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Introduction

At this Cumberland Lodge Conference contested and traumatic histories
were discussed by professional academic historians, those concerned with
the teaching of history at school level, those working for reconciliation,
and those interested in psychological healing. 

Some of the conference was concerned with the extremely difficult task
of writing and teaching history in countries around the world, which
are still suffering from bitter division and conflict. The views of the speak-
ers on this theme differed widely. For example, sometimes, it was said,
the historian’s role is to offer dispassionate historical analysis that presents
a full and balanced view of both sides of an argument. At other times,
however, it is necessary to promote people’s emotional engagement with
traumatic episodes that have officially been suppressed. Yet again, some-
times cultural sensitivity necessitates the selective presentation of history.
When, and how far, the teaching of history has contributed to either
peace building, or stronger social cohesion, proved to be a fascinating
topic that benefitted from the range of perspectives of the different speak-
ers.

Some speakers also explored a range of views on history teaching in the
UK. What and how history is taught in this country is itself a contested
issue; and so it was both pertinent to examine equivalent debates about
teaching history in other countries, and timely given the current dispute
over the teaching of history in the UK prompted by proposals by the
Education Secretary, Michael Gove, to revamp the school history cur-
riculum. 

The (long-term) difficulty of difficult histories

Although it might often be the case that an individual’s need to ‘return
to the past as wound’, to talk about it in therapy, is a way to aid recovery,
Paul Schulte, a former group therapist, suggested that this is not always
achieved. Indeed, there is a body of psychiatric evidence indicating that

being caught up in trauma therapy does not lead to positive therapeutic
results, because it defines an individual’s life in terms of the trauma.
Undergoing therapy actually entails a psychological risk: strengthening
the inability to move on from a trauma. Keeping the traumatic past as
unfinished business can satisfy a narcissistic desire to preserve the status
of a victim to maintain solidarity with a group of fellow suffers. Yet, it
was suggested by Schulte, an ecstatic sense of shared victimhood will
seldom be healthy. 

When the stories of individuals’ suffering become the collective
memory, faith and piety of a people, it becomes hard, Schulte pointed
out, for historians to tell a more objective version of events. The oral
histories of individuals and families have an emotional hold which may
continue over generations, even if they are not literally ‘true’. Canon
David Porter suggested that the power of the past lies less in cold analysis
than in the emotional and communal appeal of the stories told in
war-torn places.  Divided communities carry different experiences of
the past; although they may agree on the facts, their moral assessment of
what the facts mean and who is to blame is at odds, feeding a legacy of
mistrust and hatred. If two warring groups are to move towards
reconciliation they need to gain a sense that the past can be understood
differently. A narrative is needed that allows for a re-evaluation of an
injured people’s sense of moral righteousness. 

The stories of the suffering of individuals and families pose further
problems when politicians manipulate oppressed groups for their own
political ends. Sir John Elliott described how in 1989, six hundred years
after the defeat and supposed humiliation of Serbs at the Battle of
Kosovo, Slobodan Milosevic exploited the anniversary occasion to fuel
his people’s desire for the restoration of a Serbian empire that included
Croats and Bosnians. At the same time Croatian nationalists argued that
a greater Croatia incorporating hundreds of Serbs was also an historical
necessity. And once again there was an opportunist politician, Franjo
Tudjman, ready to exploit the emotions of the people. 
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foreign experts would easily become the targets of indifference, ostracism
or, at worst, intimidation or assassination. Similarly, Gareth Mann
suggested that hardly any Afghan teacher defines him - or herself - as a
history teacher: in many ways, he said, it is a toxic concept. The Taleban
banned history teaching outright while they held power from 1996 –
2001. And now, partly due to concern about reprisals in the event of a
return to prominence of the Taleban, the subject is treated with disdain
or ignored completely. 

Yet Mann, working as a ‘Deployable Civilian Expert’ for the British
Stabilisation Unit, is now responsible for compiling a history textbook
for use in senior classes (ages 16 – 19) in Afghan schools. Mann
understands that it cannot be a textbook as British students know it,
promoting objectively accurate and balanced understanding. History
must be taught in a culturally sensitive way. The last seventy years must
be avoided, and earlier events have to be viewed with an Islamic frame.
History will be presented in terms of biographies rather than a grand
political narrative. The textbook will have contributions from Afghan
teachers and not have Mann’s name on the spine. History, when
presented as an Islamic historiography of events and biographies, might
serve to inspire positive values in young Afghans such as tolerance, a spirit
of adventure, and willingness to trade and maintain good diplomatic
relations.

History needs to become history

Immediately after a conflict it is often the case that governments are
afraid of the power of history.  Schulte described how in Northern
Ireland in the 1970s and 1980s London and Washington were engaged
in complicated political strategies, trying to sell settlements across divided
communities. An insensitive, inflammatory government-led attempt to
impose a new curriculum would prejudice the reconciliation strategy.
Yet, Elliott noted, recent historians in the Republic of Ireland have shown
great sophistication in their treatment of a highly controversial past, and
their approach, in turn, has now found its way into school textbooks. 

Similarly, Dr Gary Mills described how in 1994 half a million people
perished in a genocide in Rwanda. Yet the country is now the ‘miracle
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The historian’s pivotal role 

The role of the historian can be pivotal. If the ‘histories’  told between
individuals, families and groups have a powerful emotional hold,
sometimes continuing over generations, the role of the historian is to
present a dispassionate view of the past. Elliott recalled the words of L.
P. Hartley: ‘the past is a foreign country, they do things differently there.’
Instead of imposing our own attitudes on the past, or seeing it simply
as fuel for today’s conflicts, we need historians with the imagination
and insight to explain the mind-set of past generations. People in the
past may have believed they were acting from the highest of motives,
while behaving in a way that we now find morally reprehensible. Some
aspects of the past need to be understood as belonging to yesterday, not
today. Moral and emotional responses to the past should not determine
the future, and need to be replaced by a more objective understanding. 

Historians need to strive for balance, Elliot said. If blame has to be
attached, there also needs to be an understanding of the strengths and
limitations of all sides. A historian might discover evidence that those
who regard themselves as the victims of terrible wrongs were not as
morally faultless as they want to believe. Whatever a historian’s personal
inclinations and sympathies, he or she has a responsibility to follow the
evidence and tell the full story. Progress as a society depends on not
holding onto a view of the past that is limited and limiting. 

Elliott noted that historians have an obligation to set the record straight
when they know it is being distorted by self-serving politicians.
Simplistic nationalist myths of the past fuel current conflicts. Historians
need to have the courage to utter inconvenient truths so as to present
a more complex, balanced, dispassionate view.  However, Elliott asked,
will people necessarily listen to historians, when a nationalist tide is
strong? 

The historian’s dangerous role

Schulte noted that in some situations where emotions around a conflict
are still high, such as contemporary Iraq or Afghanistan, or Northern
Ireland in the 1970s or 1980s, naïvely revisionist history teachers and
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of Africa’ as there has been large scale investment from overseas in
infrastructure and rapid economic growth. International donors either
neglected history or supported the government view that history teaching
be postponed in order not to upset a fragile reconciliation process. It was
not until 2008 that the new history curriculum allowed for the teaching
of genocide, in an interdisciplinary way that sought to promote greater
community cohesion. 

Dealing with history 

There is a widespread belief that talking about past wounds is necessary
so as to move forward. As David Porter said ‘the past will deal with us, if
we don’t deal with the past’. Issues which are felt to be unresolved might
resurface and cause continuing problems. Yet Porter went on to caution
that telling the story of what happened, when, and why needs to be done
with great care, as this may create more problems than it addresses. 

The idea that ‘unless you talk about it, you will not move on’ was a
motivation for Jim Kosem, who was tasked with teaching young Slovenians
about a difficult, neglected episode in their history: the post 1945
Communist killings in the former Yugoslavia. Kosem created a ‘digital
monument’, to take people on an audio tour of those woods were the
massacres had happened, and where mass graves existed. The use of
technology to bring together oral testimony and the physical space creates
empathy and makes history more personal: facts and figures in a
chronology would not be an effective way to explain the traumatic events. 

Sir John Elliott gave a powerful example of the way history, when
deliberately set aside, can later return, causing further trouble. At the end
of the Spanish Civil War political parties tacitly agreed that the outrages
committed during the Civil War should be forgotten. This compact lasted
for a generation. Yet deep wounds lingered beneath the surface and a new
generation began asking questions about the past. The Socialist
government passed a Law of Historical Memory, formally condemning
the Franco regime, but recognising the rights of victims on both sides of
the Civil War to receive state help in exhuming and identifying corpses. It
also made provision for the granting of aid to victims and their
descendants. Although Elliott said the desire for some families to know

what happened to their loved ones is understandable, the Law has also
divided families, destroyed friendships, and, above all, created a new
bitterness between the two leading political parties who are refighting the
Civil War on paper and in words. 

Healing history through storytelling?

If the healing of the past is required before reconciliation is possible, what
does that require of a society? For Canon David Porter story-telling
should be at the heart of the process. There needs to be a commitment to
an honest remembering, and openness to a moral revaluing of the past.
Those caught up in a conflict must be willing to remember honestly the
sins of their forbears, and confront them, not just those of the enemy.
Reconciliation takes place, Porter said, when my enemy seeks to
understand my story, and tells it in such a way that I am able to say ‘yes
that is my story’. We can only redeem the past if we choose to remember
it differently. 

Professor Jonathan Glover thought we might exploit the power of
technology more fully to tell a powerful, transformative story about the
conflict between Israelis and Palestinians. Both sides regard themselves as
substantially in the right, so how can there be healing truth, based not just
on an acceptance of the facts, but, more significantly, on a mutual
understanding of intentions and motivations? Simple discussion would
not be enough. Glover suggested that there should be funding for both
Israelis and Palestinians to make a film telling the events of the conflict
from their own point of view. They should make their films as emotionally
powerful as possible, while being faithful to the facts. They could then
show their films to each other, discuss their differing versions and perhaps
then make another film which reflects both points of view. The cooperation
required might help breakdown powerful, dangerous stereotypes. 

Yet Schulte warned that the use of technology to tell emotive versions of
history is powerful and probably unavoidable. Freely available on the web,
particularly on YouTube, are mixed media videos that display historical
events in an intoxicatingly embittered or triumphalist way. Technology
allows for a potent blend of words, music and images which makes the
oratory of politicians seem ineffective and antiquated. For some, narrative
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written history is less influential now that films, providing emotional
release and gratification, are so popular. History teachers will find it harder
to present a balanced and objective view of the past in the face of the
deliberately emotional messages young people can pick up from the web.
In part, history teaching ought to be about giving the skills to examine,
analyse and ‘disinfect’ such material. But this will be far from easy. 

Understanding one’s own past

Sir John Elliott thought that ultimately every society has to come face to
face with its past, and it can only do this in its own way, without imposition
from outside. While the Truth and Reconciliation Commission worked
well for South Africa, it may work less well for other countries. Gareth
Mann described how the British Educational Advisor to the Military
Governor in Germany 1947 – 1949, Sir Robert Birley, believed that
Germans had to come to terms with their difficult history themselves.
Birley was responsible for the re-structuring of schools and universities
across the British zone of the country it had conquered. It would have
been easy for him simply to comply with the brief he had been given,
coming out of the Potsdam Agreement: re-write history text books so as
to eliminate completely National Socialist and militarist doctrines, to make
possible the successful development of democratic ideals. But Birley refused
to do this, and had no truck whatsoever with ideas of ‘re-education’. His
role, as he saw it, was to foster a system in which Germans were to write
their own textbooks rather than merely translate those mandated for them
by their conquerors. Co-operation was the watch word. 

Paul Schulte suggested that it was possible to correct national memory in
Germany after the Second World War because Germans had experienced
total war and defeat: they were therefore willing to rewrite their own
history. This did not happen as effectively in Austria or Italy, and it did not
happen at all in Japan: the Yasakuni Shrine is a morally evasive war museum
that is also a temple to the spirit of the Japanese warrior dead, many of
whom were executed by Westerners as Class A war criminals. In addition,
Glover suggested that the humiliation of Germany after the First World
War created a nationalist backlash, and that this psychological reaction has
often been a determining factor behind wars. But this cycle was not
repeated in Germany after 1945: instead of being further humiliated,
Germany was rebuilt with aid given by the Marshall Plan. 
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Teaching contested history in the UK 

Professor Jackie Eales said that contested views of the past are inherent in
history. Primary sources are always being interpreted in new ways, often
according to the political preoccupations of current times, and so history
continues to be a subject for debate and disagreement. The way we look
at this is crucial. Teachers need to teach students about bias, not just to
dismiss a view because it is one sided. Even a biased document is valid.
An aim of history teaching should be to give students some understanding
of the different ways in which the past is seen. 

Eales also noted that inherent in history is a search for causation, and in
looking for causes it is easy to attach blame. This has the danger of
inflaming sensibilities, especially if there is a disparity between what is
taught at school and what families tell their children about a controversial
past. The role of the teacher is all important. Controversy and disputes
should not be avoided but teachers should present the contested subject
in a way that presents both sides of an argument and allows for a
responsible, critical approach. Studying history may foster a respect for
different points of view. The Historical Association produced the
T.E.A.C.H. Report on Teaching Emotive and Controversial History, to
describe how children aged 3 – 19 should be exposed to contested history
in an age appropriate way. There is also recognition that the sensitive
nature of some historical themes should be addressed in religious studies,
citizenship classes and English lessons, not only in history. 

For Dr Richard Harris history teachers need to make the past
complicated; a simple past is a dangerous past. The inadequacy of myths
and stereotypes needs to be illuminated. Teachers are wary about imposing
their values on others, yet even the attempt to be neutral and present a
balanced view is a value stance. If history entails a relativistic attempt to
understand different perspectives it can also foster values analysis, the
growth of moral reasoning, and the clarification of broader values. Even
with a teacher aiming to present balance and complexity the question
remains: should the teacher be neutral, or should they come down on one
side or the other? Should teachers intervene when students make
comments that are naive or prejudiced to other groups, and how far
should they intervene?  



Dr Gary Mills said that it is important to teach about contested and
traumatic history in a way that is interactive and engaging. It does not
seem appropriate to adopt a ‘chalk and talk’ approach to teaching about a
traumatic subject such as holocaust, as the young people are not
encouraged to consider moral conclusions. Understanding is as important
as knowing. Richard Harris felt that while images are a powerful way of
conveying difficult topics of history, a teacher needs to be sensitive to the
impact they may have on young people. Paul Schulte pointed out that the
attempt to teach about difficult histories by showing the different moral
visions engaged in historical conflict, even though intended to encourage
positive moral understanding, might very often be politically controversial
or unpopular with parents. It could, sometimes, contribute to the opposite
outcome: fully explicating the mentalities of participants in past conflicts
could strengthen extremist views. 

Conclusion

Although differing views were expressed at the conference, this conclusion
will seek to present those ideas which appeared to have some general
agreement, and which offered a way ahead. 

Teaching history is difficult: the approach taken by a teacher should be
determined by the particular context he or she is working within. Thus,
in stable societies history can be seen as a subject that tests particular
intellectual skills: trying to discover and describe the truth of what
happened as accurately as possible, with both respect for, and critical
distance from, all biased perspectives. Yet in countries where conflict is still
real this intellectual approach may be both dangerous for teachers and
unhelpful for the reconciliation process. In such places history may need
to be presented in a way that is culturally sensitive, perhaps with an attempt
to emphasise those values needed for future peace and prosperity.  Or it
may be necessary to delay the teaching of history altogether, until tensions
are less strong. 

Yet eventually, it was suggested, the story of the past needs to be told, if a
society is to move forward, out of conflict. Historians have a vital role to
play in freeing people from their own prejudices of the past, by conveying
an understanding of moral complexity and complicity. History lessons need

to teach the lesson of history: seeing the past only in simple, one-sided,
and prejudiced terms is likely to be inflammatory. Those religious or
ethnic groups which can recognise their own failings and limitations are
in a position to break out of the cycle of humiliation and revenge that
lies behind long-term conflicts. History classes may demonstrate that what
happened in the past resulted from circumstances that no longer apply:
for this reason the wounds of the past should not define the present or
determine the future. Conflict, humiliation and trauma should be
acknowledged, not denied, but ultimately a new generation needs to
consign what happened to history. In making peace with the past, it
becomes possible to find a future. 

Though it was not a focus of this conference, the question of the extent
to which ‘national’ history should be the basis of the compulsory syllabus
in British education might be asked: a topic perhaps for specific debate
on another occasion. But the dangers and the imperatives of the ‘difficult’
history we did look at caused the author of this report to feel that the
critical, balanced approach taken in British history education is something
to cherish and preserve. History lessons have a role to play, producing not
only respect for the past, but also a stronger support, among citizens, for
those hard-won values that are the basis of future progress. 
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About Cumberland Lodge

Cumberland Lodge is a house for ideas.  It is a former royal residence that has
been an independent educational charity since 1947, promoting ethical debate
and cross-sector cooperation on a range of matters affecting the development
of society.

Cumberland Lodge fulfils its mission by designing and facilitating a series of
events which enable participants to discuss ethical, moral and spiritual issues.
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