in Denmark has facilitated a
growing recognition among Danes that their country
was not only a victim but also a collaborator of Nazi
Germany. In his view, such negative spin put on
Danish history during the Second World War is not
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unique, as other European governments have
sponsored an ‘official’ memory of the Holocaust as a
European historical event.

Keith Robbins (University of Wales, Lampeter)
provided an analysis of the British discourses of the
war memory against the background of the post-war
reality, considering the projection of victory within the
context of the decline of the empire in the immediate
years after the war. He described the search for a
fitting date to memorialise the war and discussed the
alternatives that existed at the time. He noted that
the commemoration of the Second World War was
incorporated into the agenda for Remembrance Day
(11th November). However, Robbins stressed that the
contemporary political climate shaped responses to
commemoration, though this was open to on-going
reinterpretation and contextualisation by historians
who adopted a more critical stance towards the
official culture of public memory.

Sacha Zala (University of Bern) explored the
involvement of historians in the public sphere as
editors of state documents, particularly foreign policy
documents before and after the First World War. He
explained how this removed historians from the
academic environment, as they were more involved
in public institutions. This limited the ability of some
historians to check the accuracy of documents
examined, thus increasing the potential for editorial
intervention from third parties linked to state
institutions.

The conference concluded with three papers
focusing on case studies. Attila Pók (Director of the
Historical Institute in Budapest), spoke on memory
politics in Hungary after 1989. He explored the link
between historiography and memory construction in
four directions: in academia, politics, school and
collective memory. Eelco Runia (University of
Groningen) examined the phenomenon of ‘naming of
names’ in public ceremonies as, for example, at the
commemoration of the victims of the infamous
terrorist attack against the World Trade Centre in
New York. The final presentation was provided by
Enrique Ucelay-Da Cal (Autonomous University of
Barcelona), who argued that Spain lacks political and
civic culture because of the multiplicity and
tentativeness of sundry political loyalties, their
unstable nature and the celebration of Spain’s
traumatic past influences historical writing, which
encouraged a number of competing historical
narratives, and challenged the rigidity of an
overarching and homogenous national narrative.

Christoph Conrad closed the discussion by
underlining three important perspectives of the
current debates that were touched upon during the

conference: a) the interdependence of collective,
often national memory and academic historiography;
b) the various roles of the historian between state
power and instrumentalisation on the one hand, and
objectivity and scholarly autonomy on the other
hand; c) the necessity to “look the historian over the
shoulder” as a way to de- or re-construct his or her
production of discourses on the past. 

Papers presented:

• Olivier Dumoulin (France),
The Historian as Legal Expert

• Niek C.F. van Sas (Netherlands),
National history as crisis management

• Uffe Østergaard (Denmark),
The Holocaust in European memory

• Keith Robbins (UK),
1940 and Britain's 'finest hour' in the national
historiography since 1945

• Attila Pok (Hungary),
1956 and the national historiography in Hungary 

• Enrique Ucelay Da Cal (Spain),
Celebrating trauma: historians and the difficulties
of building civic culture in Spain

• Eelco Runia (Netherlands),
Committed History

• Sacha Zala (Switzerland),
Editing an usable past


