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Decontesting Historical Consciousness provides a comprehensive
exploration of historical consciousness, redefining it not just as an
academic concept but as a fundamental human state of mind
essential for navigating the modern world. By approaching historical
consciousness from an ontological perspective and by viewing
humans and the world as both “history-made” and “history-making”,
the text illuminates how our understanding of the past directly
shapes our individual well-being and collective survival.

After an overview of how historical consciousness has been
defined over time, this book offers a new ontological definition of the
concept. Then it proceeds to analyse the historicity of the world and
the human, the historicity of time and historical narratives, and the
ways in which history is used. Furthermore, the book discusses the
relation of historical consciousness to historical knowledge and
historical thinking. A distinctive feature of the work is the
introduction of original typologies, including an 11-part model of
historical thinking and a three-tiered quality level of consciousness:
Innate, reflective, and scholarly. The author also bridges the gap
between theory and practice by examining the application of history
in politics, education, and entertainment, while utilizing Bloom’s
taxonomy to categorize historical knowledge.

Designed for scholars, students, and practitioners in history,
history education, philosophy, and sociology, this book is an essential
resource for those seeking to enhance historical thinking and self-
awareness. Its unique “two-timensional” versus “three-timensional”
approach makes it a compelling read for anyone interested in how
historical narratives and “biocultural” evolution influence
contemporary democratic participation and global crises like climate
change.
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Preface

This book is the outcome of a reflective study of scholarship on
historical consciousness and related concepts, such as historical
knowledge, historical thinking, and the use of history. It arose from
my own need to deepen my understanding of the concept and
phenomenon of historical consciousness, as well as from a desire to
do my best for the students who have honoured me with their trust
by enrolling in my course “Historical Consciousness and Applied
History”. Working with my students has continually challenged me to
probe more deeply into the meaning of historical consciousness. My
deepest thanks, therefore, go to all the students who, since 2022,
have shared their questions and ideas with me.

I am grateful to PhD candidate Kristoffer Fjalsett and MA in history
Sondre Vindbo for the many discussions on historical consciousness
we have had over the years. They generously read portions of my
manuscript at various stages and offered invaluable feedback. Our
conversations pushed me to reflect on and clarify my own
understanding of historical consciousness. Sondre served as my
research assistant for this project, and his deep grasp of historical
theory, combined with his keen observational acuity, strengthened
the work. Kristoffer has been a consistently thoughtful interlocutor
whose comments across a range of topics have challenged me to
think more clearly and deeply—and get some more “dirt” in the
hands of my mind.

I would like to thank Routledge for including the book in its
“Approaches to History” series, and my editor, Max Novack, for his
steady collaboration from the beginning of the project to the
present. I am also grateful to my anonymous peer reviewer, whose
feedback substantially improved the book’s content and structure.



Please note that, due to my linguistic limitations, the book draws
only on Anglophone and Scandinavian publications. Unless otherwise
indicated, translations from Norwegian, Danish, and Swedish are my
own.

I let the book fly hoping that it will contribute to a richer
understanding of this important concept and phenomenon, and that
it will support your reflection on your own historical consciousness
and on the individuals and collective entities that shape your life and
the worlds in which you live.

Kristiansand, January 2026



1 Introduction
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Every human is a historian. Some of us study our in-time existence
explicitly and consciously, while the rest deal with history implicitly
and unconsciously. But there is no one who does not take into
consideration the past and the future when a decision must be made
in any given present. And if there is just a tiny number of people
who do not think (much) about the future, there is no human being
who does not think about the past. Those who do not (in fact
cannot) do so have a diagnosis: Amnesia. And this incapability
makes their lives difficult, and sometimes dangerous, especially
since, as relevant research over the last decades has shown, “some
amnesic patients struggle to project themselves into both the past
and future”.1

When we think about time (mainly about the past and its relation
to the present), we do so in anthropocentric (often narcissistically
anthropocentric) terms. Our questions focus on the human being
and its central role in history. Some of these questions are indeed
inviting to an ontological reflection on our existence and our
historical role in the world. Some other questions are related,
implicitly but clearly, to the very interesting subject of historical
evolution, human and non-human. Any reflection on historical
evolution is directly related to the phenomenon that is coined by
historians, philosophers, psychologists, neuroscientists, and many
others as “historical consciousness”. This book is a literature-based
reflection on (1) the definition and theorization of historical
consciousness, both as a phenomenon and as a concept; (2) the
ontology of historical consciousness; (3) its relation to historical
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reality and historical knowledge; and (4) its relation to historical
thinking.

An explanation of the metaphorical use of “ontology” should be in
place here. Originally, ontology is related to the study of the being
and existence itself. Related to a concept like historical
consciousness, the use of “ontology” and “ontological” refers to the
study of the nature of the concept (one more metaphor that is
slightly out of place), its fundamental elements, and how they are
related to each other. But my ontological approach also has a literal
meaning, since historical consciousness is related to the ontology of
the world and the ontology of the human being, in particular their
in-time existence and function and their existence as history-made
creatures. In addition comes (again, metaphorically speaking) the
ontology of historical time, that is, its different dimensions and their
coinherence and interplay.

The keystones of this book are two theoretical theses that are
fundamental in most studies of historical consciousness. The first is
that we are our history, a synthesis of our biological, personal, and
collective history. Each and every one of us is a historical creature, in
fact, a historical product. This means that whatever you are,
whatever you do, whatever you think, the ways in which you
understand and identify yourself, and everything around you, all
these and much more are outcomes of historical evolution. They are
creations not only of your own lifetime but also of the time that
created the physical environment around you and the time that
created your values, your principles, and your criteria for positive or
negative evaluations—in other words, the time that created your
cultural worlds. This is the reason why being conscious about your
history is of crucial importance and one of the reasons why historical
consciousness gets more and more attention in academic discourses
and educational policies related to the aims of learning history in and
out of school.

The second keystone of this book is the thesis on the coinherence
of past, present, and future, in other words, their historical existence
not as three different dimensions of time but as inseparable
elements of one historical continuum. We divide this continuum into



past, present, and future for practical reasons, for making it easier to
orient ourselves in time and to make our lives better and easier on
the basis of this orientation. Indeed, past, present, and future are
basic categories of historical thinking that interplay and
interinfluence each other every time you develop, maintain, change,
or innovate your thoughts, decisions, values, principles, or norms.
We, humans, are temporal creatures that live in a present that
incorporates both the past and the future. In the excellent phrasing
of Jan Tønnes Hansen, “the human is fundamentally a forward-
looking, past-determined presentness that both worries about its
future and carries a life history”.2

What is of utmost importance when thinking of present, past, and
future as coinherent is that in the histotemporal continuum, each of
them is an essential part of the other two (throughout the book, the
term histotemporal signifies something related to the historical
dimension of time, which will be discussed in Chapter 6). Any
change in the perception of any of them automatically and
unavoidably causes relevant changes to the perception of the other
two. Present, past, and future, not simply coexist, but they exist
mutually within each other, deeply interconnected and
interdependent, without losing their individual identity.3

Another thing that is equally important to keep in mind every time
you read or think about this continuum of past–present–future is
that both past and future exist in a present. This means that past
and future are contextual historical categories we use to orient
ourselves in time (and life). With what we use to call “the passage of
time”, which, in fact, means us and the world moving in time, in a
specific context, something is registered as present, and on the basis
of this present, we categorize everything “before” it as past and
everything “ahead” as future. As we will see later in the book, the
present is something flexible, as it sometimes refers to a few
moments and sometimes to several decades. This is because we
register something as present to say that this something is neither
past nor future. So, from any given present, we have a perception of
what does not exist anymore and what does not exist yet. And in



case things still exist as inseparable elements of our lives, we include
them in something that is usually called “extended present”, which
might incorporate both elements from the past and elements from
the future. As for the content of the past and the future, it is easy to
understand that the content of the future is clearly ideational. In a
different way, this is also true for the past, because our registered
past is not the past per se, but our own perception of the past, on
the basis of (a) an individual or collective interpretation of whatever
sources we have, an interpretation which is not always correct, or
(b) of individual and collectives memories, which, as we will see
later, are not always to be trusted.

Explicitly or implicitly, your mind employs the continuum past–
present–future every time you evaluate actions (yours and by
others), events, structures, or institutions, and every time you act.
Indeed, it is impossible to think, evaluate, or act in the present
without taking into consideration both the past and the future. This
is a prerequisite for survival, and exactly because of that, it is
something evolved over millions of years, so that a basic mental
interplay of past–present–future is innate in the mental function of
all humans (and most animals), a part of our nature. This is why we
normally do not reflect on it.

2T and 3T: a reflection on doing history

Before opening the discussion of historical consciousness, I would
like to say a few words on the meaning of the term “history”. The
word history, used in academic and non-academic ways, might
signify three interconnected but different concepts. First, it means
the registered and remembered content of time. Second, it means
the narratives we make about selected parts of the content of time
(events, communities, groups, periods, etc.)—notice that there might
be differing narratives about the same event, and that some
narratives might be false or even fake. Third, the term History
(notice the capital initial) might signify the academic and school



discipline that studies both the content of time and the narratives we
construct about it.

Now, there are two ways of approaching history, that is, the
content of time. The first, which is the traditional one, operates on
the basis of a distinction between past and present. Past and
present are supposed to be not only distinct but also separated. The
past indeed influences the present, but the opposite is not possible.
The past is distant and fixed, and “history” is something bygone that
does not exist anymore. The second approach to history includes the
future in the equation, and it speaks of the study of history and the
construction of historical narratives as related not only to the past
but also to the coinherence of past, present, and future. None of the
three “dimensions” of time can exist without the other two, and each
of them influences the other two. So, our perception of the past is a
construction in—more correctly, of—a present that takes into
consideration the future. According to this second approach, the
study of history has a practical aim: It is directly related to the
human need for orientation in life.

I am tempted to call these two approaches “two-timensional” (2T)
and “three-timensional” (3T). The “2T” approach understands
“history” as a synonym to the past, perceiving the past as something
bygone, which exists independently of the present and in a distance
from it, as something that can only be studied from a distance (the
distance between past and present).4 In this understanding, a
person, a group, an institution, an event, or anything else “becomes
history” only when it is no longer related to the present. The past is
supposed to be a “foreign country”, which we can learn from, draw
examples from, and so on. But it is always so that “we” belong to
another time than “them” in the past. Unfortunately, many historians
and many teachers still approach and treat the past in this way, even
if they often try to speak (unconvincingly) about history as important
exactly because it is related to the present—you can recognize them
by their neglect to clarify how the past is related to the present and
by the fact that they never speak about the future as part of history.



The “3T” way of approaching history relates history to the past,
present, and future, as well as to the basic human need for
orientation in life. In this approach, the past is still alive in the
present, directly and actively influencing our decisions and acts, at
the individual and collective levels. The same applies to the future.
All three historical dimensions of time coexist and interplay in
historical evolution.5

The 3T understanding of history is more analytical than the 2T,
less chronological and more sociocultural, indeed more reflective and
existential, as it seeks to study and communicate the ways in which
we develop our identity and the ways in which we think and act as
historical creatures (i.e. as history-made and history-making
individuals and groups). Historical consciousness is related to this
way of approaching history.

Explicitly and implicitly, this book discusses in various places
historical knowledge, in relation to its content, the methods
supporting it, and its limits. To avoid misunderstandings as to how
historical knowledge is built up and what it consists of, I would like
to postpone for a minute the discussion of historical consciousness
as a concept and dedicate a short section to the four cornerstones of
historical knowledge.

The cornerstones of historical knowledge

The main aim of this section is to invite you to a reflection on the
cornerstones, or pillars, of historical knowledge. Before discussing
these elements and types, I need to clarify that there are other
approaches and models of historical knowledge and that this is a
subject that has been debated for long and has an equally long
future. In my approach, the cornerstones of historical knowledge are
historical data, historical concepts, historical theory, and historical
method.

Historical data: Historical data are the main components of history
and thus the raw material of History as a discipline. They are the



building blocks of historical information (what we might call
“historical facts”) and historical narratives. There are two types of
historical data: temporal and spatial. Spatial data represent the
physical historical reality we live in, and they are related to the
world’s hardware and software (i.e. natural elements, human-made
material technologies, or the human-made environment, energy, and
the social and cultural innovations that are essential for our survival
and well-being). This type of historical data includes names of
various kinds (people, objects, places, etc.), information on events,
and descriptions of material and immaterial technologies. Temporal
data represent moments, dates, and periods in past, present, and
future times, and they support our orientation in the time maps of
the temporal historical reality we live in. Historical data are the basic
digits in the code of communication between a sender (a historian or
anybody else who produces a historical narrative) and a receiver
(individuals or groups who read, listen to, or watch this narrative). It
is very important that the sender and receiver use the same code of
communication, and this can only be done if the narrative is clear
and precise in the use of all relevant terms, so that there is no space
for misunderstandings.

Historical concepts: Concepts are generic communicative symbols
of ideas, events, practices, actions, or phenomena that help us
better understand the world around us. Concepts help us to do so by
being the tools for organizing what we know and then using a
common code of communication to categorize this cognitive
knowledge. There are two types of historical concepts: Empirical and
abstract. Empirical historical concepts are communicative
generalizations of historical data; they are usually the results of
categorization. We use them to generalize knowledge about spatial
and temporal data related to the world’s hardware and software, as
well as to material and immaterial technologies. Think, for example,
of the concepts “revolution”, “democracy”, or “game”. Abstract
historical concepts communicate ideational models that help us
synthesize historical data (often categorized on the basis of relevant
empirical concepts) to understand and communicate historical
evolution. Think, for example, of the concepts “truth”,



“consciousness”, or “soul”. Some other abstract concepts might be
related to how a historian works (e.g. “source criticism” or “historical
narratives”), but they might also be related to how we systematize
historical time or historical evolution (e.g. “space of experience”,
“medieval times”, “continuity”, and “change”). If historical data are
the basic digits in the code of communication, historical concepts are
what give meaning to this communication, making it something
more than the transmission of information (in the form of “raw
data”). So, it is even more important that concepts are clearly
defined, to avoid misunderstandings which will unavoidably create
wrong perceptions about historical data and historical evolution.6

Historical theory: The term “theory” in historical studies signifies a
statement with a high degree of generalization, based on the
cognitive study of relevant evidence and the metacognitive insight of
(a) how history functions as a science, (b) how historical narratives
are made, and (c) the dimensions of historical time. I would like to
remind that there are three types of historical theories: evidence-
based theories (also called “object” theories), deriving from the
generalization of evidence; metatheories on historical studies and
the work of historians, that is, theories on the use of history,
historical method, source criticism, evidence analysis, historical
narrative, etc., and historical theories deriving from philosophizing
time, that is, theories related to the varying dimensions of historical
time and the coinherence and interinfluence of these times.7

Historical method: The term method signifies two different things.
First, the methods (in plural) we use to investigate and analyse
historical data: These methods are related to the choice of sources,
the investigation of sources, the critical use of sources, the dialogue
between evidence and theory, the approach(es) of explanation we
will adopt, and so on. Second, the term method (in singular)
signifies the overall body of practices and techniques that dominate
in a project and is strongly related to the research question and the
working questions, the choice of theoretical approaches, and so on.8

The use of historical theory and method is related to how a
historian, or even a non-historian, should approach her historical



data and concepts, in her effort to reach cognitive historical
knowledge. At the same time, having an insight into how theory and
method function is related to the communication of historical
knowledge, that is, to how historical knowledge can be generated in
clear, well-structured, well-argued, and trustworthy narratives.
Finally, while seeking historical knowledge (as any other kind of
knowledge), we should reflect on ourselves as (re)searchers and
learners. Since historical knowledge is not something fixed, but
always situated and relevant (“my” or “your” historical knowledge),
we are essential parts of it.

Contestation and decontestation of historical
consciousness

Historical consciousness has been studied by various disciplines (e.g.
history, philosophy, sociology, anthropology, psychology, or
neuroscience) and from varying starting points.9 In historical studies,
the discussion of historical consciousness has been related mainly to
history didactics and secondarily to the philosophy of history. This
book is an ontological and conceptual contribution to the discourse
of historical consciousness. This means that I am not discussing
historical consciousness in relation to history didactics, and I am not
considering it as an element or a goal of history teaching, in other
words, as a skill that can be learned or as a pedagogical device.
Excellent colleagues have been doing great work in this direction for
at least the last two decades, and relevant publications abound.10 In
addition, I should make clear that I am not presenting the history of
historical consciousness as a concept.

The aim of the book is threefold. The first is to present an
overview of the differing ways in which historical consciousness has
been understood as a concept since its introduction in the 1960s.
The second is to analyse historical consciousness ontologically,
hoping that such an analysis will help anyone to improve their



historical consciousness, and will support historians and history
educationists in better understanding and applying the concept in
their work. My third goal is included in the second: As part of the
ontology of historical consciousness, I will discuss historical
consciousness in relation to two other central historical concepts,
namely, historical knowledge and historical thinking.

So, a definitional reflection on historical consciousness lies at the
core of this book. It should be noticed from the beginning that there
is a plethora of definitions around, but the concept is not properly
defined. Its conceptual polysemy constitutes a challenge in the
theorization and teaching of historical consciousness, as it is often
difficult to know what a historian means when she uses the term.
Let me illustrate by an example, which I find characteristic. In an
essay published in 2017, history educationist Robert Thorp discusses
(in his own terminology, “deconstructs”) how one of the most
influential scholars of historical consciousness, Klas-Göran Karlsson,
defines and discusses the concept. Thorp shows that Karlsson
operated with at least “five views of historical consciousness … that
could serve as a basis for stipulating a definition of the concept” and
equally many ways of approaching its application, function, and
operationalization.11

I am claiming that historical consciousness is not simply a concept
with varying definitions, but one of these concepts that in conceptual
studies are coined as “essentially contested”. As we will see in
Chapter 2, essentially contested concepts are concepts for which
varying definitions exist, but with none of them being accepted as
the proper one. With this in mind, this book aims to contribute to an
ontological decontestation of historical consciousness.

The first step towards such a decontestation is understanding the
reasons for the contestation itself, that is, the polysemy of the
concept at question. There are two main reasons for the polysemy of
historical consciousness. The first is that it has been studied by
scholars with varying backgrounds and interests, who defined it
according to different epistemological criteria and on the basis of
their own needs or aims.12 The second reason is related to the



concept itself. Historical consciousness is a compound concept
consisting of two elements, “historical” and “consciousness”, each of
which has a wide conceptual nature. To quote Kenneth Nordgren,
“compounding two such all-embracing terms as history and
consciousness provides almost endless opportunities to associate
perspectives and manifestations”.13 Unfortunately, it also provides
many opportunities for varying definitions.



I will discuss challenges related to the definition of historical
consciousness in Chapter 2, where I am studying various ways in
which historical consciousness has been defined, all of them valuable
and composed by excellent historians and history educationists,
philosophers, anthropologists, and sociologists. Historical
consciousness has in general been approached as a consciousness of
historicity (the human as history-made and history-making) and/or a
histotemporal consciousness, related to the interplay between the
interpretation of the past, the perception of the present, and the
anticipation of the future. To make the definition of the concept
more suitable for teaching history in the classroom, history
educationists have related it to several other abstract historical and
historiographical concepts, such as historical thinking, historical
narration, history use, or collective memory. To make the definitional
study of historical consciousness more structured and reader-
friendly, in Chapter 2, I am discussing the definitions under the
following rubrics:

Definitions approaching historical consciousness as a
consciousness of historicity
Definitions approaching historical consciousness as a temporal
consciousness
Rüsen’s typology of historical consciousness
Definitions approaching historical consciousness as a meaning-
making mental process
Definitions approaching historical consciousness in relation to
historical thinking
Definitions approaching historical consciousness in relation to
collective memory and the use of history

Chapter 3 aims at opening the decontestation of historical
consciousness by answering the “what-is question” in an ontological
way. Approaching historical consciousness as a type of human
consciousness, I am first discussing the term consciousness in
neuroscientific and psychological terms, to proceed then to the
ontological content of it, which ends with the presentation of my



operational definition of historical consciousness. Chapter 3 is, in
fact, the introduction to Chapters 4–10, in which I am presenting
concrete areas and subjects, of which anyone (not just historians)
should be historically conscious. The book is founded on the
definitional thesis that historical consciousness is a state of mind,
and as a state of mind, it unfolds in two cognitive, three
metacognitive, and two epistemological areas, which are presented
in Chapters 4–10.

Cognitive historical consciousness is related to the so-called
“historicity of the world” and “historicity of the being”. Chapters 4
and 5 are dedicated to this type of historical consciousness.

Chapter 4 focuses on being historically conscious of the world as
history-made, and sometimes as history-making. It is based on a
perception of the world as a system that has hardware and software
dimensions. The world’s hardware encompasses all natural elements,
including human beings, as well as human-made material
technologies, in other words, the human-constructed environment.
The world’s software has two components: Natural and human-
made. The natural software is energy, while the human-made
software consists of what I term immaterial technologies, that is, the
social and cultural innovations (symbols, techniques, laws, rules,
norms, values, principles, etc.) that are essential to our survival and
flourishing.

Chapter 5 discusses being historically conscious in terms of the so-
called “historicity of the being”, that is, the human as history-made
and history-making. It focuses on four dimensions of human
historicity, related to (a) our quantitative and qualitative biological
evolution, how this evolution influences history and how it is
influenced by historical evolution; (b) our social evolution as homo
sapiens and how this evolution influences historical evolution; (c) our
cultural evolution and how this evolution influences historical
evolution; and (d) our biocultural evolution, that is, how genetic
evolution and cultural evolution interact in various and complex
ways.

Metacognitive historical consciousness is related to the “historicity
of time”, the “historicity of historical narratives”, and the use of



history. It is discussed in Chapters 6, 7, and 8.
Chapter 6 focuses on the historicity of time. As a first step, I am

discussing four categories of time, namely, physical time (the time
we measure in clocks and calendars), biological time (time as
experienced and measured by your body), cultural time (varying
ways in which different cultures measure, structure, and organize
time), and historical time (the time as understood in relation to how
we perceive historical evolution). Second, I am getting closer to
historical time, to present different dimensions of it. Third, I am
presenting theories approaching time in terms of various temporal
layers that coexist in any given present. And finally, I am presenting
a theory claiming that our decisions and actions in the present are
the result of an internal dialogue between our perception of the past
and our anticipation of the future.

Chapter 7 is dedicated to being conscious of the historicity of
historical narratives, in other words, to being conscious of narratives
as history-made and history-making cultural products. Its first
section discusses the content of historical narratives and their
function. Then, I am presenting various types of historical narratives.
Finally, I am discussing chronology and periodization as challenges
related to composing and studying historical narratives, to close the
chapter with a discussion of how you could be conscious of the
importance and the meaning of empirical and abstract concepts as
elements of historical narratives.

Chapter 8 approaches historical consciousness in terms of history
use. It opens with a discussion of how to rethink the use of history
in terms of historical consciousness. Then, it presents various types
of history use, related to the application of history in various areas of
life, such as in politics, education, commerce, or entertainment.

Epistemological historical consciousness is related to how we
gather and develop historical knowledge and how we think of
ourselves, the others, and the world in historical terms. This type of
historical consciousness is discussed in Chapters 9 and 10.

Chapter 9 reflects on historical knowledge and its limits. As a first
step, I am presenting a few thoughts on historical knowledge,
historical truth, and objectivity. Then, I am presenting briefly four



types, in fact areas, of historical knowledge: Factual, conceptual,
procedural, and metacognitive knowledge. Then, I am
communicating some fundamental thoughts on the process of
historical knowledge and its limits. In this last section of the chapter,
I am focusing on the process of seeking, interpreting, and analysing
historical evidence, and I am discussing the possibility of
manipulating this evidence, intentionally or not. I am also touching
upon phenomena such as anachronism, imagined history, and
historical perspective-taking. Finally, I am briefly presenting the
difference between proximate and ultimate causes in historical
evolution.

Chapter 10 discusses historical consciousness in relation to
another fundamental historical concept and phenomenon, namely,
historical thinking. The chapter starts by referring to the difference
between physical reality and temporal reality and focusing on the
human need for constant orientation in both. Then, it presents my
typology of historical thinking, which includes 11 types, divided into
three categories, on the basis of the content, the operation, and the
epistemological dimension of historical thinking. Namely, I am
presenting episodic, semantic, counterfactual, imaginative, synthetic,
analytical, critical, temporal, scenario, procedural, and self-reflective
thinking. Finally, the chapter discusses the process leading from
historical awareness to historical consciousness via historical
thinking.

Chapter 11 is not about types of historical consciousness and
areas in relation to which it can be studied and improved. This
chapter is about the quality levels of historical consciousness. I am
proposing that there are three levels: An innate historical
consciousness, which is basic and fundamental and related to our
practical life, a reflective historical consciousness, which is more
advanced, and a scholarly historical consciousness, which is the
result of relevant education and training.

There is something crucial I would like to underline: Historical
consciousness being a generic and abstract phenomenon of vast
dimensions, any presentation of concrete areas related to it could
never be complete and definitive. Thus, Chapters 3–11 should not



be perceived as all-covering but as an invitation to a deeper
engagement with historical consciousness as a phenomenon of
fundamental significance for our existence and identity.

* * *

Historical consciousness has become, during the recent decades, a
crucial element of history teaching and a central goal in history
learning. My aim is to help anyone seeking historical consciousness
(especially history teachers and students) by contributing to its
ontological study and theorization. I need to underline once more
that the reflections and definitional and theoretical proposals
presented in this book are not exclusive. Others, historians and non-
historians, might come up with alternative approaches and
reflections. I believe that this would be welcome by anyone who
believes in the social, political, and cultural importance of having
historically conscious citizens and society members. The quality of
democracy, for example, depends on the existence of a critical mass
of historically conscious citizens, as citizens who are not historically
conscious can be easily manipulated, not only in relation to how fake
of distorted pasts supposedly influence the present but also because
of the use of ahistorical dystopic futures as tools leading to present
decisions and actions that serve the desires of power-havers. So,
any further theoretical discussion and implementation of historical
consciousness is welcome. But it should be emphasized that any
alternative reflection on historical consciousness should be
theoretically and conceptually clear and sound.

My overall hope is that the following chapters will support you to
better understand historical evolution and historical consciousness
and will motivate you to further study the most fundamental
dimensions of individual and collective life: Our history-made
existence and identity, our relation and interaction with time, and
our history-making agency.



Notes

1. Buonomano (2017): 198 (Kindle). ⏎
2. Tønnes Hansen (2001: 160), cited from Jensen (2012: 21). The Danish language has

this beautiful word, “nutidighed”, which means the state of being in the present
moment. I translate it here as presentness. ⏎

3. For the Christians among the readers, it might help to note that the term “coin-
herence” is used in theology to speak about the relationship between the three divine
persons of the Holy Trinity. ⏎

4. This has been observed by several historians; see, for example, Jensen (2009: 43);
Karlsson (2014: 57. ⏎

5. Let it be noted that the “three-timensional” approach could also be understood as
“uni-timentional”, given that past, present, and future are perceived as one
inseparable continuum. I prefer to call it three-timensional, because it makes the
comparison to the two-timensional easier to grasp. ⏎

6. On the use of concepts in history and the humanities, see Koselleck & White (2002);
Bal (2002); Bal (2009); Mair (2008). ⏎

7. On theory use in historical studies, see Akker (2021); Kleinberg, Wallach Scott &
Wilder (2022); Ohara (2022); Paul (2015); Claus & Marriott (2012); Fulbrook (2002);
Green & Troup (1999). ⏎

8. On method in history see, among others, Luarsabishvili (2022); Ahlskog (2021);
Manning (2020); Tosh (2013); Claus & Marriott (2012). ⏎

9. Nordgren (2019), for example, discusses the tension between the perception of
historical consciousness as an ability to historicize the world and its perception as an
anthropological universal related to the human ability to create meaning out of
experiences of time. ⏎

10. The interested reader will benefit significantly by studying the work of (in alphabetic
order) Robbert-Jan Adriaansen, Anna Clark, Alexandre Dessingué, Catherine
Duquette, Daniel S. Friedrich, Carlos Gölbl, Maria Grever, Bernard Eric Jensen, Klas-
Göran Karlsson, Carlos Kölbl, Andreas Körber, Stéphane Lévesque, Erik Lund, Kenneth
Nordgren, Jörn Rüsen, Peter Seixas, Jürgen Straub, Robert Thorp, Arie Wilschut,
David Winted, and Paul Zanazarian (I am afraid this list is unfair to more historians
and history educationists, whose work is of equal quality and importance). ⏎

11. Thorp (2017). ⏎
12. Grever & Adriaansen (2019: 815) illustrated the problem in these words: “Although

the concept of historical consciousness is subject of an incredible amount of studies,
its meaning and empirical application remain vague and rather enigmatic. One of the
reasons is that the concept is grounded in various philosophical, anthropological,
historiographic and educational disciplines with different normative (political or
didactic) agendas”. ⏎

13. Nordgren (2019: 782). ⏎



2 Historical consciousness contested

DOI: 10.4324/9781003767657-2

We are history-made and conscious creatures. Even our
consciousness is (at least partly) history-made. Thus, historical
consciousness is the most important sort of consciousness we might
have. During the recent decades, the importance of historical
consciousness in life has become increasingly recognized. More and
more national educational programmes and reforms include
historical consciousness to the core aims of history teaching,
underlining its fundamental importance in the development and
maintenance of social coherence, cultural matureness, and political
stability in the form of well-functioning democracy. Furthermore,
other disciplines, such as political science, sociology, religion,
ethnology, or literature studies, include historical consciousness to
the theoretical approaches that support their analysis of various
topics.1

The phenomenon of historical consciousness gets more and more
attention, while historical consciousness as a concept has become
the main subject of numerous publications. But the study of
historical consciousness, both as a phenomenon and as a concept,
faces several epistemic and theoretical challenges, that might be
divided into two parts, each related to one of the two concepts
historical consciousness consists of: Some of these challenges are
related to the meaning and function of history, while others are
related to the meaning and function of consciousness.

Since the 1970s, and because of a reformation of history
education in Germany, in order to deal with the country’s difficult
past,2 historical consciousness entered the scene of history
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education and has become a central concept in historical studies and
history teaching.3 During this time, it has been discussed in various
scientific environments. The relevant discourses and definitions are
so broad that it is not possible to discuss them in full length and
depth. In the following pages, I am presenting a short (and by no
means exclusive) overview of efforts to define historical
consciousness in history, history didactics, philosophy, anthropology,
and sociology. My aim is to sketch the development of historical
consciousness as a theoretical concept in History. This is an almost
impossible task, as historical consciousness, as Klas-Göran Karlsson
has noted, “has several layers of meaning”.4

Historical consciousness might be understood as a specific sort of
consciousness related to the historical dimension of the human being
and the world(s) we live in—the term “human being” meaning each
one of us individually and each of the communities we belong to.
Thus, any discussion of historical consciousness should start with
approaching the two basic questions: What is history? And what is
consciousness? Consciousness is a rather contested concept. History
is slightly easier to deal with, but this does not mean that its
meaning is clear to the untrained (and sometimes even to the
trained) mind. Therefore, I find it necessary to dedicate the next
chapter to an ontological discussion of historical consciousness, in an
effort to create a basis of common conceptual understanding that is
necessary for the study of historical consciousness and its practice in
everyday life. My main working questions in Chapter 3 will be: What
is the meaning of “consciousness” in the framework of studying
history to understand who we are? And what is the meaning of
“historical” in relation to human consciousness? But before getting
there, in this chapter, I would like to present an overview of how
historical consciousness has been approached and defined so far.

I would like to underline that I discuss only definitions that I value,
definitions that have helped me better understand (sometimes by
negation) the meaning of historical consciousness. In order to save
(your) time and (the book’s) space, I am not presenting definitions
that are mere reproductions of older ones. In addition, please notice



that I am not discussing definitions that I evaluate as wrong. My aim
with this book is not to review or correct approaches to historical
consciousness that I find mistaken, but simply to present approaches
and a definition that I believe could help you better understand
historical consciousness and reflect on yourself as a historically
conscious human—and perhaps as a conscious teacher of history.

To make the effort of studying the definitional adventures of
historical consciousness easier, I am not following a chronological
presentation of definitions. Instead, I am structuring the material
thematically, focusing on elements that are central in understanding
and defining historical consciousness. These elements are the
following:

1. Historical consciousness as consciousness of historicity, that is,
as an understanding of how we are history-made and history-
making

2. Historical consciousness as temporal consciousness, that is, as
consciousness of how past, present, and future are related in
our minds, in our efforts to orient ourselves in time

3. Jörn Rüsen’s typology of historical consciousness as narrative
competence

4. Historical consciousness as a meaning-making mental process
5. Historical consciousness related to historical thinking
6. Historical consciousness related to collective memory and the

use of history

Please note that some of the definitions put some of these
elements together in different combinations. I will try to make you
aware of that while discussing the relevant elements of these
definitions, hoping that the final result will not be confusing or
boringly repetitive.

Historical consciousness as consciousness of
historicity



I am starting the discussion of definitional approaches to historical
consciousness by focusing on the scholars who understood it as a
consciousness (a) of humans (individuals and groups) and the world
as history-made, (b) of every human interaction and institution as
formed by historical processes, and (c) of humans as history-making,
that is, as having an agency that influences historical evolution. The
definitions discussed in the following pages do not include all these
elements; they mainly focus on the historicity of the human being as
formed by its past (which is almost always presented as “history” per
se).

The philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer was the first to
systematically discuss historical consciousness as consciousness of
historicity in the academic essay “The problem of historical
consciousness”, which appeared in French in 1963 and in English
translation in 1975.5 The core of the essay is philosophical, and
historical consciousness is approached from an epistemological and
methodological (mainly hermeneutical) perspective, not historically.
Despite that, the essay is an important contribution to the field of
historical consciousness, so much so that there are historians who
coin the understanding of historical consciousness as an awareness
of historicity as “Gadamerian”.

Gadamer defined historical consciousness (which he also calls
historical self-consciousness) as “the privilege of modern man to
have a full awareness of the historicity of everything present and the
relativity of all opinions”.6 What is important in this definition is
Gadamer’s thesis that the historicity of the being is related to the
relativity of human opinions. This thesis underlines the domination of
(historical) context over human thinking. Gadamer writes that
“understanding always implies a pre-understanding which is in turn
prefigured by the determinate tradition in which the interpreter lives
and which shapes his prejudices”.7 This means that the context in
which we function influences all our experiences and also the ways
in which we perceive the past. This is why “our present-day
consciousness of history is fundamentally different from the manner
in which the past appeared to any foregoing people or epoch”.8



In his approach to historical consciousness, Gadamer was
influenced by the philosophy of Wilhelm Dilthey, especially his
Philosophy of Life (Lebensfilosophie).9 As Gadamer noted in his
Truth and Method, Dilthey “was always attempting to legitimate the
knowledge of what was historically conditioned as an achievement of
objective science, despite the fact that the knower is himself
conditioned”. Gadamer also witnesses that for Dilthey, a historically
conscious person sees everything as historical: “Historical
consciousness discerns historical spirit in all things”. So, it is not only
the past that is historically conditioned but also our knowledge about
the past. Under Dilthey’s influence, Gadamer states that the
historical observer is tied to time and place, adding that “this is
precisely the claim of historical consciousness, namely, to have a
truly historical viewpoint on everything”.10

What is worth noticing is that Gadamer does not ascribe any
historical consciousness, not even an elementary one, to the
premodern human. He claims that historical consciousness emerged
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,11 and thus, it is only the
modern human that has the privilege, and sometimes burden, of
historical consciousness.12 To sum up the discussion of Gadamer’s
understanding and definition of historical consciousness, I would like
to quote his aphorism, published already in his Truth and Method:
“Historical consciousness is a mode of self-knowledge”.13

This “self-knowledge” is reflective and based on an analytical
approach to the historical narratives that have been handed down to
the historically conscious, or consciousness-seeking, human.
Gadamer states this in an anthropomorphic way, by presenting
historical consciousness as having its own agency. This is what he
writes:

Modern consciousness—precisely as “historical
consciousness”—takes a reflexive position concerning all that
is handed down by tradition. Historical consciousness no
longer listens sanctimoniously to the voice that reaches out



from the past but, in reflecting on it, replaces it within the
context where it took root in order to see the significance and
relative value proper to it. This reflexive posture towards
tradition is called interpretation.14

Gadamer stated that “interpretation is applied not only to texts
and verbal tradition, but to everything bequeathed to us by history”,
be it historical incidents, expressions, behaviour, or anything else.15

As we will see in a minute, the interpretation of the past was central
in the way another prominent student of historical consciousness,
Karl-Ernst Jeismann, understood the relationship between historical
consciousness and the past. This interpretation is for Jeismann
something that can be fruitful only if it is performed on the basis of
an awareness of the past as something that must be understood in
its own terms, and not in the terms of the present. Gadamer speaks
of “a developed historical consciousness, one that is aware of
historical distance”,16 and by doing so, he makes an implicit
distinction between developed and undeveloped historical
consciousness.

The historian who is accredited with the opening of a thorough
study of historical consciousness as a phenomenon is Karl-Ernst
Jeismann.17 In an essay published in 1979, he identified three
elements that are central in understanding historical consciousness.
First, he defined historical consciousness as the constant awareness
that humankind and all social structures and all ways of social life
have a historicity, that is, they exist in time, they have a past and a
future, and they are not fixed in time and absolute, but changing.
(What is very interesting is that this definition, attributed by
everyone to Jeismann, is in fact a definition that Jeismann presents
as a quote from Theodor Schieder.18) Second, he stated that
historical consciousness is (in addition to studying the past) related
to the interplay between interpreting the past, understanding the
present, and anticipating the future. And third, he claimed that
historical consciousness is related to the recognition that the past



exists within our current representations and ideas, which means
that it is constructed on the basis of present perceptions and needs.
In Jeis-mann’s words:

By historical consciousness we mean the permanent presence
of the awareness that mankind and all social institutions and
forms of coexistence created by us exist in time, i.e. they have
an origin and a future and represent nothing unchangeably or
unconditionally. Besides the mere knowledge of or interest in
history a historical consciousness also incorporates the
relationship between interpretation of the past, understanding
of the present and perspective on the future. Since history
cannot be perceived as an image of past realities, but can
only be made aware through selection and interpretive
reconstruction, historical consciousness is the awareness that
the past is present in representations and conceptions.19



There are a few things that should be noted in relation to
Jeismann’s definition:

1. The first point of his definition is the fundament of what later
was coined as “historicity of the being”—something I am
returning to in Chapter 5. It is logical to believe that the first
point of Jeismann’s definition is influenced by Gadamer’s
definition.

2. In his second point, Jeismann related historical knowledge
directly to knowledge about the past or the interest in what he
calls “history”, which is understood as equal to the past.

3. At the same point, Jeismann connects historical consciousness
to the interpretation of the past, understanding of the present,
and perspective on the future. This has been the most popular
element of definitions of historical consciousness since its
introduction—in fact, as you will see in the following pages, it is
the sole element of many later definitions. Notice the difference
in how the three temporal categories are approached: the
present is understood, the future is seen in perspective (a
perspective that varies between different individuals/groups,
different periods, and different contexts), and the past is not
known but interpreted (which again means that there might be
varying interpretations of the “same” past).

4. With his second point, Jeismann introduces the importance of
the future in the temporal existence of the human being. It is
probably not by chance that, as Bernard Eric Jensen has noted,
this essay appeared the same year as Reinhard Koselleck’s
Futures Past (Vergangene Zukunft), where the latter presented
his theory of “space of experience” (what we know about the
past) and “horizon of expectation” (our anticipations of the
future), stating that every decision we make in any given
present is the result of an internal dialogue between the two.20

This means that Jeismann’s point can be understood in a
general context of historical studies in Germany, when/where



historians and history theorists started paying more attention to
the future as a constitutive element of the present.

5. The third element of Jeismann’s definition underlines the
importance of the past in our way of thinking in the present,
more concretely in the way we perceive and represent the world
around us. At the same time, it sets the individual at the heart
of the process leading to historical consciousness, relating our
historical consciousness to our “representations and
conceptions”, and, as he additionally writes, to our emotional
experiences.

Most contemporary scholars define historical consciousness in
relation to the second element of Jeismann’s definition, the one
approaching it as a consciousness of the interplay between
interpretation of the past, understanding of the present, and
perspective on the future. To be precise, many scholars defining
historical consciousness as a consciousness of temporality do indeed
mention historicity, mainly in terms of the human as history-made
and history-making. But most of them do not proceed further to the
discussion of the content of historicity, both as a concept and as a
phenomenon—instead, they focus on historical thinking and history
use as mediums that can make historical consciousness more
approachable to students. Thankfully, the understanding of historical
consciousness as a consciousness of historicity has not disappeared.
The following paragraphs are dedicated to scholars who adopt it in
discussing the phenomenon of historical consciousness.

In 2014, anthropologist Janet Lee Roitman, relating historical
consciousness to the contemporary discourse on the phenomenon of
crisis, defined historical consciousness as “the philosophical and
experiential awareness of one’s own historical formation and of the
historical quality of that knowledge itself”.21 Her approach, which
reminds us of the first and the third element of Jeismann’s definition,
focuses on both the human being, our historical knowledge, and our
historical awareness as history-made, in other words, as results of
historical processes. This element of the awareness on the human
being as a history-made creature is one of the commonly repeated



perceptions of what historical consciousness is. Roitman also claims
that being historically conscious is itself historically important.

Two years later, in 2016, history educationist Robert Thorp defined
historical consciousness primarily in terms of historicity awareness:
Historical consciousness is “an awareness of historicity that can be
applied to understand how history is characterized by contextual
contingency”.22 Referring to Jeis-mann, Thorp reads correctly that

Jeismann views an awareness of historicity as the definition of
historical consciousness. This awareness is constituted by
knowledge of and interest in the past, and the relationship
between interpretation of the past, understanding of the
present and perspectives on the future.23

The latter is the reason why Thorp also defined historical
consciousness as “an understanding of how matters past, present,
and future relate to each other in a way that enables the individual
to create a specific kind of meaning in relation to history”. Notice
that Thorp does not write about past, present, and future in general,
but about past, present, and future matters. He does not explain
what he includes in “matters”, but my understanding is that it means
past, present, and future people, events, situations, structures, or
anything else that is considered in any given case. Indeed, Thorp
claims that there is no ontological relation between past, present,
and future, and therefore, there is an ontological challenge to any
definition that is based on such a relation.24

Before proceeding to the next definition, let me note that Thorp is
one of the few scholars who speak about two types, or levels, of
historical consciousness, using as a criterion whether the individual
is aware on how historical narratives are influenced by the interplay
of historical times. What he calls “non-reflexive” historical
consciousness is a consciousness that does not display such an
awareness, while the reflexive one does so.25

Let me now close the section with a historicity-based definition
that was published in 2020 by history theorist Maria Grever in her



essay “Why historical consciousness?”. For Grever,

historical consciousness implies an awareness of the
fundamental historical character of human behavior,
knowledge, institutions, events, and developments in the
world, including one’s own position. In this sense, historical
consciousness is a temporary outcome of a changing state of
mind concerning orientation in time of human beings who are
involved in transforming, sometimes overlapping mnemonic
communities.26

Here, Grever approaches historical consciousness as a state of
mind that is temporary and changing. The definition focuses on the
historicity of the human being and of our perception of the world
and relates historical consciousness to the human being’s orientation
in time and to mnemonic communities, that is, communities whose
identity is based on shared historical memories.

As mentioned before, this historicity approach to historical
consciousness lost power over time, and most scholars discussing
the concept focused, almost exclusively, on an understanding of
historical consciousness related to the ways in which we process
past, present, and future in our minds. It is to this type of definitions
I am dedicating the following section.

Historical consciousness as temporal
consciousness

As presented earlier, the second point in Jeismann’s definition of
historical consciousness is dedicated to how past, present, and
future are interconnected and interplay in our minds, when we try to
make sense of ourselves, others, our life, and the world, and when
we try to orient ourselves in time and space. This element has since
enjoyed a life on its own, as it has become the sole element for a
good number (if not most) definitions of historical consciousness.



It should be noted that Jeismann did not speak of a relationship
between past, present, and future per se. He was careful enough to
locate the relationship within the area of the mental processes, on
the basis of which humans make sense of everything that has a
temporal dimension. One of the elements of historical consciousness,
he writes, is the connection between interpretation of the past,
understanding of the present, and perspective on the future. Indeed,
this is exactly what we do to orient ourselves in life and the world:
We interpret the remnants of the past, and we construct historical
narratives about it (which others will interpret in their turn), we
perceive the present to the best of our ability, and we anticipate the
future.

Let it be noted that this is not a new, not even a modern, thought.
It goes back to at least the Roman philosopher Marcus Tullius Cicero
(106–43 BC) and the philosopher and theologian Augustine of Hippo
(354–430 AD).

Discussing wisdom, Cicero states that it has three parts that
coexist, the first related to the past, the second to the present, and
the third to the future:

Wisdom is the knowledge of what is good, what is bad and
what is neither good nor bad. Its parts are memory,
intelligence, and foresight. Memory is the faculty by which the
mind recalls what has happened. Intelligence is the faculty by
which it ascertains what is. Foresight is the faculty by which it
is seen that something is going to occur before it occurs.27

Augustine takes up the question of time in the eleventh book of
his Confessions. Time has three dimensions, he states, which can be
found in the soul and nowhere else, and which exist, all three, in the
present: the past as memory, the present as observation, and the
future as expectation:

Perhaps it would be appropriate to say, “There are three
times: the present respecting things past, the present
respecting things present, and the present respecting things



future”. These three things do somehow exist in the soul, and
I do not perceive them anywhere else: for the present of
things past is memory; the present of things present is paying
attention; and the present of things future is expectation.28

Many historians and non-historians defined historical
consciousness this way, or at least they related the concept to this
approach. This is, for example, how Bernard Eric Jensen, one of the
most prominent history theorists in Scandinavia, relates historical
consciousness to this mental interplay:

Historical consciousness is based on the understanding that
the past is present in the present as memory and
interpretation of the past, and that the future is present as a
set of expectations. The concept thus directs attention
towards the human existential condition, that in a lived
present, both a remembered past and an expected future are
always included. It consequently refers to the entire interplay
that exists between people’s interpretation of the past,
understanding of the present, and expectation of the future.29

Regarding the function of historical consciousness, Jensen argues
that “people use it to orient themselves in time and space” and that
this is achieved through a series of complex and interwoven
processes. He mentions four of them, namely: (a) historical
consciousness as identity; (b) historical consciousness as an
encounter with “the other”, in the sense of anyone and anything
different; (c) historical consciousness as a sociocultural learning
process about how life can and must be lived; and (d) historical
consciousness as “value and principle clarification”, meaning as a
background that can justify people’s choices in relation to their
interests, values, and principles. He links historical consciousness to
our narrative competence, which he calls “scenario competence”,
that is, the ability to establish, enact, and evaluate socio-cultural
scenarios.30



Jensen claims that historical consciousness is not something
innate, but something that is developed in parallel with our cultural
and narrative selves, through a complex set of learning and
interaction processes. At the same time, having a historical
consciousness is not something we choose; it is an integral part of
the human condition. But it is also something we can also lose, in
“rare and extreme cases”, as, for example, when our memory is
damaged.31

Jensen evaluated the definition of historical consciousness as the
interplay between the interpretation of the past, the understanding
of the present, and the perspective on the future as the classical
definition of historical consciousness in Central and Northern
Europe.32 Given that Jensen himself could be evaluated as the
“father” of historical consciousness in Scandinavia (he is Danish and
wrote most of his relevant works in Danish), most of the relevant
publications in Denmark, Sweden, and Norway are directly
influenced by his approach and the definition he adopted.

One of them is Norwegian Jan Bjarne Bøe, who perceives
historical consciousness as historicity, but he links this historicity to
the interplay between the interpretation of the past, the
understanding of the present, and the perception of the future.
Historical consciousness, he writes,

is, in its simplest sense, the awareness that humans are
historical beings, and that their interpretation of the past,
understanding of the present, and perception of the future
have decisive significance for who they are and what they
do”33

Regarding the function of historical consciousness, Bøe argues that it
operates at both the individual and group levels. Discussing its
functions, he refers to Jensen’s four functions and emphasizes that
the most central among them is “to maintain and develop identity
and imagined communities”. Concerning narrative competence, Bøe
writes that “it is primarily the ability to tie coherent connections



between the past and the present in such a way that the past
provides individuals and groups with an orientation to aid in their
own life practice”. Indirectly, he also suggests that historical
consciousness is historically shaped, as it is influenced by the
relevant cultural field that shapes human imaginations and meaning-
making. “Historical consciousness is a cultural expression”, he
writes.34

A Swedish historian, who seems to be influenced by Jensen and
who, in turn, influenced the study of historical consciousness in
Sweden considerably, is Klas-Göran Karlsson. Referring to Jeismann,
Karlsson uses the same definition as Jensen, evaluating it as
“classic”: Historical consciousness is “the relationship of
interpretation of the past, understanding of the present and
perspectives on the future”. He relates this definition to Koselleck’s
theory on “space of experience” and “horizon of expectation”, and he
states that “historical consciousness is a mental compass that helps
us orient ourselves in time and create meaning in life”.35

In 2014, S. Bracke, C. Flaving, M. Köster, and M. Zulsdorf-Kersting,
paraphrasing the second element of Jeismann’s definition, defined
historical consciousness as “a complex interaction of interpretations
of the past, perceptions of the present and expectations towards the
future”.36 The authors refer to Jeismann’s definition and Rüsen’s
approach to historical consciousness as a meaning-making process
aiming at orientation in life.

A definition similar to that of Bracke, Flaving, Köster, and Zulsdorf-
Kersting was published two years later by Swedish social science
educationist Kenneth Nordgren: “Historical consciousness is the
process by which we as individuals, emotively and cognitively,
understand the relations between past, present, and future”.37

I would like to underline two differences between these
definitions. The first is that Nordgren emphasizes the double
dimension of historical consciousness: it is not only cognitive but
also emotive. The second is a difference that is small textually, but
considerable conceptually, and thus theoretically: By speaking about
relations between past, present, and future, Nordgren sets the focus



on historical development itself, on relations between past, present,
and future as something that exists independently of the observer.
Bracke, Flaving, Köster, and Zulsdorf-Kersting, on the other side, set
the focus inside the historically conscious (or consciousness-seeking)
person, as they underline the significance of the individual’s
interpretations, perceptions, and expectations. In other words, they
claim that the only relations that exist between past, present, and
future are those we construct in our minds.

In 2015, history educationist Catherine Duquette claimed that
“historical consciousness is best defined as the understanding an
individual has of temporality”. This means that “historical
consciousness is the interpretation of the past that allows the
understanding of the present and the consideration of the future”
(notice that, as in previous similar definitions, the past is related to
interpretation and the present to understanding, but in Duquette’s
definition, the future is related not to expectation, but to
consideration). She added that “historical consciousness can be
observed through the narratives used by an individual to make sense
of the complex ties between past events and today’s ever-changing
world”. She divided historical consciousness into two levels, the first
being coined as non-reflective and the second as reflective. “To be
reflective”, she writes, “historical consciousness must base its
understanding of the past on the interpretations emanating from the
process of historical thinking”.38 Non-reflective is the historical
consciousness of an individual who is capable of studying historical
evidence, making sense of it, and seeing the relationship between
past, present, and future content of time. At the reflective level, the
historical-consciousness-seeking individual is aware of her own
subjectivity in considering historical facts and narratives, thinking
about history, and understanding the past.

Similar to Duquette’s is the definition of political and social
scientist Andrew Glencross, also published in 2015. Glencross
defines the phenomenon of historical consciousness as “awareness
and understanding of the temporality of historical experience, the
acknowledged consciousness of living in history”. In the abstract of



the same paper, Glencross includes in his definition the element of
the relation between past, present, and future: “Historical
consciousness is defined as the understanding of the temporality of
historical experience or how past, present and future are thought to
be connected”. He also speaks of three genres of historical
consciousness, namely, history as teacher, history as narrative, and
history as representation. What is the meaning of these genres? The
first, history as teacher, is the old and well-established
understanding of the practical importance of history as an arsenal of
moral exemplars and cases of pedagogical value for the present and
the future (let us recall that Cicero understood history as the teacher
of life—historia magistra vitae39). History as narrative focuses on a
way of doing history by retelling the past, ideally in detail and
avoiding any moral or political judgment. History as representation
deals with the past “by seeking to uncover the signs, symbols, and
even language that enable us to make sense of the past in its own
terms, as well as how these same elements have been used to
represent a particular version of the past”.40

In 2019, two history theorists, Maria Grever and Robbert-Jan
Adriaansen, published an article on historical consciousness, in which
they included a definition that is rather general. In their own words:
“[The] whole process of becoming aware of any past in the present
is dynamic and constantly changing, both on collective and individual
levels, and is usually referred to as ‘historical consciousness’”.41

Notice that in this definition, historical consciousness is understood
as a mental process, in fact, a process that is dynamic and
constantly changing. It should be noted that the future is not
explicitly included in this definition, which focuses on the awareness
of the past as present in the present.

All these definitions are similar, while, between these authors,
there are some differences related to how historical consciousness
functions in life. They all prioritize, and some absolutize, the second
element of Jeismann’s definition, as the core of what historical
consciousness is. Some of the authors behind these definitions relate
historical narrative to the narratives we make about the past. To



better understand this relation, let us turn to a theory that has been
very influential since its first appearance in 1989, and especially
during the last two decades, namely, Jörn Rüsen’s narrative-based
typology of historical consciousness.

Rüsen’s typology of historical consciousness

The perception of historical consciousness by several scholars
considered so far has been influenced by Jörn Rüsen’s typology of
historical consciousness.42 Rüsen has identified historical
consciousness in slightly different ways. All of his implicit definitions
conceptualize historical consciousness as a mental activity that
connects the present to the past and the future in order to make
sense and as an activity that is directly, closely, and intensively
related to what he calls “narrative competence”. In 2004/2005, he
approached it this way:

Historical consciousness evokes the past as a mirror of
experience within which life in the present is reflected, and its
temporal features revealed. Stated succinctly, history is the
mirror of past actuality into which the present peers in order
to learn something about its future. Historical consciousness
should be conceptualized as an operation of human
intellection rendering present actuality intelligible while
fashioning its future perspectives. Historical consciousness
deals with the past qua experience; it reveals to us the web of
temporal change within which our lives are caught up, and (at
least indirectly) the future perspectives toward which the
change is flowing.43

In an essay Rüsen published in 2011, historical consciousness is
defined in a much simpler way, as “a mental activity of interpreting
the past for the sake of understanding the present and expecting the



future”.44 Here, he follows the second element of Jeismann’s
definition of historical consciousness as temporal consciousness.

In all his relevant works, Rüsen relates historical consciousness to
human agency and moral consciousness. He claims that the practical
function of historical consciousness is temporal orientation, and he
relates this function to historical memory. Historical consciousness,
he writes, “bestows upon actuality a temporal direction, an
orientation which can guide action intentionally by the agency of
historical memory”. He also states that such orientation can be
detected in two spheres of life: First, in practical life, which means
that historical consciousness is related to life’s temporality, in other
words, how things are shaped by human activity; and second, in
human subjectivity, which means that it supports us in being aware
of our temporal self, understanding our temporal dimension, and
developing a historical identity. Furthermore, Rüsen directly relates
historical consciousness to human morality, claiming that “historical
consciousness can be conceptualized as a synthesis of moral and
temporal consciousness”.45

For Rüsen, historical consciousness is manifested in narration.
Central in his discussion of historical consciousness is what he calls
narrative consciousness, which he defines as “the ability of human
consciousness to carry out procedures which make sense of the
past, affecting a temporal orientation in present practical life by
means of the recollection of past actuality”. In other words, we
orient ourselves in time by narrating and understanding the
narratives of others. Thus, this making-sense-of-the-past narrative
competence includes, according to Rüsen, three “subcompetences”,
namely, the competence of experience (the capacity of learning
about the past), the competence of interpretation (the capacity of
bridging differences between past, present and future), and the
competence of orientation (the capacity of utilizing the temporal
whole in order to get oriented in life).46 We experience life, we
transform our interpretation of this experience into narratives, and
we use these narratives to orient ourselves in life.



Rüsen proposes a typology of historical consciousness, based on
his typology of historical narratives. His typology consists of four
types. He presents them in relation to a specific narrative, which is
worthy of taking into consideration. The narrative goes in general
terms, like this: Imagine that you are Scottish, a member of the
Maclean clan, living in the castle of Col in the Scottish Highlands. On
a wall in the castle, there is a stone with an inscription, dictating that
“if any man of the clan of Maclonich shall appear before this castle,
though he come at midnight, with a man’s head in his hand, he shall
find here safety and protection against all”. The reason why is deeply
rooted in time. Long ago, a Maclean chieftain was granted by the
Scottish king lands belonging to another clan. In a following battle to
take possession of these lands, Maclean was killed, and his pregnant
wife was captured. The victorious chief transferred the pregnant
Lady Maclean to the care of the Maclonich family with a specific
condition: If the child was a boy, it was to be killed; if a girl, she
should live. Lady Maclonich was also pregnant, and the two women
gave birth at more or less the same time, Lady Maclean to a boy and
Lady Maclonich to a girl. To save the infant Maclean, the Maclonich
couple switched the babies, raising the Maclean boy as their own
and presenting their own daughter as the one born to Lady Maclean.
Reaching adulthood, the Maclean boy regained his identity and his
lands and castle. Out of gratitude to the Maclonich family, he
decreed that the castle of Col would forever be a place of refuge for
any members of the Maclonich clan who would find themselves in
danger. To discuss historical and moral consciousness, Rüsen poses a
hypothetical situation: a member of the Maclonich clan seeks refuge
in your castle due to a crime he committed, and you, as a Maclean
and the resident of the castle, are supposed to decide on whether
you will provide it or not. What are you doing? And why?



Rüsen’s thesis is that you might reply in four different ways: (1)
You might hide Maclonich because you believe that your clan has a
binding obligation to his, because of the old story. (2) You might
hide Maclonich because you believe that the old story illustrates a
general principle of life, dictating that favours must be reciprocated.
(3) You might refuse to hide Maclonich because you do not feel
obliged to do so, as you evaluate the old story as a legend devoid of
evidence or binding validity. (4) You might help Maclonich, because
you feel obliged to do so by the old story, but not by hiding him;
instead, you might support him by hiring a lawyer or in some other
similar way.47 Your decision is related to Rüsen’s four types of
historical consciousness, which are the following:

1. Traditional: This is, according to Rüsen, a common type of
historical consciousness. As its name reveals, it focuses on the
origins of the present, on what is still influential in the present in
the form of traditions. An individual who is historically conscious
in this way focuses on keeping traditions alive and central in the
process of orientation in practical life.

2. Exemplary: This is also a common type, related to general rules
of human conduct. An individual who is historically conscious in
an exemplary way does not base her consciousness on specific
traditions from the past that are still alive but on more general
exempla, or cultural universals, that is, norms, principles, and
values that have the power of timeless rules of human conduct.

3. Critical: This is a historical consciousness based on challenging
established traditions and exempla. It is based on counter-
narratives, aiming at deconstructing problematic present and
historical value systems by revealing their immoral origins or
consequences. An individual historically conscious in a critical
way constructs her identity by negation, that is to say, by
challenging the established interpretations of the past that form
her identity (or the identity of the communities she belongs to).

4. Genetic: At this level, historical consciousness is based on the
awareness of the dynamic evolution of history, which has a



meaning only because of change over time, a change that
creates new forms of life and human conduct. Exactly because
of the central role of change, which is always in dialogue with
permanence, this type of historical consciousness includes a
stronger consideration of the future. An individual who is
historically conscious in a genetic way understands herself as
being permanently in transition and as living in a world in
transition. She also understands her identity as being in
“ceaseless changing”.

Evaluating the four types of historical narratives and historical
consciousness, Rüsen makes clear that their sequence is qualitative,
each of the types being a precondition for the next. The traditional
historical consciousness, as a primary type, is the first step in the
ladder of historical consciousness, while the genetic is the highest
and most complex. He also makes clear that these four types might
coexist when an individual deals with her past.48

Reflecting on the typology, I am not sure whether it has had a
positive influence on the study and theorization of historical
consciousness. I believe that its influence is mainly due to its
operationalization of historical consciousness, in relation to actuality,
agency, and moral consciousness, something that is always of
interest for history educationists (who mainly refer to it) and
probably other students of historical consciousness. But theoretically
clear and sound, I am afraid it is not.

First of all, the typology seems to me more as 2T than 3T, indeed
relating the past to the present but not including the future. Rüsen
speaks about the future, but he does not show how the future is
actively connected to the present situation he uses as a case (how
MacLean will treat the Maclonich person at her/his door).

A second point that is problematic is that Rüsen writes that
“historical consciousness can be conceptualized as a synthesis of
moral and temporal consciousness”.49 What I find problematic here
is the lack of a clarification of the difference between historical and
temporal consciousness. What is temporal consciousness? And how
is it different from historical consciousness? To avoid



misunderstandings, I should make clear that I also believe that they
are indeed different. But I also believe that these are questions that
should be answered clearly, in order to relate these two sorts of
consciousness to actuality, practical life, human agency, and moral
consciousness. Furthermore, historical consciousness, which indeed
incorporates temporal consciousness, comprises many more
elements than moral and temporal consciousness.

A third point that I find even more important is the following: In
any present case, when you are about to make a decision with
present or future consequences, as, for example, the one that you
are about to make as a Maclean resident of the castle of Col, your
interpretation of the past is not informing your moral consciousness
but is in fact informed, and formed, by it—which is quite the
opposite of what Rüsen proposes. It is your moral consciousness in
the present that will dictate if you are going to help the person on
your door or not. It is not your interpretation of the past that will
form your consciousness, but the other way around: you use your
already formed moral consciousness to interpret the past story and
make a decision. And this present moral decision is related
(sometimes explicitly and almost always implicitly) to the future. A
real study of your historical consciousness should focus on (a) how
you and your moral consciousness and your ways of interpreting the
past are shaped by history, (b) how the situation and context in
which you are operating is shaped by history, and (c) how your
decisions and acts are related to your interpretation of the past and
your future expectations. In other words, it should focus on how you
are history-made and history-making, and how the situation and
context are history-made (and perhaps history-making too). So, as a
typology of historical consciousness, Rüsen’s typology is not sound.
Instead, Rüsen offers an excellent way (and typology) of studying
the contextualization of historical narratives in present cases that ask
for a decision to be made, in addition to a study of how historical
knowledge and narratives are related to identity-based human
agency.

All the above taken into consideration, I wonder whether what
Rüsen discusses is not historical but moral consciousness, in fact,



what could be called “historically informed moral consciousness”.
And given that he focuses on practical life and human agency, I
could also claim that Rüsen’s typology is related to what I am
tempted to call “historically (or temporally) informed moral agency”.
My overall conclusion would be that the typology, which is worthy in
many ways, might cause more problems than the ones it solves in
relation to the study of historical consciousness.

Historical consciousness as a meaning-making
mental process

So far, historical consciousness has been related to historicity,
temporality, and narration. This section is dedicated to another
approach to the concept, in which historical consciousness is
perceived as a mental activity or process on the basis of which
individuals make sense of themselves and the worlds we live in, in
order to orient ourselves in life.

Such an approach is adopted by history educationist Stéphane
Lévesque, who defined historical consciousness in a way that
underlines its mental dimension and the significance of the
individual’s agency in the process. He defined historical
consciousness as “the mental reconstruction and appropriation of
historical information and experiences that are brought into the
mental household of an individual”.50 A notable element of this
definition is that it underlines the importance of the appropriation of
history. Indeed, I would claim that being historically conscious is not
simply about historical knowledge; it is about being able to reflect on
historical knowledge and use it in understanding the world around us
and making decisions based on our orientation in time.

Another scholar who approached historical consciousness this way
is history educationist Nathalie Popa. She defined historical
consciousness as a meaning-making process that is based on
understanding the links between past, present, and future, and aims



at supporting us in positioning ourselves in time.51 She gives a
thorough definition of the concept, which she understands as a
mental disposition—again, notice the plurality with which the
concept is approached by different scholars. Popa defines historical
consciousness as

a disposition to engage with history so as to make meaning of
past human experience for oneself, or in other words, to make
the historical past one’s own. This disposition is manifested in
three interrelated abilities—sensitivity toward the past,
understanding of the past, representation of oneself in
relation to history—and each ability is associated with a
particular meaning-making process—respectively, experiencing
historical temporality, interpreting historical material, and
orientating in practical life through history.52

In a book presenting a methodology of how history can be
implemented in practical life, historian and history educationist Paul
Zanazanian relates historical consciousness to our use of historical
knowledge in making sense of the world, our time-related role in it,
and our tempohistorical agency, and our effort to survive in an
environment that is constantly changing. In his words,

in people’s everyday lives, historical consciousness …
corresponds to the meaningful interpretations we develop that
help us establish an understanding of time’s passage and of
its effects on our sense of being and, by extension, our ability
to navigate practical life challenges or situations when feeling
impelled to do so.53

Let me close this section by referring to Andreas Körber, a
historian who understands historical consciousness as a concept
possessing the “dualism of being status and process”. Körber argues
by claiming that historical consciousness can be explored both as a
process (the process of making sense by studying empirical data on



the past) and as a status (in fact, a set of capabilities, dispositions,
and skills necessary to study the historical data and make sense out
of it). In this latter meaning, historical consciousness is understood
as a competence, “the competence to think historically”.54 Such an
approach to historical consciousness, as both a process and a status,
demonstrates in a powerful way the difficulties in studying this
important concept and underlines the need for a more thorough
conceptual study of it. Körber’s approach does indeed reflect various
understandings of historical consciousness, and it is thus convenient,
but, at the same time, it is impossible for one and the same concept
to signify a process and a status—this is a case of what in
conceptual studies is called “concept stretching”. So, despite the fact
that Körber is right (historical consciousness could indeed be
approached and has been approached, in this double way), this is
something that should be avoided. My proposal is that we aim at
conceptual clarity related to both the meaning of historical
consciousness as a status and the meaning of the process leading to
it; and this is what I am trying to do in the rest of the book.

Historical consciousness and historical thinking

Let me now turn into something very interesting, namely, the
relationship between historical consciousness and historical thinking.
This is a relationship that has been discussed, explicitly and
implicitly, for decades now, especially since the revitalization of the
interest on historical consciousness in the first half of the 2000s. But
let us start with some of the first relevant discussions, four decades
before that.

Already in 1960, in the first edition of his book Historical
Consciousness or the Remembered Past, John Lukacs connected
historical consciousness to historical thinking—in fact, as he
confesses in his “Postscript” to a newer edition of the book, the
original title of the book was Historical Thinking, and it was changed
to Historical Consciousness because of the publication of another



book with the title Historical Thinking. Thinking is central in Lukacs’
historical work; he even approaches history as “a form of thought”.
He also relates history to memory, defining history as “the
remembered past”.55

Lukacs understood historical consciousness as a “movement” that
evolved during the last 300 or 400 years.56 It is related to the
human reflection on our historical condition and has evolved
“intimately with another contemporary change in the European
mind: With the development of something that we might call
personal understanding, or self-awareness, or self-consciousness”.57

Lukacs states that historical consciousness (as well as history) “is in
itself a historical phenomenon, and not only a psychological one (like
memory)”.58 When it comes to the evolution of historical
consciousness since its appearance somewhat more than three
centuries ago, Lukacs identifies three phases. In the eighteenth
century, history was approached as literature, as the narrated past.
In the nineteenth century, history was approached as science, as the
recorded past. And in the twentieth century, there was “a dual
development: on the surface, history as a social science; the
ascertained past. But, in a deeper and wider sense: history as a form
of thought; the remembered past”.59 This is an understanding of
history that is close to the theorization, by Rüsen and others, of
history as narrative and of historical consciousness as narrative
competence.

In the beginning of the 2000s, the discussion of historical
consciousness and its importance in history teaching and as a
sociopolitical phenomenon was revitalized. This revitalization was
manifested in conferences and publications, in which history
theorists and history educationists representing different perceptions
of historical consciousness had the chance of interacting with each
other. This interaction influenced both the theoretical discussion of
historical consciousness and its practical implementation in
education. The event that is supposed to have initiated this
interaction was the symposium “Canadian Historical Consciousness



in International Context: Theoretical Perspectives”, held at the
University of Columbia in 27–29 August 2001. The symposium
resulted in the anthology Theorizing Historical Consciousness, in
which various approaches to historical consciousness were
discussed.60

In his introduction to the anthology, history educationist Peter
Seixas, the leading figure of the symposium and the publication, set
the stage for the discussion of the project, referring to two
definitions of historical consciousness, both approaching the concept
from an epistemological perspective:

We are aligned with the abbreviated definition of historical
consciousness presented by the journal History and Memory,
as “the area in which collective memory, the writing of history,
and other modes of shaping images of the past in the public
mind merge”. It is also consistent with the definition growing
out of the extensive work of European historical
consciousness: individual and collective understandings of the
past, the cognitive and cultural factors that shape those
understandings, as well as the relations of historical
understandings to those of the present and the future.61

Let us have a closer look on these definitions, especially since they
are the definitions that opened the theoretical discussion of historical
consciousness in the third millennium. The first introduces a new
element that, in fact, makes the concept somewhat unclear:
historical consciousness is presented as an “area”, but it is not clear
what kind of area it is supposed to be—is it a cognitive,
historiographical, sociohistorical, or epistemic area, or something
else? And which, or what, are these other “modes of shaping images
of the past in the public mind”? And which is the relationship
between this “area” and these “modes”? And how do collective
memory, historiography, and shaping images of the past merge?

The second definition is interesting for two reasons. The first is
that it implicitly combined the elements of historicity and temporal



consciousness. On one hand, it speaks about the historicity of the
way in which we understand the past, on the basis of cognitive,
epistemological, and cultural factors. On the other hand, it speaks of
our understandings of the past as related to our understandings of
the present and future. The second element that makes this
definition interesting is that it speaks explicitly of a collective
dimension of historical consciousness, which is not simply an
individual state of mind but also something that might be developed
at the collective level—based on the fact that historical
consciousness is related to cultural factors, we might claim that
these collectivities are groups with a common cultural identity.62

Just a few years later, in 2006, Peter Seixas published an essay
titled “What is historical consciousness?” As the title reveals, the
essay was an introductory contribution to the discourse on the
concept of historical consciousness, which had experienced a
revitalization in the 2000s. In this article, Seixas operated on the
basis of the following definition: “I cannot imagine a better
definition, than the intersection among public memory, citizenship,
and history education”.63 As you might see, the definition is similar
to the one published in Theorizing Historical Consciousness, but not
exactly the same. This one also presents historical consciousness as
an “area” in which memory, history education, and citizenship
interplay. But you should pay attention to the small but conceptually
important details. First, now he speaks not of merging but of
intersection (which sounds more logical). Second, in this definition,
the three elements intersecting are public memory (which is most
probably used as a synonym for collective memory), history
education (and not the writing of history), and citizenship (and not
other modes of shaping images of the past in the public mind). This
is a good example of how even the most prominent theorists of
historical consciousness have changed their understanding of the
concept on the way.



Seixas claimed that the way to historical consciousness gets
through a series of questions “asked by everyone, from elementary
school children, to politicians, to historians”. These questions are as
follows:

1. How did things get to be as we see them today? Which aspects
are signs of continuity over time, and which are signs of
change?

2. What group or groups am I a part of, and what are its/their
origins?

3. How should we judge each other’s past actions? By extension,
what debts does my group owe to others and/or others to
mine?

4. Are things basically getting better or are they getting worse?
5. What stories about the past should I believe? On what grounds?
6. Which stories shall we tell?
7. Is there anything we can do to make things better?64

This approach to historical consciousness differs considerably from
those of Jeismann and Gadamer. The questions making up the path
to historical consciousness focus on the influence of the past to the
present (points 1 and 2), continuity and change in historical
development (1 and 4), historical narratives and their
trustworthiness (5 and 6), evaluating the past in ethical and moral
terms (3), and taking history into consideration in preparing a better
future (7). Reflecting on these questions, it is logical to wonder how
they (or the answers to them) manifest the intersection between
collective memory, history education, and citizenship, as well as
what the role of non-educational study of history is, in addition to
the role of history-writing, which was central in Seixas’ definition of
2004.

I am returning to the relationship between historical consciousness
and historical thinking in Chapter 10. For now, let us continue the
presentation of the ways in which historical consciousness has been
defined so far, this time turning our focus on its relation to collective
memory and the application of history.



Historical consciousness, collective memory,
and the use of history

Explicitly or implicitly, historians relate historical consciousness to
collective memory and the use of history. To avoid
misunderstandings, let it be clear that historical consciousness and
history use are not connected in definitional terms. Their relation is
rather part of a triangle, in which these two phenomena and
concepts are related to collective memory, especially as elements of
identity making. Usually, the combinative study of historical
consciousness, history use, and collective memory is related to
history didactics and to the development of historical consciousness
as supporting a healthy and sustainable function of democratic
societies. The first part of this section focuses on historians and
history educationists who connected historical consciousness to
collective memory. The second part focuses on relating historical
consciousness to the use of history.

I will start with Swedish history educationist Klas-Göran Karlsson,
who approached historical consciousness in relation to collective
memory. In fact, he did so by underlining their differences. One of
the differences, he writes, is that historical consciousness is based
on the historicity of everything, while collective memory lacks the
notion that history exists in the present. He claims that historical
consciousness has a larger autonomy than collective memory, as the
latter can more easily be used by power-havers. At the same time,
he makes clear that historical consciousness is itself historical, in the
sense that it changes from one historical time to another.65

Jan Bjarne Bøe also links historical consciousness to memory. Bøe
defines historical consciousness as the certainty that the human is a
historical being, that our interpretation of the past, understanding of
the present, and perception of the future have a decisive impact on
who we are and what we do.66 Linking historical consciousness to
memory, he writes that it is synthesized of several memory
processes, adding that the experiences of what once was, the past,



are both varied and understood in varying ways.67 This happens
because our experiences are influenced by our interpretations and
expectations, in addition to our intentions and our sociocultural
norms and values.

I would also like to refer to my colleague May-Brith Ohman
Nielsen, who has linked historical consciousness to memory and her
two-sided model of history and historical consciousness. I will start
with the latter. Ohman Nielsen believes that at its two extremes,
history is scientifically analysable and enigmatically poetic (note that
these are extremes; as Ohman Nielsen writes, history exists in a
multitude of different intermediate forms and mixtures). At one
extreme, there is history as science with its professional methods,
skills, use of theory, and so on. At the other extreme, there is the
enigmatic and poetic history, dealing with existential questions,
identity and belonging, myths, aesthetics, aspects of the past that
are non-rational and non-analytical, and so on. Historical
consciousness is similarly two-sided, in the span between history as
science and history as identity, enigma, and experience. Ohman
Nielsen understands historical consciousness as the relationship
between understanding of the past, perception of the present, and
expectations of the future and believes that everyone has a historical
consciousness, which is more or less conscious, more or less
consistent, and more or less reflected. She also links historical
consciousness to being history-made and -shaped. Regarding the
relationship between historical consciousness and memory, Ohman
Nielsen believes that our historical consciousness consists of a
memory mass (meaningful elements that help us perceive the past,
present and future), which have different structures or patterns of
meaning (they are created by ideational figures, concepts, stories,
etc.), which, in turn, form or are included in “links” between the past
and the present that we call “memory traces”. Our historical
consciousness consists of memory traces, and it can be further
developed in two ways, namely, by developing or changing some
memory traces or by reflecting on our own understanding of
history.68



In their introduction to the anthology Contemplating Historical
Knowledge: Notes from the Field, Anna Clark and Carla Peck relate
historical consciousness to temporal orientation and collective
memory. In their own words, “the concept of historical
consciousness refers both to the ways people orient themselves in
time, and how they are bound by the historical and cultural contexts
which shape their sense of temporality and collective memory”. Clark
and Peck acknowledge that historical consciousness is a slippery
term, “describing not only humanity’s changing interest in its past,
but also how people learn and engage with historical knowledge and
practice over time”.69 They also state that the historical
consciousness of one and the same person might be manifested in
various types simultaneously, and that the different types might be
in tension between them.70

I am closing this discussion by referring to Alexandre Dessingué.
In an essay published in 2020, Dessingué discusses the development
of historical consciousness through focusing on the dynamics
between history and memory in history education.71 Dessingué
opens the article by noticing that history education has had for
decades a “dualistic approach between epistemological and
ontological considerations of history”, relating these considerations to
historical thinking (as an epistemological, disciplinary competence of
using historical tools method) and historical consciousness (reflecting
on the historicity of the human being). He then proceeds to propose
an alternative conceptual framework for history education. This
“third way” adds a focus on the role played by memory in dealing
with the past and aims at the development of “a critical historical
and memory consciousness”.

Dessingué’s synthesis of historical consciousness, historical
thinking, and memory is visualized as a triangle formed by what he
coins as “historicity of the being” (how history and memory influence
the understanding and construction of cultural identities),
“epistemology of history” (how and why historical knowledge is
constructed) and “phenomenology of memory” (what is
remembered, forgotten, or silenced, and how and why this is done).



His proposal is that to develop a critical historical consciousness
(which includes a critical memory consciousness), we should
combine a critical approach to both history and memory. In his
words,

teaching history with the ambition of developing a critical
historical consciousness cannot be reduced to an
epistemological approach to past representations. It should
also engage with the way the past is used and transmitted in
society and it should engage with the role memory plays in
this transmission.72

Another scholar who related historical consciousness to memory is
Bernard Eric Jensen. This relation is not part of Jensen’s definition,
which, as we have seen in the relevant section, presents historical
consciousness as the interplay between interpretation of the past,
perception of the present, and anticipation of the future. What is
important for us here is that Jensen stresses that historical
consciousness is not possible without memory, especially without the
so-called “autobiographical memory”. This special sort of memory is
present- and future-oriented and aims at supporting the individual in
solving present problems and anticipating the unfolding of events
from the present towards the future.73

Jensen can function as a nice bridge between the two subjects of
this section, collective memory and history use. This is because he
also related historical consciousness to the use of history, through
what he calls “actor history”. He claims that among at least ten
partly different types of history, there are two which might be called
“actor history” and “observer history”. This means that every time
we deal with history, we “can use the past in an interventionist and
forward-looking actor perspective but also view it from a distancing
observer perspective”. Observers study history to have a better
understanding of the past, the present, and themselves. Actors do
not only study but also use history to influence “historical-social



processes” in the present and future. Historical consciousness,
Jensen writes, belongs within the framework of actor history.74

Similar to Bernard Eric Jensen and Klas-Göran Karlsson, Swedish
history educationist Peter Aronsson defines historical consciousness
as the perception of the interplay between past, present, and future.
What is interesting for us here is that he adds an element that
relates historical consciousness directly to history use and indirectly
to historical culture (another concept that has been defined in
varying ways). Historical consciousness, he writes, both guides
history use and is established and reproduced within it. This is how
he defines the three concepts and presents their relation:

Historical culture consists of sources, artifacts, rituals,
customs, and statements with references to the past that offer
significant opportunities to connect the relationship between
past, present, and future. In exceptional cases, they
constitute direct and explicit interpretations of this connection.
History use is the processes in which parts of the historical
culture are activated to shape specific meaning-making and
action-oriented entireties. Historical consciousness is the
perceptions of the connection between past, present, and
future that guide history use and are established and
reproduced within it. A particular selection of the historical
culture is staged in history use and shapes a historical
consciousness.75

In addition, Aronsson relates historical consciousness to the
Koselleckian categories “space of experience” and “horizon of
expectation”. He states that what we know about the past and the
narratives we make about it create a space of experience, which, in
its turn, shapes the canvas for certain conceptions of the future. At
the same time, our horizon of expectation, which consists of our
present hopes and fears for the future, affects the ways in which we
organize the relationship between what we remember and what we
forget. Thus, our horizon of expectations forms our space of



experience. This way of approaching our historical culture, writes
Aronsson, places our conscious or unconscious history use at the
centre of the dynamic process that connects our space of experience
and our horizon of expectations in any given situation.76

Another scholar who related historical consciousness to the use of
history, along with historical narratives and historical culture, is
Robert Thorp. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, Thorp defines
historical consciousness as “an understanding of how matters past,
present, and future relate to each other in a way that enables the
individual to create a specific kind of meaning in relation to
history”.77 In addition, he claims that “historical consciousness can
be discerned through three different manifestations that are on
different levels; narratives, uses of history, and historical culture”.
Elaborating on the latter, he comes up with the following statements.
First, an individual’s historical consciousness is expressed in how she
understands narratives. Higher historical consciousness means a
better understanding of narratives and a better orientation in life,
especially in terms of identity and morality. Second, when we narrate
history, we portray a use of history. In fact, “narratives can be
applied to uses of history on an individual level and historical culture
on a societal or public level”. Third, history use is always related to a
historical culture. Thorp defines historical culture as “an
agglomeration of different uses of history, … the societal historical
landscape that individuals are born into”. He adds that our
relationship with our historical culture is bidirectional: One’s historical
culture influences the individual, but the individual can also influence
her historical culture through her use of history, a use that is
determined by her historical consciousness.78

Ketil Knutsen also studies historical consciousness in relation to
the use of history and historical culture. He takes Aronsson’s
tripartite division between historical awareness, historical use, and
historical culture as his starting point, but he further develops the
idea by discussing the three concepts together. He defines historical
consciousness as “our perception of the relationship between past,
present, and future”, the use of history as “doing something active



with history that serves a purpose by connecting history to the
present and/or the future”, and historical culture as “the way in
which historical consciousness and the use of history are expressed
in society”. He distinguishes between two types of historical
consciousness: the diagnostic, which is used to understand the
present, and the anticipatory, which is used to develop future
scenarios. He writes that

to develop historical consciousness is to understand how we
perceive the relationship between past, present, and future
and use history with a historical culture. In other words, to
understand how we are history-made and history-making,
with a present, a past, and a future.79

* * *

All the approaches and definitions presented so far in this chapter
are of historical and conceptual value. At the same time, they
demonstrate in a clear way the biggest challenge related to the
study of this significant historical concept: its polysemy, which
cannot function as a stable fundament for getting closer to both the
concept and the phenomenon of historical consciousness. This is
why, in the following chapters, I am elaborating on the meaning and
quality levels of historical consciousness. Before doing so, I would
like to close this chapter with a section dedicated to a theoretical
discussion of its contestation, which is a very interesting dimension
of its polysemy.

Historical consciousness as an essentially
contested concept

The polysemy of historical consciousness has been noted by several
historians over the years. Bernard Eric Jensen wrote that “there has
never been established an academic consensus on how the concept



should be precisely defined”.80 Studying the theorization and
definition of historical consciousness in Sweden, Robert Thorp also
signed under the perception that the concept is “generally perceived
as a problematic one due to its vagueness”.81

Discussing historical consciousness and its definition in German
history didactics, Andreas Körber speaks of the (German) concept of
historical consciousness as “too imprecise” and states that “the
widespread recognition of the term ‘historical consciousness’ by
many didacts of quite different orientation” does not mean that they
refer to the same concept. He understands the concept as “a catch-
all term”, which can be used in different ways and with varying
content. Körber adds that “German history didactics as a discipline
does not possess one concept of ‘historical consciousness’, but
several of them, and has to date not succeeded in clarifying and
disentangling them”. He further states that

there is no given entity of “historical consciousness” which can
be researched using one single concept and model, however
complex, but that the concept of “historical consciousness” is
a psychological and didactical construct, and that therefore all
concrete definitions and concepts of it are models whose
purpose is not to fully represent such a given entity, but to
selectively highlight aspects and to enable research and
teaching.82

The unclarity about the ontological meaning of historical
consciousness is also shown in the fact that it is perceived by some
historians as having a dual nature of being both a status and a
process, or both a set of abilities and their usage, which cannot
logically stand.83

Considering everything that has been presented in this chapter, I
am tempted to claim that historical consciousness should be
approached as an essentially contested concept. The idea of
essentially contested concepts was introduced by Walter Bryce Gallie
in 1956, when he published his seminal homonym article.84 He



defined essentially contested concepts as concepts for which “there
is no one clearly definable general use … which can be set up as the
correct or standard use”. He adds that these are “concepts the
proper use of which inevitably involves endless disputes about their
proper uses on the part of their user”.85



Gallie used the following seven criteria to get closer to the
meaning of an essentially contested concept, the first four being
“the four most important necessary conditions to which any
essentially contested concept must comply”.86 I am presenting them
in relation to historical consciousness as an essentially contested
concept. Before doing so, I need to notice that these criteria have
been treated by modern scholars as not definitive on whether a
concept is essentially contested or not.87 Furthermore, both Gallie
and other scholars “have expressed concern that the approach can
encourage a conceptual relativism that is undesirable and
destructive”.88

1. Appraisiveness. The concept must be “appraisive”, in the sense
that “it signifies or accredits some kind of valued achievement”.
In our case, it is easy to argue that historical consciousness is
praised in various ways. It is praised in relation to its potential in
improving political, social, and cultural reflection on and
performance in subjects like the proper function of democracy
and society, as well as social and racial identity, or religion and
feminism.89

2. Internal complexity. “This achievement must be of an internally
complex character”, writes Gallie, even though the concept’s
worth “is attributed to it as a whole”. Historical consciousness is
indeed attributed as one phenomenon (either as a process or as
a result, and in my approach, as a state of mind). At the same
time, as the previous sections have demonstrated, it is
approached as a phenomenon including various elements and
dimensions.

3. Diverse describability. As a result of this internal complexity,
“the accredited achievement is initially variously describable”, in
the sense that “any explanation of its worth must … include
references to the respective contributions of its various parts or
features”.90 This simply means that different users of the
concept might understand and define it in different ways. A



recall of the varying definitions presented in the previous pages
proves that historical consciousness is not simply describable in
various ways, but it has already been described so. What makes
the case stronger is that Gallie underlines that “there is nothing
absurd or contradictory in any one of a number of possible rival
descriptions” of the total worth of an essentially contested
concept.

4. Openness. The concept must be “open”, in the sense that its
meaning is suspect to “considerable modification in the light of
changing circumstances; and such modification cannot be
prescribed or predicted in advance”. One example related to
historical consciousness might suffice: When historical theory
turned its focus on history as a text, with the so-called
“linguistic turn”, historical consciousness was approached in
terms of narrative, in fact being defined as a narrative
competence, something that had not been used as an approach
to the concept in its original discussion. This characteristic of
historical consciousness causes its conceptual stretching, which,
in its turn, increases its contestability.

5. Reciprocal recognition. This criterion stresses that each user of
the concept recognizes the fact that his/her own use of it is
contested by other users, and that “each party must have at
least some appreciation of the different criteria in the light of
which the other parties claim to be applying the concept in
question”. This is a criterion that, as Collier, Hidalgo, and
Maciuceanu have noticed, “is not always pertinent”.91 In the
case of historical consciousness, there is not really such an
intense dispute, as the two different “schools” of historical
consciousness, the more philosophical German/Scandinavian
and the more practical Anglo-American, have not entered a
debate, except the dialogue between Jörn Rüsen and Roger
Simon in the symposium “Canadian Historical Consciousness in
International Context: Theoretical Perspectives”, held at the
University of Columbia on 27–29 August 2001.92 Since then, the



two schools got closer, which resulted in the stretching of the
concept.

6. Exemplar. This criterion presupposes “the derivation of any such
concept from an original exemplar whose authority is
acknowledged by all the contestant users of the concept”. This
means that users of the concept have specific paradigmatic
examples in mind. Users of the concept “democracy”, for
example, might think of the Athenian democracy of the fifth
century BCE. This is a criterion not applicable to historical
consciousness, as it refers to empirical concepts, while historical
consciousness is an abstract one.

7. Progressive competition. This last criterion refers to how the
discourse of essentially contested concepts causes an increase
in the quality of the relevant argumentation. In Gallie’s words,
“in any proper instance of essential contestedness might … be
expected to be a marked raising of the level of quality of
arguments in the disputes of the contestant parties”. As we
have seen in the previous pages, and if we take into
consideration the chronological dimension of various approaches
and definitions, we can indeed see that the discourse on
historical consciousness made the argumentation better. It
should be noted that progressive competition as a characteristic
of essentially contested concepts does not necessarily mean
that the understanding of the concept gets better (in some
cases, it might mean the opposite), and this has also been the
case with historical consciousness.

One of the main questions on the consideration of these criteria is
put by Gallie himself and has been discussed, directly or not, by
almost all scholars who have used his theoretical framework: Are all
these criteria necessary to have an essentially contested concept?
Gallie, explicitly and implicitly, claims that the first four
characteristics are always there.93 Nevertheless, his definition makes
clear that the most important definitional element of an essentially
contested concept is that no one of the uses of the concept can be
accepted as the correct or standard use, and definition, of it. Collier,



Hidalgo, and Maciuceanu also state that “it might be implausible to
expect that all elements are salient or correct all of the time”.94

Based on everything presented in this section, I am claiming that
historical consciousness is essentially contested. Arguing for the
need of its decontestation as a concept is easy. Coming up with a
definition that can easily be accepted by “everyone”, on the other
hand, is an almost impossible task. The different “schools”,
approaches, and definitions are already well established, and it is an
innate characteristic of the essentially contested concepts not to be
easily decontestable. But, especially since there is a consensus on
the need to improve the historical consciousness of individuals,
groups, and societies, every step in the decontestation path is
important and valuable. Taking such a step (please notice: just one
step of the many needed) is the aim of the rest of this book.

Merging reflections

All the definitions of historical consciousness presented in this
chapter are valuable, and I would recommend further study of the
relevant publications to anyone (especially teachers, history
students, and history educationists) who needs or wishes to delve
deeper into historical consciousness and its relationship with other
historical-theoretical phenomena and concepts, such as historical
thinking and historical culture. Additionally, there are several
publications that address, directly or indirectly, historical
consciousness. The diversity of understandings of historical
consciousness reflected in these definitions illustrates one of the
challenges (likely the most important) associated with the study of
historical consciousness: its conceptual ambiguity.

I would like to close the chapter with an overall observation. The
vast majority of publications on historical consciousness relate it
directly to history didactics. In fact, most of them try to answer
questions related to how historical consciousness can be developed
(and sometimes measured) in the classroom. The theorization of the



concept has also been related, even if indirectly and implicitly, to
history teaching. This is not something negative per se, but I believe
that, over the years, this approach has been naturalized and has
hegemonized the study of historical consciousness.

This is one of the reasons why the ontological discussion of
historical consciousness has been limited. I would dare to claim that
what has been called “theorizing historical consciousness”, since the
publication of the homonymous book and almost to the present, is in
fact more a theorization of historical consciousness teaching, or,
more precisely, the theorization of historical-consciousness-related
history teaching. This means that historical consciousness has been
more “methodized” than “theorized”. Again, this is not something
negative or badly done. Quite the opposite: It is highly needed,
especially in relation to history didactics, and it is done in a thorough
and sophisticated way. But this methodization should be based on a
clear conceptual and historical theorization, which is what I am
trying to contribute to. To do so, it is important to make clear not
only “what historical consciousness is” but also its relation to other
key concepts, such as historical reality, historical knowledge,
historical thinking, historical temporalities, and history use. The least
that should be done is for every author to make clear her/his
understanding of the concept and present the operational definition
her/his study is based on. This is the main aim of the following
chapter.
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3 Defining historical consciousness

DOI: 10.4324/9781003767657-3

Historical consciousness has been studied during the last decades on
the basis of several starting points and approaches related mainly to
history didactics. Excellent historians and history educationists have
produced high-quality treatises on how history teaching in schools
might develop the historical consciousness of the students and
prepare them as society members and citizens. I would like to make
clear once more that my discussion of historical consciousness, as
well as this book in general, is not related to history didactics. My
aim is to contribute to the conceptual theorization of historical
consciousness. In this effort, I am following another line of
historians and others who, at least from Hans-Georg Gadamer
onwards, approached historical consciousness from an ontological
perspective, related to the historicity of the human being and the
world, as well as to how historical consciousness is related to our
perceptions and conceptualizations of past, present, and future.
Some of these historians did so explicitly, while some others
indirectly and implicitly, while discussing other subjects of equal
importance, for example, historical narratives or historical identities.

To get closer to the meaning of historical consciousness, I would
start by taking into consideration its nominal value, which shows that
it is a kind, or type, of consciousness somehow related to history.
But how? What is the meaning of “consciousness” in the framework
of studying history to understand who we are? And what is the
meaning of “historical” in relation to human consciousness? To
answer these questions, I will start with a more straightforward one:
What is the meaning of “history” and “consciousness”?
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Let us start with history. In various discourses, the term history is
used to signify three related but different things. In other words, the
term has three dimensions: ontological, sociocultural, and
epistemological.

Ontologically, history means what I would call “the content of
time” (not only of the past but also of the present and future). More
precisely, it means the content of time which we have access to
(through the study of anything that might function as a source) and
which is evaluated as worthy of being registered, remembered,
anticipated, and re-presented in textual and non-textual ways. Let
me underline something important: It is not time itself that becomes
history, but the content of time, in other words, elements of the in-
time relation and interaction of the human being to its animate and
inanimate environment.

Socioculturally (i.e. as a technology of social and cultural learning
and agency), the term history signifies the textual and non-textual
narratives we make about selected parts of the content of time—
what we usually call “the history of …” (of a country, a place, a
period, a people, a community, a nation, an institution, a
phenomenon, a technology, or anything else). These narratives are
the means through which we understand ourselves and the animate
and inanimate environment around us. They are pieces of immaterial
technology (which means social and cultural inventions used as
means to meet specific ends), and they are transmitted
synchronically (between peers or groups of people) and
diachronically (between generations) in various ways and with the
support of individual and collective agents.1 These narratives might
be produced by academic historians or amateurs, and they might be
the result of research or memory.

Epistemologically, History (with capitalized initial) means the
discipline that studies both the content of time and the narratives
about it. History might be served by professionally trained historians
or by amateurs. As a discipline and activity, it is based on specific
practices, methods, strategies, and theories.



To avoid misunderstandings, in the rest of the book I am using the
word history to signify the content of time, History (capital H) for the
discipline, and the terms narratives and historical narratives for any
representation of the content of time, in textual, oral, or visual form.
This means that I consider various visual products (e.g.
photographs, paintings, sculptures, various objects, videos, tables,
or diagrams) as narratives.

What is important for this book is that historical narratives of any
kind and History as a discipline aim, or at least should aim, explicitly
or implicitly, at a trustworthy orientation in life—unfortunately, both
historical narrative of any kind and History as a discipline are often
used to disorient through misinformation or disinformation,
especially, but not only, in authoritarian regimes. The quality of this
history-based orientation in life is influenced by the development and
maintenance of historical consciousness. The more advanced your
historical consciousness, the better your orientation in life.

Definition of consciousness

So much with history. Let us now turn to the meaning of the term
consciousness. Consciousness is more difficult to define. It is one of
these concepts we all believe we have a clear understanding of, until
we are asked to define it. It is so essentially contested that experts
in various fields prefer to avoid defining it at all.2 The problem is,
once more, that consciousness is one of the concepts that have
been studied by experts in various fields, who approach it and study
it (just a few taking the effort to define it) in different ways. This
makes its consideration by a historian especially challenging. I
believe that the best we can do as historians might be to clarify the
operational definition on which we base our discussion of the
phenomenon. I will try to do so by combining neuroscientific and
philosophical approaches.

In an article dedicated to discussing common elements and
differences between conscience and consciousness, G. Vithoulkas



and D.F. Muresanu define consciousness as “the function of the
human mind that receives and processes information, crystallizes it
and then stores it or rejects it”. This happens with the help of our
five senses, the reasoning ability of the mind, imagination and
emotion, and memory, in the following process: “The five senses
enable the mind to receive information, then imagination and
emotion process it, reason judges it, and memory stores or rejects
it”. Vithoulkas and Muresanu also make clear that the relevant parts
of the brain involved in the process “are supposedly defined by
neurophysiology”.3

The definition of Vithoulkas and Muresanu is valuable because it
presents consciousness as something related to the world as it is
experienced through our senses, as well as to the mind’s cognitive
and emotive processing of this evidence, and its registration in our
memory. In other words, this definition presents consciousness as
related to both the physical and the temporal dimensions of reality
and life. On the other hand, the definition lacks an element that
many scholars underline as crucial in any discussion of
consciousness: The consideration of subjectivity.4

Vithoulkas specializes in homeopathic medicine, and Muresanu
specializes in neuroscience. With these starting points, it is logical
that they approach consciousness as a function of the mind, in fact
of the brain. Actually, this is how most scholars in neuroscience and
medicine perceive consciousness: As a function, a process.

Philosophers, on the other hand, approach consciousness more as
a state of mind than as a process. In the philosophic discourses on
the ontology of consciousness, the relevant questions are
considerably more than the answers. Philosopher Robert van Gulick
approaches consciousness as an umbrella term covering “a wide
variety of mental phenomena”, whose understanding requires “a
diversity of conceptual tools for dealing with its many differing
aspects”.5

Van Gulick states that there are various sorts of consciousness. To
understand consciousness in a generic way, he uses three questions
as starting points, which he calls the descriptive question (what is



consciousness?), the explanatory question (how does consciousness
of the relevant sort come to exist?), and the functional question
(why does consciousness of the relevant sort exist?). Each of these
questions incorporates several other questions, whose study shows
how complex and difficult it is to define such a general and broad
phenomenon as consciousness.6 Thus, the best we can do is to
clarify the operational definition we adopt, in relation to the needs of
our study. This applies to any sort of consciousness, and this is what
I am going to do for the perception of the terms consciousness and
historical consciousness in this book. Regarding the term
consciousness, combining the two definitions presented earlier, I
would state that I am perceiving it on the basis of the following
definition:

Consciousness is a state of mind related to our internal and
external worlds and our subjective perception of them; it is
the result of a process including the sensual configuration of
information and the logical and emotive processing of this
information, and aims at supporting our orientation in the
physical and temporal realities we live in.

Definition of historical consciousness

Let me now turn to historical consciousness. Something that is
important to underline from the very beginning, before proceeding
to my operational definition, is that historical consciousness (as any
sort of consciousness) is a phenomenon including a strong
qualitative dimension of subjectivity. This subjectivity might be
related to the mental abilities of the individual (dependent on the
function of the person’s brain as a hardware), as well as to her
intellectual abilities (related to the function of her mind as a software
formed by her education, personal experiences, and various
influences from her sociocultural environment). People with a
dysfunctional brain have a different subjectivity and, thus, a different



historical consciousness, in comparison to mentally healthy people,
and well-educated people have a different (but not necessarily
better) subjectivity and historical consciousness than illiterate
people.

At this point, let us take into consideration something noted by Jan
Bjarne Bøe, namely, that historical consciousness is a phenomenon
which is not merely cognitive, but also experiential; in his words, it is
“something that ‘exists’ in our mental world”. Furthermore, he views
historical consciousness as something that is shaped, in various
ways, throughout our entire lives. As he writes, it is “a result of
comprehensive and fundamental processes that occur throughout
life, namely the question of our own conceptions of who we are and
who we should be, and the evaluations and reactions from people
we interact with”. Bøe also argues that the processes resulting in
historical consciousness “are driven by mental, social, and cultural
developmental factors”.7

So, let me clarify how I am perceiving historical consciousness. I
am approaching the phenomenon of historical consciousness as a
state of mind and a property of utmost importance in a world where
disinformation is often based on fake historical narratives. This state
of mind is horizon-like. While you move towards it, it changes
content and demands new perceptions and further consideration.
This means that historical consciousness is a dynamic state of mind
under constant and endless development. At the same time, in this
“horizon”, there is also a focal point: Our consciousness is always
related to something (this is why there are various sorts of historical
consciousness), and this something is related to either our internal
or our external world (and sometimes to both). Our consciousness of
our internal world is, in fact, a consciousness related to our identity,
while our consciousness of the external world is related to life, and
often to our roles in it.

Before presenting my definition, I would like to clarify two things.
The first is that the definition is of the type “per genus et
differentia”. I see historical consciousness as a type of consciousness
(genus), and then I implicitly present what differentiates historical



consciousness from other types of consciousness. Other types of
definitions might approach the concept from different angles and
produce equally good, or even better, definitions. I should stress that
the type of definition I do not have faith in, when it comes to
abstract concepts of broad extension as historical consciousness, is
the lexical one. Unfortunately, short lexical definitions of historical
consciousness are often used, which reduces the conceptual clarity
in the discussions of the phenomenon.

The second thing I would like to clarify is related to the concept
“awareness”. In several publications, and in everyday parlance,
awareness is used as synonymous to consciousness. I do not agree.
Awareness is a basic state of mind, the state of being informed or
cognisant of something, that is, that something exists or happens. It
is a fundamental capacity of the human being, and it is a
prerequisite for consciousness, usually the first step that opens the
process that finally leads to consciousness.

Having made these basic approaches clear, I can now present my
operational definition:

Historical consciousness is a dynamic horizon-like state of
mind related to the historical dimensions of our individual and
collective selves, of the world, of time, of the narratives we
make about the content of time, and of the ways in which we
develop historical knowledge, we think historically, and we use
history in life. It is one of the results of the mental evolution
of humankind and it is rooted in our need for orientation in
the physical and temporal realities we live in. Historical
consciousness might be cognitive, metacognitive, and
epistemological. Cognitive historical consciousness is related
to the content of time, in other words to how the humankind
and the world function and interact, how this function and
interaction has evolved in time, and how this evolution makes
us who we are, individually and collectively. Metacognitive
historical consciousness is related to the dimensions of
historical time, the construction of historical narratives, and
the use of history. Epistemological historical consciousness is



related to historical knowledge and its limits, and to historical
thinking, in other words to the ways in which we think about
everything in historical terms. There are various quality levels
of historical consciousness, which might broadly be
categorized as innate, reflective, and scholarly.



In other words, historical consciousness is an advanced form of
consciousness, including the following seven different types of
consciousness:

1. A cognitive consciousness of what we might call “historicity of
the world”, that is, a consciousness of everything that exists in
the present and everything that existed in the past as history-
made, as a product of historical evolution.

2. A cognitive consciousness of what various historians and
philosophers call “historicity of the being”, that is, a
consciousness of the human being as a historical creature that
exists and operates in time and is history-made and history-
making (which means that we have an agency that influences,
and sometimes shapes, historical evolution).

3. A metacognitive histotemporal consciousness, that is, a
consciousness of the various dimensions of historical times and
historical temporalities, and the coinherence and constant
dialogue and interaction between them.

4. A metacognitive consciousness of the various ways in which
historical narratives are constructed and used by individuals and
groups, in the sense that the production and use of historical
narratives is also a product of historical evolution (and one of
the ways in which humans make history).

5. A metacognitive consciousness of how individuals and
communities use veritable perceptions of the past, fake stories
about the past, past or past-oriented material and immaterial
technologies (objects, rituals, customs, etc.), and/or
anticipations of historical futures as means to understand
themselves and others, or as tools to reach specific goals.

6. An epistemological consciousness of historical knowledge and its
limits, in other words, of what is possible (and what is not) to
know about the content of time, the process that leads to
gathering historical knowledge, and the challenges related to
various phases of this process.

7. An epistemological consciousness of the difference between
thinking about history and thinking in historical terms, of



historical thinking as something fundamental in the process of
getting from historical awareness to historical consciousness, as
well as of the existence of various types of historical thinking.

These seven types of historical consciousness will be discussed in
the following chapters. Figure 3.1 presents the main subjects I am
discussing in relation to each one of them.





Figure 3.1 Historical consciousness: categories, types, and subjects
explored in the book. ⏎

In Chapter 11, I will reflect on the quality levels of historical
consciousness, which might be broadly categorized as innate,
reflective, and scholarly. I prefer doing it after discussing the
epistemological dimension of historical consciousness, because the
quality of historical consciousness, and thus this perception of
quality levels, depends on the quality of historical thinking of the
conscious or consciousness-seeking subject.

One of the points that almost all students of historical
consciousness agree on is that it is closely related to our orientation
in life. So, I would like to close my definitional approach to the
concept with a few words on how historical consciousness orients us
in life. It does so in two different ways, one existential and the other
epistemological-phenomenological.

The existential orientational function is related to our historical
existence in a historical world. This means that it is directly and
intensely related to how we perceive the natural and sociocultural
worlds we live in and our position and role in them, as well as to the
ways in which we perceive and realize our social, political, and
cultural agency in relation to our past, present, and future. In other
words, the existential orientational function is related to: (a) How we
might better identify, understand, and evaluate ourselves and/or
others by thinking of us and/or them as history-made, that is, as
products of historical processes, some of which are not yet
completed. (b) How we can better understand ourselves in time and
space by focusing on our relationship with other humans (individuals
and communities), the world, and time. (c) How we can better
understand ourselves and/or others in time and space by focusing
on us and/or others as history-making, that is, as agents whose
decisions and actions influence historical evolution, which means the
world around us, at least at a micro level.

The epistemological-phenomenological orientational function of
historical consciousness is related to how we can optimize our
existential orientation. The epistemological part of this function is
related to how historical knowledge is constructed, while the



phenomenological is related to how our individual and collective
memory is developed and maintained as an alternative way of
approaching our past, present, and future. So, the epistemological-
phenomenological orientational function of historical consciousness
is related to: (a) How we can search for historical knowledge. This is
related to which sources we use to construct it, how we approach
these sources, what kind of questions we pose to our sources, and if
and how we analyse the answers by using relevant theories, that is,
by setting the answers into a broader perspective. (b) How we
develop and maintain our individual or collective memories. This is
related to the individual mental processes that allow us to store and
recall information (let it be noted that these processes are based on
our individual interpretation of reality and our selection of what is
worthy of remembering) and to the collective decisions of which
memories will be registered and communicated as elements of
collective identity. (c) How we form our knowledge and memories
into narratives of any kind. This is related to the textual and non-
textual ways in which we communicate our historical knowledge and
our individual and collective memories. (d) How we use these
narratives in our life. This is related to how history, as the
knowledge-based or memory-based content of time, is used
cognitively (to better understand ourselves and the world) or
sociocultur-ally (to achieve specific goals in practical life).8

The following chapters are dedicated to the seven types of
historical consciousness, each representing an “area” of studying our
history and dealing with it. My aim is to present an overview of how
you can improve your historical consciousness by studying and
reflecting on concrete elements related to these types and areas.



Notes

1. Let it be noted that my perception of both material and immaterial technology is
based on the definition of technology as the knowledge-based or trial-and-error-
based use of specific means to meet specific ends, that is, to achieve specific aims or
solve specific problems. ⏎

2. See, for example, Van Gulick (2021) and Blackmore (2017). Blackmore and
Troscianko (2018) open their book Consciousness by stating that “if you think you
have a solution to the problem of consciousness, you haven’t understood the
problem”. ⏎

3. Vithoulkas & Muresanu (2014: 104). ⏎
4. See, for example, Blackmore (2017: 8), who claims that “if you are really talking

about consciousness, then you must deal with subjectivity”. ⏎
5. Van Gulick (2021). ⏎
6. Van Gulick (2021). ⏎
7. Bøe (2002: 31). ⏎
8. My thoughts on the epistemological-phenomenological orientational function are

inspired by the work of Alexandre Dessingué who in a paper on how to develop a
critical historical and memory consciousness in history education combines the
historicity of being and the formation of cultural identities to the epistemology of
history and the phenomenology of memory (Dessingué 2020). ⏎
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The first step towards cognitive historical consciousness is the
insight that the world around us, both the natural and the human-
made world, has a historical dimension, is in fact history-made. This
dimension of the world can be better understood if we focus on how
the world is structured and how it functions, with a special
consideration on how humankind interacts with nature. I am
claiming that this can be done in a very creative way if we study the
world as a system in terms of hardware and software.

The hardware dimension of the world consists of everything in
nature (including the human being) and material technology (the
human-made environment). The world’s software includes a natural
and a human-made part: the natural software is energy, while the
human-made software is what I call “immaterial technologies”, that
is, social and cultural inventions that are fundamental for our
survival and prosperity. (I would like to clarify that my perception of
both material and immaterial technology is based on the definition of
technology as the knowledge-based or trial-and-error-based use of
specific means to meet specific ends.)

My main point in this section is that the study of the historicity of
the world as an element of historical consciousness might function
as an eye-opener if we focus on the interaction between the world’s
hardware and software and if we focus on both hardware and
software as results of historical evolution, in other words of
processes and activities that have shaped this hardware and
software, and which sometimes are still active and ongoing.
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But what is included in the world’s hardware and software? This
chapter presents my thoughts on nature-made hardware, human-
made hardware, nature-made software, and human-made software.

Nature-made hardware includes the geosphere, the hydrosphere,
the atmosphere, and the biosphere, the latter including humankind
as its most important (in our anthropocentric perception of the
world) and most dangerous species. Each of these spheres has its
own history (in fact, it is shaped by its history) and, at the same
time, influence in various ways historical evolution in general and
human evolution in particular. Not only because they constitute the
scenery of our historical life, but also because they are an active
arena of whatever we register as history, in the sense that they
actively influence historical evolution. You might think, for example,
of how nature influences economy (and thus political, social, and
cultural evolution) or the outcome of battles and wars. In addition,
think of how migration to new places (which often means to
different geospheric, hydrospheric, atmospheric, and biospheric
conditions) influences even our biological evolution—reflect on skin
colour, or on humans having larger lungs when they live in places
with higher altitude. And let us not forget that our own hardware,
our body, is part of the biosphere; and our biological evolution (of
both our body and our brain) is of central importance for human and
historical evolution.

Human-made hardware refers to all material technology produced
from the Stone Age to the present. Humble objects, for example,
stone axes, and complex sophisticated inventions, for example,
medical robots or spacecrafts, might be included here. The human-
made hardware answers to countless needs. For example, it
supports our life on the planet (buildings and any object related to
them, protective walls, etc.), facilitates transportation (roads,
bridges, or vehicles of various types), supports communication
(various devices, from optical beacons to mobile phones), protect life
or cause death (weapons, medicines and poisons), and are central in
production (tools, or industrial and agricultural structures).

Nature-made software refers to energy. There are various types of
energy (gravitational, kinetic, electromagnetic, thermal, nuclear, etc.)



and various types of energy dynamos (the first in human history
being the human body, followed by animals, and then by human-
made machines). Energy is central, not only for our survival (without
energy from food and heat, we are condemned to die) but also for
the survival and prosperity of societies. This is why access to, and
control of, energy resources is, particularly in modern times, one of
the most important causes of war. To understand the importance of
energy as nature-made software in historical evolution, you might
reflect on the fact that there is a direct analogy between what we
call the development level of a society and its access to, and use of,
energy. What we call developed countries are high-energy societies,
while the so-called under-developed countries are low-energy
societies.1

Human-made software includes what I call “immaterial
technologies”, that is, specific immaterial means that humans invent
to make possible, regulate, or improve our relationship to other
humans and to the world around us. This refers to social (including
political and economic) and cultural (including religious) inventions,
without which our historical evolution would be very different, most
probably similar to that of other mammals. The most important
immaterial technology is language, as it gave us the ability to
communicate in any given present, register our pasts, and plan the
future. (It should be noted that language is not a natural ability of
humans; our natural ability is to communicate by making visual and
voice-made signals, as most other animals; without social learning,
we have no language—in a hypothetical scenario of a child growing
up with animals, the child would be able to communicate with the
animals, but not with us.)2 Other important immaterial technologies
are mathematics, religion, law, as well as social institutions, rules,
and norms, or any cultural principle you might think of. Human-
made software is related to the historicity of the being, and thus, it
is discussed in the following chapter.

The earth’s hardware is historically important in two different
ways. One is related to historical evolution itself. Both nature-made
and human-made hardware has a history, which, in most cases, can



be studied by historians and other scientists. We know, for example,
how natural monuments such as the petrified forest of Lesbos in
Greece were formed (in the case of the petri-fied forest, because of
a volcano eruption some 20 million years ago) or when and how the
pyramid of Giza was built (and for what reason). The other way in
which nature-made hardware is historical is not related to history but
to our perception of the world around us, more precisely, our
perception of the earth as our property. I am talking about
geography, about how the earth has been historically divided
between human communities we today call states. Our picture of the
earth is based on the existence of borders, which is something
imaginary (an immaterial technology) that influences both the earth
(think of a forest belonging to two countries having totally opposite
environmental policies) and our lives in general (think of people who
live 500 m from each other, on either side of the border between
two hostile countries).

I would like to add that nature is historical not only as history-
made but also as history-making. Both nature-made hardware and
nature-made software influence historical evolution, not only in
cases of radical natural phenomena or natural disasters but also by
limiting and dictating human activities. Agricultural production,
warfare, communication, and transportation, along with several
other areas of human activity, have historically been strongly related
to the powers of nature. Radical natural events, such as volcanic
eruptions, and powerful natural phenomena, such as climate
patterns like El Niño, function as unpredictable elements of history
which make historical evolution even more chaotic that the human
agency makes it (let us not think of our times, when we have a lot of
knowledge about natural phenomena, but of the past, when humans
did not have it, and these phenomena were truly unpredictable and
chaotic). During the period we call Anthropocene, human agency
has influenced the balance of nature-made and human-made
hardware and nature-made software in a way that seems to get
more and more dangerous for the whole planet, both in the present
and in the future. It is perhaps not an exaggeration to say that
because of that, the earth system has become natural-technological



and partly human-made—the example of microplastic contamination
in fish bodies might suffice.

From the agricultural revolution onwards, sapiens plays a leading
role in how the historicity of the world evolves in time. We have
established ourselves in permanent settlements that would become
heavily polluting megaci-ties. We domesticated animals that came so
close to us that we even transmit our diseases to each other. We are
the main reason for the extinction of thousands of species, which we
have condemned as not worthy of sharing the world’s hardware and
software with us (in many cases, we eliminated them without a plan,
simply because of our narcissistic lack of future perspective). We
have enriched the earth’s hardware with buildings and structures
that sometimes serve specific needs and sometimes stand as
witnesses of personal or collective manifestations of vanity (e.g. the
Egyptian pyramids or the Eiffel Tower).

Furthermore, human quantitative hardware evolution from a few
thousand people in Africa to more than eight billion people around
the globe today has influenced directly (in both quantitative and
qualitative terms) the historicity of the world, in terms of both
hardware and software. Climate change, deforestation, pollution of
the atmosphere and hydrosphere, abuse of energy resources (in our
days to serve unnecessary needs), and many other similar historical
phenomena demonstrate our power over the historicity of the world,
as well as our responsibility to preserve both hardware and software
in sustainable ways.

Human-made technology, both material and immaterial (especially
the latter), influences historical evolution both directly and indirectly.
Technology not only changes our lives, or at least a small part of it,
but it also reshapes our thinking. By altering our world as a system
and its dynamics, technology prompts us to adopt new perspectives.
Often, technologies help us, or even force us, to perceive and
sometimes evaluate ourselves, others, and the world in new ways.3
This is not something new. The invention of steam-powered
machines, for example, triggered a scientific process that opened a
new field in physics, namely, thermodynamics, which, in its turn,



reshaped the way we think about cosmology and, indirectly, human
historical evolution4—by the way, this is also an excellent example of
how hardware innovations lead to software evolution. To underline
the importance of this, let me say that the secondary effects of
decisions, acts, and events are often more significant than their first-
order effects. This means that the impact of adopting a novel
mindset based on a new material or immaterial technology often
outweighs the direct influence of the technology itself.

Let me close by referring to something important. Natural
historical evolution is unpredictable, in fact, chaotic. Certain events
that have altered the course of history (whether by introducing novel
phenomena or by accelerating history) could not have been
predicted just a short time before their occurrence. To quote political
scientist Shiping Tang, “evolution allows accidents”.5 Probably, we
could claim that historical evolution does not only allow accidents,
but it is, in fact, based on them. Think of hardware biological
evolution. Countless biological accidents over millions of years
created the breathtaking diversity of life on earth. Unpredicted
natural events and phenomena, such as storms, floods, droughts,
volcano eruptions, or earthquakes, formed historical evolution in the
past. Despite the advance of science, many of them still remain
unpredictable, and they still have the same power to change the
route of history. At any time, your life might be changed
dramatically, or even end, in the few unexpected seconds of an
earthquake.

Being conscious in terms of historicity of the world has various
sides and dimensions. As historical beings, we live in time and
space. The space we live in is physical and sociocultural. Our
sociocultural world is basically software, and as such, it is related to
the historicity of the being. But it also has a hardware dimension,
which makes it part of the physical world in which we live, and thus
a part of the historicity of the world. Individuals and communities
live and function in a present world that has a past and a future.
Being conscious about how humankind has interacted with our
physical environment, and how this environment has been shaped



over time, and how natural evolution and events influenced historical
evolution is of utmost importance in being conscious of our place
and our role in the world.

Notes

1. Smil (2017: 395) writes that “by the end of the twentieth century the West (the EU
and North America), with less than 15% of the global population, consumed nearly
50% of all primary commercial energy”. ⏎

2. On the development of language as technology, see Mufwene (2019). ⏎
3. See, for example, Walker Rettberg (2023). ⏎
4. Frank (2013: 211). He also claims (p. 19) that “what altered the human mind was not

simply the introduction of new ideas in our heads but new encounters with the world
through what we built with our hands”. ⏎

5. Tang (2020: 8) (Kindle). ⏎
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We are historical beings, living in history and having a historical
agency, as both individuals and communities. But what does this
mean? I would say that our historicity as humans might be
summarized in three sentences, which are discussed briefly in the
three following paragraphs.

First, we are history-made. I would dare to claim that we are
nothing but products of our individual and collective history. Indeed,
we are creations of historical processes, processes that in some
cases have not yet been completed. These processes unfold in three
different areas: biology, society, and culture (I will elaborate on that
in a minute). The social and cultural processes that form us might
unfold at the tiniest micro levels (e.g. of families) or at the largest
macro levels (e.g. of global health politics). There might also be
natural processes at local, regional, or global levels, which directly
influence our biological, social, and/or cultural evolution (the
examples of ice melting in the deep past, which resulted in more
parts of the earth being inhabited, or global warming that will result
in millions of forcibly displaced people in the near future might
suffice).

Second, the historical processes that shape us do not refer to the
past only, but also to the present and the future. Our interpretation
of the past, as well as the narratives we make about the past, is
always related to our present and future interests and priorities. In
addition, every decision we make in any given present is the result
of a (usually internal) dialogue which considers what we (believe
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we) know about the past and what we expect for the future. This
dialogue is also history-made, as it is based on thoughts and related
to structures, rules, and norms that are also historical (which means
structures, rules, and norms that are relevant only in the specific
social and cultural environment we belong to—if we were living in
another country, or even in another place, the dialogue would be
different). This means that our contribution to the historical
processes that shape us (as well as the contribution of any other
individual or collective entity) is also essentially historical.

Third, we create history. Individuals and small groups might be
the creators of local microhistories, while both individuals and larger
collective entities, such as corporations, research centres, or states,
might play a crucial role in the national, transnational, international,
or global macrocosm. I would like to underline that we create history
in two different ways. On one hand, we create history in the form of
our ideas and doings (creating thus new content of time)—notice
that in our “doings”, we should include the creation of material and
immaterial technology, anything from tools and monumental
structures to religious doctrines and science-based knowledge. On
the other hand, we create history in the form of narratives about the
content of time—not only about the past but also about the present
and the future. To be precise, the moment they are shared, these
narratives become doings and thus also content of time. It is
important to underline that some of these narratives are fake. Even
so, they might gain tremendous power and greatly influence the
further evolution of history.

The history-making human appears, directly and indirectly, in
Chapter 7 (on the historicity of historical narratives). The relation of
past, present, and future is the subject of Chapter 6. The rest of this
chapter discusses how we could be historically conscious in terms of
our biological, social, cultural, and biocultural evolution.

Biological consciousness



Being historically conscious in terms of biological evolution includes
various elements of consciousness. First, it means having a cognitive
consciousness of our qualitative and quantitative biological evolution,
the first being related to the evolution of our body and brain, and
the second to the evolution of the human population (what is called
“human biomass”) over time. I will return to the qualitative evolution
in a minute. Regarding the quantitative evolution, we should be
aware of how the increase of the human population has influenced
the environment (pollution, energy use, etc.) and how it has caused
sociocultural and political phenomena, such as wars, migration,
colonization, or policies of birth control. Second, being historically
conscious in terms of biological evolution means having reliable and
well-argued-for answers to questions related to the importance of
the genetic evolution of the human body and brain over time, the
ways in which biological evolution has influenced sociocultural
evolution, or the ways in which environmental conditions have
influenced biological evolution over time. Third, it means being
conscious of the ways in which the evolution of societies and
cultures has influenced biological evolution, including the evolution
of our brain. Fourth, it means being conscious of the ways in which
the growth of the human population has influenced historical
evolution. Finally, it means being reflected on the ways in which
technology and biotechnology have influenced human biology in the
past and how we can anticipate that they will influence it in the
future.

Being conscious about how our biological evolution has made us
what we are today includes various insights. One of them is related
to the oldness of some of our bodily features, which sometimes have
their biological roots in other hominins. We know today, for example,
that the roots of some modern health conditions (e.g. Lupus, Crohn’s
disease, or type 2 diabetes) are transmitted to homo sapiens from
the Neanderthals.1 Another is related to the importance of biological
features that were developed when sapiens was living (and exactly
because we were living) as hunters-gatherers—we tend to forget
that sapiens lived as hunters-gatherers for more than 99% of our



existence on earth.2 A third insight is related to the importance of
the quantitative and qualitative evolution of our brain (which
happened over a very long period in the Pleistocene), which gave us
a totally different biological, social, and cultural evolution than any
other animal.3 In relation to the evolution of the brain, it is also
important to be conscious of the significance of what is called
“evolution of the mind” during the period coined as “Cognitive
Revolution”, sometime between 70,000 and 30,000 years ago.4

To be conscious in biohistorical terms also means reflecting on
some of the basic principles of biological evolution. One of these
basic principles is the much-celebrated “survival of the fittest”. In the
original Darwinian perception of biological evolution, the survival of
the fittest as a principle was related to natural selection. In simple
words, the theory says that in any given period, and for any
population of any given species, since there are more offspring
produced than the surrounding environment can support, it is only
some of the offspring, the fittest, that will survive and transmit their
genes to the next generation. Fitness in this context is related to the
ability of an organism to adapt to the environment, survive, and
reproduce at the highest possible level. In historical terms, human
evolution can be divided into two periods: the period before the
Cognitive Revolution and the period after it. In the period after,
which means in the last 30,000–70,000 years, it would be more
correct to speak about the “survival of the smartest”, or, sometimes,
“survival of the smarter” (any kind of selection, even biological
selection, can also function on the basis of comparison between
alternatives, not on the basis of perfectness). In other words, in
terms of human evolution, we might think that “fittest” means
smartest or smarter, as it is the smarter ones who survive and pass
their genes to the next generation. This is probably why science and
culture become more and more elaborated and sophisticated with
the passage of time. And, to reflect on the game-changing
possibilities offered by cyborg engineering and genome editing,
probably in the future, “smartest” might not mean naturally, but
tech-naturally smartest.



In historical terms, human smartness has been reflected in our
sociocultural evolution. Our ability to organize ourselves in
communities of varying nature, size, structure, and purpose is
unparalleled in nature. The same applies to our ability to establish
and develop cultural norms and values related to almost every area
of human life and activity. It is to these two areas, society and
culture, that I am turning next.

Social consciousness

Being historically conscious in terms of social evolution is of utmost
importance for our self-identification and self-understanding, and the
identification and understanding of others. In various ways, it
influences our overall social life, including our political activity (and
mainly the quality of direct and indirect participation in political
activities). Our histosocial consciousness consists of a variety of
elements, which could never be presented in the limited space of
this section (I am afraid not even a book would be enough,
something that also applies to the biological and the cultural
evolution). Our historical reflection on social evolution might focus
on issues like the following (the list is by no means exhaustive):

What is a society? Usually, we do not reflect on how we identify
this omnipresent concept. My understanding of the concept of
society is based on the definition of Shiping Tang, who perceives it
as “a system comprising agents or actors (i.e., individuals and
collectives of individuals), a structure (however defined), and the
physical environment (including time and space)”.5 Notice the
elements of time and space. Indeed, every society manifests itself in
a concrete space and a concrete time. The space, with its natural
and environmental conditions, influences the social evolution of
individuals and collectives, in terms of food nutrition (arable land,
access to natural food resources), production (raw material and
energy resources), security (natural fortification), and so on. Time,
on the other hand, defines a society in juxtaposition to other



societies that functioned in the same space in previous periods of
time and in the future.

When did societies appear? Societies, in the modern meaning of
the term, appeared from the agricultural revolution onwards, when
sapiens established themselves in permanent settlements that in
time became larger and more complex, as new professions appeared
to cover the new needs of everyday life and its organization. New
political and social institutions also appeared, as the new life created
new needs for regulation.

Without social groups and societies, we would not be able to
survive. Our weakness in nature is the main reason for the very
existence of societies. We are a rather weak animal, with a long
infancy, and alone, or in very small groups, we cannot survive
against predator animals and cannot face several natural challenges
(some of them we cannot even face in our present organization and
having developed amazing technological tools). Being social has
historically been a sine qua non for our survival and prosperity. The
main aims of social coexistence are related to solving the problems
of survival and nutrition. The coexistence in communities, and later
in societies, created a new need, that of identity, which decided who
deserves protection and access to the community’s or the society’s
resources.

Social evolution unfolds at various geosocial levels, related to the
size of the relevant groups and the geographical areas they inhabit.
The term “geo-social” has a geospatial and a biosocial component:
On one hand, it signifies the geographical space (in our times, this
might also be a virtual space) in which the society expands; on the
other hand, it signifies the number of people who constitute the
society. To make the point clear, I am asking you to compare the
local groups of hunter-gatherers to small agricultural societies
10,000 years ago, to the ancient city of Rome, and the city of Tokyo
today. Thinking of modern national societies and their geospatial
dimensions, we should also reflect on them as what Benedict
Anderson has coined as “imagined communities”, that is, entities
that only exist in the collective imagination of people.6



Social organization, viewed diachronically, manifests in two distinct
forms: one rooted in interaction and the other in power dynamics.
First, there is an inherent, bottom-up structuring of the relationships
between individuals and groups within any given society, which
results in various forms of social stratification. This structuring
appears to emerge organically, meaning that the organization is not
imposed by an authority, but is based on criteria related to social
activities (economic or cultural production, contribution to the social
welfare, etc.). Second, there is a top-down power-based
organization of societies. This process has resulted over time in the
political systems and regimes that have existed since the time of
hunter-gatherers. Often, this process is closely related to religion.7
Notably, political and religious authorities have frequently
collaborated, especially in the last three millennia, with religious
doctrines often serving to bolster political regimes.

Diachronically, since the agricultural revolution, social stratification
has unfolded in two different modes: (a) a horizontal stratification
related to the division in groups that have different biological and/or
cultural (and in recent times political) identities and (b) a vertical
stratification related to the division of society in groups with different
access to resources, authority, and/or power. Horizontal stratification
was for millennia based on tribes, and since the agricultural
revolution, also on gender, and for at least some millennia, also on
race. Gender and race have been central in social division, as they
divide people in all vertical strata of a society. As both have been
until recently visually perceived identities, they have existed in every
place and every period in recorded history, even in communities with
loose vertical stratification. Vertical stratification, on the other hand,
has existed from at least the period of hunter-gatherers. Vertically
stratified societies, consisting of two or more higher and lower
strata, are one of the strongest universals in history.

Social immaterial technologies are of crucial importance for social
evolution. Yes, there are mechanisms we could call “immaterial
technologies” (human-made social software) that are developed to
support the structure, organization, and function of societies. Their



main aims are to make our social life safer, easier, more controlled,
and more predictable. There are countless such technologies. Think,
for example, of (a) family as the molecule of social and economic
life; (b) patriarchy as a social institution subjugating women to men;
(c) social rules, norms, and rituals of various types as practices of
interaction, identity and memory; (d) the maintenance of collective
memory (i.e. memories shared by the members of communities) as
an instrument of identity-making and orientation; and (e) the use of
myths as a prism through which we understand the world and build
our identities. The roots of all these technologies are so deep that
they cannot really be dated.

Social evolution is complex and chaotic. We should always be
aware that social evolution is a highly complex and chaotic process
that unfolds at different levels: individual, collective, and systemic. It
is easy to understand that individuals are highly chaotic and
unpredictable; the same person might react very differently to the
same stimuli on different occasions, depending on their physical and
emotional status at the moment, the social or cultural context, or
even physical conditions, such as the weather. Social evolution is
also complex and exponentially more chaotic than biological
evolution. One example might suffice: Our biological evolution as
species has been predictable from the appearance of the homo
sapiens to the present (a home sapiens some 150,000 years ago had
almost the same body as you and me). But our sociocultural (read
scientific) evolution guarantees that it is a matter of time that our
bodies will function, and probably look, differently; cyborgs are just
around the corner. There are countless starting points and ways of
approaching the sociohistorical evolution of sapiens, and various
disciplines have shed light on various dimensions of it.

These are just a few elements of reflection that could lead to
historical consciousness in terms of social evolution. There are, of
course, many more subjects, approaches, and starting points that
might be equally, if not more, productive. What is important is that
you reflect on these issues while keeping in mind that social
evolution is in constant and intense interinfluence, in fact, in
coinherence, with cultural evolution. A historical study of social



evolution without the consideration of culture and a historical study
of cultural evolution without the consideration of society are doomed
to be incomplete. So, let us turn to culture.

Cultural consciousness

Every effort to reach historical consciousness in terms of cultural
evolution should start with the consideration of a question that has
challenged experts for decades: What is culture? There are hundreds
of expert definitions of this slippery concept. Any historical study of
cultural evolution should start by adopting one (anyone is better
than none). In my writings, I understand culture as a system of
patterned ways of thinking and doing which functions as the
fundament of individuals’ decisions and actions and distinguishes
members of one cultural community from the members of any
other.8 This is how the concept is used in the following. Please
notice that it is not the total of what we think and do that is culture,
but the commonly accepted (patterned) ways of thinking and doing,
on the basis of which we make decisions and execute them. These
ways make our cultural group or community different from any other,
and us, individually, similar to the other members of the
group/community and different from the members of any other.

In the following paragraphs, I am presenting just a few subjects
you might reflect on if you want to improve your historical
consciousness. Of course, these are just a few of the countless
issues you could focus on, but I hope that they will help you build up
a fundamental understanding necessary for a deeper and broader
reflection on the historical dimensions of your sociocultural identity
and life.

In every historical society, culture is transmitted between peers or
between generations through a process of imitation or social
learning. This process results in what social psychologist and
anthropologist Geerd Hofstede calls “collective programming of the
mind”, explaining that “the ‘mind’ stands for the head, heart, and



hands—that is, for thinking, feeling, and acting, with consequences
for beliefs, attitudes, and skills”. Hofstede distinguishes three levels
in mental programming, namely, a universal, a collective, and an
individual level. The universal level, which we are born with, is
shared by all humans and is the “biological operating system” of our
body. The individual level, what we usually call personality, is partly
inherited and partly the result of environmental processes. Finally, at
the collective level of mental programming, which dictates most of
our intellectual and social decisions and acts, “most or all of our
mental programming is learned, which is shown by the fact that we
share it with people who have gone through the same learning
processes but who do not have the same genetic makeup”.9 So, to
be historically conscious, you might try to reflect on what kind of
universal (biological), individual, and collective “programming” has
made you the person you are. You might also think about what kind
of programming you are getting through in the present (be sure you
are) and what kind of programming you should expect to have in the
future.

Every individual and every society have a cultural identity, which
is, in fact, multidimensional. Everywhere and always, cultural
identities are multidimensional, as they include various types of
culture adopted by the majority of the members of the society (they
are what we might call “cultures with adjectives”: Social culture,
political culture, religious culture, intellectual culture, etc.). In other
words, every culture includes varying combinations of cultural
elements that regulate or influence human life. You are indeed
influenced by your educational background, your metaphysical
beliefs, the cultural norms of the society you live in, the beliefs on
the relationship and interactions between genders, races, social
classes, and so many other things. Furthermore, cultures are
cumulative, as over time new cultural elements get created and
diffused, sometimes mutated or combined with other elements. In
addition, as history unfolds, different cultures are forced to coexist
because of political and other reasons (e.g. migration), something
that results in cultural exchanges.10 So, which are the dimensions of



your culture, and which are the cultural dimensions of the groups
and communities you belong to? How have these cultures evolved in
time, and how do they influence your life?

Cultural evolution, that is, the evolution from simple forms of
culture to more advanced and complex ones,11 is a prerequisite for
survival over time. Societies that do not evolve culturally—in terms
of science (including philosophy), technology, ethics, skills, or
principles and practices of social organization—are doomed to
extinction. But how does culture evolve in time? Most theorists of
culture underline that culture is mainly learned socially. This means
that cultural evolution is a result of the need to transmit to the next
generations specific pieces of information that (a) are not genetically
transmitted and (b) are important for the survival and prosperity of
the group. The transmission of cultural elements from one
generation to the next is realized through a process that historians,
anthropologists, and sociologists call “social learning”—a process
that includes both individual and collective teaching.12 Apart from
social learning, cultural elements might also be transmitted through
observation and imitation: We observe others (especially those we
esteem, respect, or admire) and we follow their paradigm. Let it be
noted that we do not only observe and imitate people from previous
generations; cultural transmission also takes place through peer-to-
peer interaction. Over time, some cultural elements become so
strong that they are also transmitted genetically (this is one of the
main points of the theory of biocultural evolution, to which I will
return in the next section of this chapter).

Cultural transmission might be studied in various ways and from
various perspectives. A very influential method since the 1970s has
been to focus on the very content of historical evolution by
considering the evolution of core elements of culture, which
evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins coined, in his seminal work
The Selfish Gene, as “memes”.13 According to Dawkins (and many
other scholars after him), a meme is a piece of cultural information
that is transmitted through imitation (this means that a meme is
replicated by being implanted in new brains, whose owners use it in



their own lives). A meme might be anything, from an idea (e.g. all
humans are born equal) to a scientific thesis (relativity of time), a
belief (there is life after death), a value (altruism), a practice
(vegetarianism), a fashion (tattoos), or an immaterial artefact (the
tune of Beethoven’s Ode to Joy)—there are countless memes and
forms of memes. They might be transmitted in space, that is, from
humans to other humans, or in time, that is, in texts, visual
representations, or objects that are transmitted from the time they
are produced to the relevant future. Some memes are results of
high-quality research (e.g. that the brain can be primed), some are
pseudoscientific (e.g. racism), while some other are as foolish as it
gets (e.g. that blond women are stupid)—unfortunately, some of the
most stupid memes can endure for centuries and are much stronger
and more influential than the scientific ones (think of the superstition
of black cats causing bad luck).

Dawkins approached memes as the analogy to genes: As genes
are the replicators in biological evolution, so are memes the
replicators in cultural evolution, through cultural transmission from
one person to another (in fact, from one brain/mind to another).
Every idea, practice, symbol, or artefact transmitted from one
individual to another, from a group to its members, and from one
generation to the next is a cultural unit that gets transmitted
sometimes in itself and most times together with other pieces of a
relevant cultural set.

While the theory of memes, introduced in 1976, revolutionized
how experts understand cultural evolution, it has also encountered
significant debate. Supporters have emphasized its creative
potential, while sceptics have avoided aspects that don’t fit their
frameworks.14 Having the theory of memes as a starting point, in
the rest of this section, I am proposing a new approach to the basic
particles of culture and their combinations in cultural sets and
systems. The basic idea is the same as that of the meme: Culture
(as a system of patterned ways of thinking and doing) consists of
individual particles, which humans adopt or reject in a lifelong
process of ontological importance. To overcome epistemological and



theoretical issues with meme theory—notably, its perceived
overreliance on biological evolution and insufficient explanation of
cultural transmission—I introduce a new theory (and a new
concept). I see these particles as cultural atoms, in the original
Greek nominal value of the term atom: An atom is something
indivisible, something that cannot be cut into smaller pieces. To
avoid a relation of these cultural particles to Physics, I am calling
them “cultoms”.

Approaching cultoms as core particles of culture, I am focusing on
their historicity, that is, their historical construction and use, in other
words, on how their construction is a component of cultural
evolution and how their adoption, use, and transmission contribute
to historical evolution. Being conscious of that is a central element of
histocultural consciousness.

Reflecting on cultoms, we should keep in mind that they are
historical; they have a historical dimension. They are created in
specific historical contexts in order to answer specific needs. Their
importance, and indeed their survival, is related to their adoption
and diffusion, synchronically (from one individual or cultural group to
another) or diachronically (from one generation to the next). During
the process of adoption and diffusion, cultoms might remain the
same or get their content mutated, and often they get combined
with other cultoms in cultom sets. We should also keep in mind that
cultoms, because of their role in expressing and forming our ways of
thinking and doing, are historical factors that influence historical
evolution drastically.

On the basis of the definition of culture as a system of patterned
ways of thinking and doing which functions as the fundament of
individuals’ decisions and actions and distinguishes members of one
cultural community from the members of any other, a cultom is a
piece of information related to a way of thinking and/or a way of
doing. Thus, cultoms might be categorized as “doing cultoms” and
“thinking cultoms”. Thinking cultoms might include anything from
proverbs to political ideologies and religious doctrines. Doing cultoms
might include anything from gaming skills and practices to principles
of social organization and interaction, to techniques in art and



architecture. What is important to remember is that cultoms do not
only exist in theory, but they also exist in your head and in the heads
of others, and influence your life, sometimes directly and sometimes
indirectly, but always intensively and decisively.



Thinking of cultoms in terms of historical consciousness includes a
number of reflections, related to the past, the present, and the
future of cultoms and of our relation to them. For example:

1. The evolution of cultoms reflects cultural and historical
evolution. This might be illustrated by referring to cultoms
related to politics (related, e.g. to the power of monarchs),
economy (related to the power of markets), fashion (clothing,
rings, tattoos etc.), identities (national, gender, professional and
other identities), social interactions and practices (sexuality,
politeness, dignity, etc.), and other dimensions of human life.

2. Cultoms have a history. Understanding them as particles of
culture is impossible without the consideration of the context(s)
in which they were created, the reasons for their creation, and
their evolution over time (often by mutation). To understand, for
example, religious cultoms that oblige women to be dressed in
specific ways, you must consider when and by whom they were
originally developed. Doing so, you will realize that they have
nothing to do with the specific religion (because they pre-
existed it) and they are, in fact, cultoms of social suppression
that were, in time, given a religious character, so that they will
become more powerful.

3. The adoption of cultoms influences, and often dictates, your
present and your future. Any decision you make and your
anticipation of the future is based on thinking, and sometimes
doing, cultoms. The fact that, for reasons you should reflect on,
you have adopted religious cultom set X (e.g. Buddhism) or
political cultom set Y (socialism) is of crucial importance for how
you have made up your life so far and for how you will think
and perform in the future (if you, of course, continue keeping
them as elements of your cultural identity).

4. There are various types of cultoms (in fact, various possible
typologies of cultoms). As mentioned above, we might think of
thinking cultoms and doing cultoms. On the basis of the human
need for orientation in space and time, we might think of
physical cultoms and temporal cultoms. Physical cultoms, such



as cultoms related to diet, might influence not only what you
eat and drink (and what not), but they also inform, and
sometimes dictate, your social life. Temporal cultoms, such as
cultoms related to whether you should be precise or not when
you are invited to someone’s place (yes, there are cultures in
which you are expected to be late), influence your everyday life,
especially when you interact with people with different cultural
backgrounds. In addition to thinking/doing and
physical/temporal cultoms, other starting points might result in
other typologies. It should be noted that there are cultoms that
belong to various types simultaneously. Think, for example, of
the cultom “the human being is the only animal that has a soul”.
It is an example of a human identity cultom (answering to our
need of differentiating ourselves from all other animals), but, at
the same time, it is a metaphysical (mythical) cultom related to
our origin and our transcendental future, as our soul is
supposed, at least in some cultures, to be immortal.

Being historically conscious in terms of cultural evolution means
reflecting on all the issues presented in this section, but it also
includes a reflection on any other issue related to how culture is
influenced by historical evolution and how cultural evolution
influences history, as well as you as a historical creature. While
reflecting on all these matters, you should be conscious of the
complexity and chaotic nature of cultural evolution, which is equally
complex and chaotic as the social one (and thus, equally
unpredictable). At the same time, it would enrich your reflection to
remember that in some cases, cultural evolution is closely and
reciprocally related to our biological evolution. It is this interaction
between biology and culture that the next section is dedicated to.

Biocultural consciousness

The study of the human genome and the functional mapping of the
human brain in recent decades have opened new windows to the



study of both biology and culture. Among other things, they have
shown that genetic evolution and cultural evolution interact in
various and complex ways. Biologists Nicole Creanza and Marcus
Feldman, for example, claim that “genetic changes, for example
those that affect brain architecture, can promote large-scale changes
in human culture, but cultural changes can also alter the selective
advantage of genetic mutations, fostering their spread”.15 It has also
been claimed that most aspects of human biology are shaped by
culture, something that also applies to nonhuman species. Culture,
manifested in specific ways of living and organizing life, affects
biology in ways that are equally intense as the ways in which biology
influences human life.16

The interplay of culture and biology in history is called “biocultural
evolution”. On one hand, scholars who study biocultural evolution
focus on how our biological evolution has influenced our
sociocultural history, especially from the Cognitive Revolution
onwards. On the other hand, they also study how human culture,
manifested in everyday life over generations, influences our genome,
that is, our hardware biological evolution. Think, for example, of how
the domestication of milk-producing animals in the Agricultural
Revolution changed our biology, as in time relevant genes were
mutated, so that we would tolerate lactose beyond infancy (yes,
lactose intolerance was the normal condition for most part of human
history). Or think of how the evolution of our communication skills,
with the evolution of language and facial expressions, caused
genetic changes in the parts of our head that are related to talking,
hearing, and controlling the movements of our face.17

In addition to being conscious about this direct interplay between
biology and culture, being bioculturally conscious means reflecting
on how culture influences biological evolution by influencing the
environment we live in. One of the theories that focuses on that is
the “niche-construction theory”, which claims that (a) various species
have the tendency to modify the natural environment in which they
live, to make it fit their own needs, and (b) these changes influence
the further evolution of the species that caused them.18 In our case,



human sociocultural evolution has influenced the further biological
evolution of sapiens. A typical example is, again, that of the
Agricultural Revolution. Plants and animals were domesticated,
others got extinct because they were evaluated as useless or
dangerous, forests were transformed into cultivated areas, villages,
towns, and cities were established, as well as communication
networks between them. On the other hand, sapiens adopted from
the Agricultural Revolution onwards a new way of life and a new diet
that had both positive and negative sides, as we could eat better,
but our body had to get used to new ways of working and living. At
the same time, the burning of forests got humans in closer contact
to new pathogens that killed a lot of individuals until we developed
immunity towards them.

Being historically conscious in biocultural terms means having a
consciousness on how human biological evolution influences our
cultural evolution and how our cultural evolution influences our
genetics and epigenetics, the latter meaning the mechanisms that
determine when, where, and how our genes are turned “on” (active)
or “off” (silenced) in the short- or long-term function of our
organism. Deep down, being historically conscious in biocultural
terms means being conscious of the fact that you are a creature that
combines biological and cultural, and at least partly social, elements
and functions.

Historicity of the being and historical empathy

Searching for historical consciousness related to the historicity of the
being is a multidimensional process. It includes, without being
limited to, reflections on our biological, social, cultural, and
biocultural evolution and how this history-made evolution interacts
with the world as a history-made system.

As mentioned before, our historicity has two sides: We are history-
made and history-making. Our history-making dimension has a very
interesting manifestation, which is central for our own perception of



how we are history-made. In a slightly paradox statement, I would
claim that the past that creates us is a past that we have
constructed ourselves, in the present. This is something that applies
equally to individuals and communities. And this construction of the
past has two dimensions. First, our cognitive creation is based on
what we know in the present. Often, it is just a portion of our
narratives about the past that come directly from the past at
question. The rest comes from hindsight knowledge and
contemporary perceptions and evaluations of the evidence on the
past (this includes anachronisms, retrodictions, and imagined
history). And, most of all, the past is interpreted on the basis of
present perceptions and evaluations. Second, our narratives about
the past are always influenced by our present needs and desires and
(perhaps most importantly) by our expectations for the future. Some
of these issues will be discussed in the following chapters.

Let me close by recalling Bernard Eric Jensen, who claimed that
historical consciousness is closely related to meeting the “other”, the
different. Such a meeting cannot really be conscious if we simply
limit ourselves to knowing about the “other” humans of the past and
their ideas and practices, without an effort to understand them in
their own terms. There is something called “historical empathy”, and
I am claiming here that we cannot reach a reflective historical
consciousness without being historically empathetic. What does this
mean?

Historical empathy has been defined as “the process of students’
cognitive and affective engagement with historical figures to better
understand and contextualize their lived experiences, decisions, or
actions”. It involves “understanding how people from the past
thought, felt, made decisions, acted, and faced consequences within
a specific historical and social context”.19 In such a process of
empathetic understanding, it is of utmost importance to avoid
presentism, in other words, our tendency to think about the past in
terms of our own world, with our own values and principles as a
starting point. The “others” must be understood in their own terms,
taking into consideration the natural and sociocultural worlds in



which they were living, and how these worlds had shaped them. A
good way of doing so is by putting yourself in their shoes, and, on
the basis of what you know about their worlds, reflect on how you
would think and act under the same circumstances. Three
preconditions are extremely important here: The first is that you
know enough about their world, and the second is that you will be
honest and strict with yourself. The third is that you are conscious of
the fact that they, exactly as you yourself, lived in a temporal
continuum of present–future–past, which influenced their decisions
and actions heavily. It is this continuum, more precisely its
historicity, that the next chapter is dedicated to.
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6 Being conscious of the historicity of
time
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The first step towards historical consciousness related to the
historicity of time is the awareness of the difference between
physical time and historical time. Physical time is the time we count
in clocks and calendars. Historical time, on the other hand, is a very
different thing. Historical time is mainly related not to the
movements of celestial objects, but to human and natural events, as
well as human structures and interactions. Historical time is
approached, understood, and communicated through categories like
“before” and “after”, “early” and “late”, “quickly” and “slowly”, and
many other similar categories. You understand the difference
between physical and historical time if you think of two ways of
speaking about the same day: you might say “March 25, 2021” or
“the day we met each other”.

These are just two categories of time, but time is more complex
than that. There are indeed various categories and types of time,
and being conscious of them, as well as of the various dimensions of
time and their coinherence, is an important part of historical
consciousness. In the following sections, I am proposing four
different ways in which you might be historically conscious in
temporal terms. The first is related to the existence of different
categories of time. The second considers the dimensions of historical
time—what do we really mean when speaking about past, present,
and future? The third presents historical theories related to how
different layers of time (mainly of the past) coexist and interplay in
any given present. The fourth integrates the future perspective,
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referring to a theory that claims that everything we think and
everything we do in the future is the result of an internal dialogue
between our past and our future.

Categories of time

Time is everywhere in our lives. We indeed live and think in time. We
usually simplify things by speaking about one “time”, but this is not
correct. There are various times, and they have varying dimensions
and features. Being conscious about their differences and their
different roles in our lives is the first step of being conscious in
histotemporal terms. This section is dedicated to four categories of
time, namely, physical, biological, cultural, and historical time. All
these time categories exist in your everyday life. You experience and
deal with them constantly, and you are, at least in general terms,
aware of them, most of the time unconsciously.

It is logical to open the presentation of these time categories by
referring to physical time, the time we use to organize our everyday
life, in other words, the time that we count in clocks and calendars.
In various publications, academic and non-academic, it is also called
“clock-time”, “natural time” (as its measurement is related to the
double orbit of the earth around the sun and around its axis), or
“geographical time” (as its measurement is related to geography—
think, e.g., of the 24 time zones of the planet).

Biological time is based on your body and your brain functioning,
for reasons related mainly to our survival, as time reckoning devises.
One of the most important functions of our body and our brain is to
keep track of various aspects of time in our life and orient us in the
timespaces in which we live, so that we will be able to satisfy our
core needs. The most recognizable concept of hardware biological
time is the circadian cycle, an innate “clock” that operates
independently of our mind. But the circadian is not the only temporal
cycle of your life. There are cycles as short as a second (our cardiac
rhythm), shorter than a second (our brain waves that have a cycle of



approximately one tenth of a second), or a bit longer than a second
(our breathing cycle which is circa six seconds long), cycles longer
than an hour (our REM and non-REM sleeping cycles, each lasting
about one and a half hour), cycles related to our day-to-day life (our
normal body temperature is higher every evening than what it is
every morning), or cycles equal to a lunar month (the 28-day
menstrual cycle). There are more than 100 such cycles in your life.1

All these cycles are of utmost importance for our life and our
quality of life, and (more often than you think of) they influence,
directly or indirectly, our decisions and acts. One example might
suffice. One dimension of our biological timing operates at the level
of seasons, usually related to monthly and annual biological and
social activities and conditions, and might influence our way of living
in various ways. One of them might be related to various seasonal
affective disorders, which means that environmental conditions
affect the chemical operation of the body (and mainly the brain) in
specific seasons, especially winter, heavily influencing the ways in
which we approach and evaluate life.2

Cultural time refers to time and time-related terms and concepts
as cultural products whose meaning might vary between different
societies, different communities, and different historical periods.
Understanding the cultural dimensions of how we all perceive time
and orient ourselves in time is of crucial importance in our effort to
understand how our existence in time shapes our lives, identities,
and thoughts. In fact, understanding the cultural dimension of time
means understanding how the societies or ultrasocieties we live in
shape the time, which, in its turn, shapes us.

If you want to think of cultural dimensions of time, you might start
by thinking of the temporal units we use in order to structure and
organize life. You will realize that units such as the week and solar
month do not exist in nature. The same applies to hours, minutes,
and seconds. All these are cultural inventions, and this is why there
have been different ways of reckoning months, weeks, and hours in
history. Furthermore, throughout history, there have been various
calendars and various chronological systems, many of those based



on varying calculations of the year for the creation of the earth. And
let us not forget that in many periods and areas, life was understood
in relation to a cyclical perception of time, which was closer to the
cyclical rhythms of nature, before a linear understanding of time
dominated during the last two millennia.3

In our lives, we perceive and organize time in two ways: in
relation to a clock and a calendar, or in relation to events. So, we
might arrange to meet someone at nine o’clock or “after work”. We
can also measure the time needed for something to be done in
temporal units (a university class usually lasts 45 minutes) or in
event terms, which are sometimes literal (a distance as long as
“cigarette-smoking”) and sometimes metaphorical (“in the blink of
an eye”). There is also something else, called “structural time”. This
is a time that is related to our function in society. Think, for example,
of how being old enough to get married or to have political rights
has been defined in various periods and places in history.4

Historical time is related to physical, biological, and cultural time,
but it is something different. To understand the difference between
physical and historical time, think of the difference between saying
that something happened on 10 November (physical time) and “my
first day at work”. Historical time is mainly related not to the sun-
earth-moon relationship, but to human and natural events, human
interactions, social rules and structures, and cultural practices,
values, and norms. You should remember that at any moment there
is just one physical time (when I am writing these lines, it is 18 July
08:19), but at this very moment, there are many historical times that
coexist simultaneously—this will be explained in the following
sections.

Dimensions of historical time

Historical time has traditionally been divided into three parts: past,
present, and future. We always start from what we at any time call



“present”. Anything before this present is registered as past, and
everything after the present is perceived as future. Defining past,
present, and future in historical terms is a promising opening of the
temporal path leading to historical consciousness. Let me do so.



To define the past, I am following the simple and accurate
approach of Herman Paul, who claims that “in everyday language,
‘the past’ refers to ‘historical reality’, that is, to the world as it existed
at some earlier moment in time”, adding that “everything people say
about ‘the past’ stems from present-day admiration, anxiety,
fascination and/or study”.5 Reflecting on the past, we should
remember that the historicized past, that is, the content of time that
has been evaluated as worthy of being registered and remembered,
has various forms: it might be experienced, learned, or imagined.
What does this mean?

Experienced is the past you yourself are a witness to. Notice
that this does not mean that your reproduction of this past is
“the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth”. For
decades now, there have been heated debates on historical
representation and historical truth. And we know that our
reconstruction of our experienced past only presents a part of
the “truth”, filtered through our perception and interpretation of
our experience.
Learned is the past you have not experienced yourself but
learned about from others. This past might include anything,
related to the history of the whole mankind, to the history of
your nation or your family, or some social event that happened
just yesterday and is represented to you by a friend. Challenges
or historical truth and representation apply to this past as well.
The learned past is always edited and sometimes manipulated,
especially if the narrator uses it as a tool to achieve anything.
Imagined is a past that does not reflect actual events in the
past. It might be divided into retrodicted or fantasized. The
fantasized past refers to narratives that are products of pure
imagination. Retrodictions are based on historical knowledge
and are logical predictions of what it would be expected to have
followed, based on what we know.6



I am closing the definition of the past by adding that we should
also be conscious of the basic fact that, in historical terms, the past
has a meaning only as a part of the continuum past–present–future.
Its main role is to function as the north pole in the cognitive, and
sometimes emotive, compass that is responsible for our orientation
in life.

Defining the present is a little more challenging, due to its
conceptual elasticity. In historical terms, to speak about the present,
we use different words and expressions, which do not have the
same meaning. Sometimes we say “now”, sometimes “today”,
sometimes “in our times”, and sometimes “in the present”. And these
expressions are not only different from each other; each of them
might have varying meanings. In physical time, “today” means a
specific day, 24 hours, from midnight to midnight. But in historical
time, depending on the context, when we say “today”, we might
mean days, weeks, years, or even decades. The same goes for the
words “now” or “present”. This happens because the present is not a
temporal unit (as, e.g. the hour or the minute is) but a historical
category. And as a historical category, it only exists in relation, in
fact, in contradiction, to a past (time before it) and a future (time
after it). When we speak about something as “present”, what we
really say is that this something is neither past nor future. It coexists
with us, being an integrated part of our lives, of our reality, as we
live it “right now”. This, by the way, is not a new idea. The Greek
philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BC) wrote that the present is “a kind
of in-between-point” (Physics 251b), an interval between things that
do not exist anymore and things that do not exist yet.

Reflecting on the things that do not exist yet, we usually speak of
“the future”. In fact, historians speak of “historical futures” in plural.
What does this mean? A historical future could be defined as a
future that can only exist in relation to a specific past. As Zoltán
Boldiszár Simon and Marek Tamm write, “the notion of historical
futures traces how change is expected to occur from past to future,
as seen from the present viewpoint in different societal, human,
technoscientific, and naturalcultural practices dispersed in space and



time”.7 This means that on the basis of what we know about
historical evolution from the past to the present, we anticipate
historical evolution from the present to the future. The scenarios we
make are called historical futures. Something you should keep in
mind as a historically conscious person is that, because of the
chaotic nature of historical evolution, one and the same past might
result in countless different historical futures (this is why we cannot
predict what will happen tomorrow, not to speak about the longer
future). What is important for the case of historical consciousness is
to remember that the scenarios we make in our heads about the
possible historical futures influence, sometimes intensely, our
decisions and actions in the present.

An important element of histotemporal consciousness is that time
is always spatial; this applies to both physical and historical time.
When I am writing these lines on my beloved home island of Lesbos
in Greece, it is 10:58 in the morning of Monday, 18 July 2025. In 23
of the 24 time zones of the world, the physical time is different—in
some of them, the date too. 17 May is a date that means nothing to
99% of the world. But in Norway, it is one of the most important
days of the year, when the whole country commemorates and
celebrates the signing of the Norwegian Constitution in 1814.

So, reflecting on how physical and historical time are multiple in
spatial terms (i.e. in relation to geography) is part of your historical
consciousness. Equally important is to be conscious of the fact that
physical and historical time are also multiple in temporal terms. This
means that when we reflect on the content of time before the
present, we should take into consideration that there is not just one
past but many different pasts, and that all these pasts are still active
in the present as coexisting temporal layers. Some of these layers
survive as traditions, others as political, social, or cultural structures
of various kinds, and still others as elements of our mindset, that is,
as ways of perceiving and evaluating the world around us.

Layers of historical time



History theorists have been speaking for almost a century about
historical times, or layers of historical time. In 1930, philosopher
Ernst Bloch presented the idea of the “non-contemporaneity of the
contemporaneous”, claiming that people do not live in “the same
now” but in a temporal “multi-versum”, as they “carry earlier
elements with them”.8 This means that a given moment in the
present (the contemporaneous) includes varying elements of the
past that are still active in the present. This, in turn, means that
various things from different pasts influence the way you think and
act in the present. Since the 1930s, several historians have enriched
the discourse on temporal multiplicity.

In the middle of the twentieth century, one of the most prominent
and celebrated theories was proposed by Fernand Braudel, who
argued that history unfolds in three different and parallel historical
rhythms, or temporalities, and that there are thus three types of
history. He coined them as factual event-based history (the history
that is usually taught in schools), social history (dealing mainly with
communities of all kinds and dimensions), and “longue durée” (the
history of humankind in relation to nature).9 It is the latter that,
since the publication of the theory, has enjoyed most attention.

Let it be noted that, in many cases, it is difficult to identify the
boundaries between social history and longue durée. Indeed, how
long should a content of time be to be evaluated as longue durée
and not as social history? This is not clear in the work of Braudel. In
addition, it should be noted that the great French historian himself
had seen that the theory had another weak point, related to the
dimensions of his temporalities, especially of the long duration. That
is why Braudel spoke of the existence of a “very long duration” and
a “too long duration”.10

Another great historian who theorized historical time is Reinhardt
Koselleck, who focused, among other things, on what he coined as
“contemporaneity of the non-contemporaneous” (or simultaneity of
the non-simultaneous)—notice the relationship with Bloch’s thesis on
“non-contemporaneity of the contemporaneous” that I mentioned
earlier. The term signifies the phenomenon in which different



historical times coexist at one and the same time, in one and the
same event, or in the perception of one and the same event. This
means that at any moment in history, each individual and each
community lives, at the same time, in different temporal strata, that
is, in natural, biological, social, and cultural elements of various
periods of the past (as experience), present, and future (as
expectation).11 Let me illustrate by using an example from academic
life: if you study in the humanities, much of the content of your
studies was fixed centuries or decades ago (to answer to needs that
are perhaps outdated), the teaching and learning methods include
elements very old (the 45-minute lecture is some 800-years old) and
state-of-the-art (using artificial intelligence (AI) assistants), and the
main goals of you and the university are related to specific ideas
about a historical future based on sustainability and other
sociocultural principles.

Koselleck spoke about time in terms of space, using a metaphor
coming from stratigraphy, namely, that of “layers” or “sediments” of
time, similar to the geological layers of the earth. “Historical times”,
he writes, “consist of multiple layers that refer to each other in a
reciprocal way, though without being wholly dependent upon each
other”.12 As with geological layers and Braudel’s temporalities, these
layers of historical time have different lengths and originate in
different historical periods, and they coexist in any given present.
Any moment in time consists of these coexisting layers, and each
one of us lives, simultaneously, in all of them.

Space of experience and horizon of expectation

Speaking about historical layers of time is one of the ways in which
Koselleck related past, present, and future. He did that even more
explicitly in another theory, one of the most meaning-making
theories in history, namely, what he coined as the dialogue between
“space of experience” and “horizon of expectation”. These are two



out of many spatial metaphors we use to speak about time.
Koselleck perceived the past as a space in which individual or
collective experience is gathered, and the future as a horizon to
which we provide our expectations, both positive and negative
expectations, in other words, our hopes, dreams, fears, or what we
believe it would be logical or likely to happen.

There are two things that should be underlined in relation to space
of experience and horizon of expectation. First, they are coinherent:
none of them exists without the other. As Koselleck himself writes,
“no expectation without experience, no experience without
expectation”.13 Second, both experience and expectation are realized
in the present, experience as “present past”, that is, a past that is
still present, and expectation as “present future”, that is, a future
that is already present.14

Being aware of the constant dialogue between space of
experience and horizon of expectation is a significant element of
historical consciousness. This is exactly what Jeismann meant with
the second element of his definition, which has become the most
common definition of historical consciousness ever since. But there
is something important we should be aware of. Exactly because of
this constant dialogue between space of experience and horizon of
expectation that unfolds in any given present, past, present, and
future are not three different time dimensions with clear and
impenetrable borders, but three elements of one time-and-space
continuum, in which we live, as both biological and cultural units.
This means that historical consciousness does include not only our
perceptions of the past but also our perceptions of the present and
our expectations for the future. Our narratives about the past
influence our present and our future. And our future expectations
influence the way we perceive our present and our past.

Furthermore, this also means that we should always include the
present in the consideration of experience and expectation. Indeed,
the consideration of any past experience and any future expectations
starts in a present and unfolds in a present. And both experience
and expectation are influenced by our present. And when we



consider the interplay between past, present, and future, sometimes
we put more weight in the past and sometimes in the future. But we
always start, consciously or unconsciously, from the present. This is
why it would perhaps be more correct to speak about the temporal
continuum as present–past–future or present–future–past, based on
where the weight lies.

A last element of temporal historical consciousness is related to
the future as part of history. Since 2021, historians and history
theorists have started reflecting on the future in historical terms, in a
new and innovative field called “historical futures”, established
through a series of articles published in the journal History & Theory.
As mentioned earlier, in their foundational editorial, Zoltán Boldiszár
Simon and Marek Tamm write that the concept “historical future”
signifies a future that is not perceived as a time dimension in itself,
but a future that can only exist in relation to a specific past.15

Considering our experiences and our expectations, we should be
aware that they both are history-made and cannot be evaluated
properly without taking into consideration the context(s) in which
they are formed. Furthermore, reflecting on the interplay between
historical pasts and historical futures, we should also consider
something we as historians should never forget: It is logical to think
that in the relationship between past and future, it is the past that
influences the future. This is exactly one of the main points in
Koselleck’s theory, as well as in other theories related to historical
time. But let us notice that when it comes to our perception of the
past, in other words, to the way we understand the past in any
given present, it often goes the other way around; it is our
expectations about the future and our future plans that decide how
we will perceive the past and, of course, the present. (I will return to
these points in the next chapter.)

* * *

Summing up, I would note that being conscious of the historicity of
time starts with being aware of the difference between physical time
and historical time. In addition, it is important to think of past–



present–future (or present–past–future, or present–future–past) as
one temporal continuum, in which historical evolution unfolds.
Historical decisions and actions made or performed in any given
present are the result of a dialogue between what we “know” about
the past and what we anticipate for the future, that is, between our
space of experience and our horizon of expectation. Our past
includes several temporal layers, called historical times, which
coexist in any given present. This past is in constant dialogue with
various historical futures that might occur as a result of historical
processes that started in the past and continue in the present. Pasts,
presents, and futures are all history-made and related to our
perceptions of experienced or anticipated content of time. These
perceptions are manifested in historical narratives, which are
themselves active elements of historical evolution. The next chapter
is dedicated to their historicity as the fourth element of historical
consciousness.
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7 Being conscious of the historicity of
historical narratives
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A first step towards historical consciousness related to how past,
present, and future are communicated is the distinction between
history-writing and storytelling. In your life, you encounter narratives
communicating history (i.e. the content of time) that might be
understood as histories or stories. What is the difference? This is not
the place to discuss this subject in depth, so I hope it suffices to say
that history-writing means the writing of narratives about the
content of time on the basis of research, which means on the basis
of specific rules of how to identify the most trustworthy evidence
and how to perform a critical inquiry on this evidence, in order to
compose a narrative that is as close as possible to the “truth”.
Storytelling, on the other hand, means the creation of narratives in
our everyday life; it aims at making sense of the world and our lives,
and it might include factual and fictional elements, or a combination
of the two. Despite the fact that, in historical studies, we tend to call
historical narratives only the products of history-writing, I am using
the term here for the products of both history-writing and
storytelling. The reason is that seeking orientation in your everyday
life, you should be conscious for the historicity of both. And let us
not forget that in your everyday life, storytelling is probably much
more important and powerful than history-writing—and more
present; think of political debates, films, fiction, or historical games.

As we have seen earlier in the book, a number of historians, for
example, Jörn Rüsen and Bernard-Eric Jensen, have approached
historical consciousness in relation to what they call “narrative
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competence”.1 I would like to make clear that my approach is not
related to narrative competence in this sense. This chapter discusses
historical narratives as cultural products and focuses on the need to
be reflective and critical in relation to the production of historical
narratives, their content, the existence of various types of narratives,
and challenges related to their study and composition.

Historical narratives and their content

A historical narrative is a textual, oral, and/or visual story of varying
size that communicates a meaning-making perception of a specific
part of the registered content of time. It might be made of
experienced, learned, or imagined historical data and historical
concepts. It is usually arranged in a chronological sequence. It is
almost unavoidably enriched with the author’s ideas, which might be
expressed explicitly as explanations, evaluative arguments, or
conclusions, or implicitly in the language and vocabulary used (there
is a difference between a “war” and a “military operation”, and the
term used in a narrative might change the main message of the
whole narrative). Finally, a historical narrative reflects the cultural
and political context in which it is produced.2

Every historical narrative has a cognitive structure that organizes
data (on events, actions, ideas, individuals and groups, and
background historical structures) and concepts in a temporal frame
with a beginning and an ending, in a way that gives meaning to the
total of the actions and events included in it. Every narrative is a
temporal whole that must have a beginning, an ending, a clear
development in time, and a purpose. Its overall role is to give
meaning to something that is somehow related to the present. The
main focus is usually on events, natural or human in origin. Often it
also presents the intentions of the protagonists, even if this is, in
most cases, impossible—except for memoirs, which, on the other
hand, are only exceptionally trustworthy. Historical narratives tend to



generalize (“the participants of this or that revolution were innocent
fighters for freedom and equality”) and to place the events in easily
recognizable frames and patterns (this is done with the use of
relevant concepts). They aim at explaining something that is more
often presented as the outcome of (some of) the events included in
the narrative. And, as Jörn Rüsen has claimed, narratives let the
events included in them “maintain their unique character as events
and their distinctive temporal significance in the order of the
world”—it is this combination of “peculiarity of events” to an “idea of
ordered time” that gives historical meaning to whatever occurs in
human lives.3 This combination is one of the core elements of
historical narratives.

Historical narratives consist of facts (processed historical data of
any kind), arguments, and communicative elements (textual and
non-textual symbols and concepts) structured in a composition that
might include elements of scientific research, or amateur study, with
elements of art. The scientific dimension is related to the detection
and analysis of evidence: selection, examination, and critical analysis
of sources, use of historical and other methods to identify the
evidence and construct the argumentation, and use of historical and
other theories to analyse the evidence and support the
argumentation. The amateur study might be reflective or not.
Unreflective study means taking into consideration what is easy to
get access to, sometimes without even trying: search for information
on the Internet and social media or simply recalling what you
already “know”. Reflective means problematizing your sources and
critically thinking about both the sources and the facts, even if you
do not use historiographical methods. Finally, the dimension of art in
history-writing or storytelling is related to narrative style, grammatic
and syntactic level, literary and metaphorical expressions, and so on.

As mentioned before, the data included in historical narratives
might derive from direct experience, for example, when we
participate in or witness a historical event. They might also be
learned, directly or indirectly, in an official process of teaching and
learning history or through other channels, such as historical novels,



films, or games. They could also be imagined, because of either a
dysfunction of memory, a weak use and interpretation of sources, or
a conscious effort to manipulate a historical narrative in order to
serve specific goals of social, political, ideological, religious, or other
nature. Experienced, learned, or imagined data are included in
narratives that are almost always linear, in a chronological sequence
from the past to the present and sometimes to the future. Most of
the time, what connects data together is a relationship of causes
and effects.

Even when not imagined, data are enriched with the author’s
ideas, perceptions, and evaluations, which sometimes are biased. In
a paper on biases in historical description, interpretation, and
explanation, C. Behan McCullagh claimed that there are four main
ways, in which historians might be biased (this of course is also the
case with storytellers): (a) we might misinterpret evidence; (b) in an
account of a person, an institution or an event we might omit
elements that are so significant, that our account is unbalanced; (c)
we might include in our accounts false evidence; and (d) in our
explanation of a historical event, we might neglect some important
causes, so that the account is misleading. McCullagh adds that these
failures are biased not when they occur accidentally, as mistakes or
oversights, but when they are conscious, so that the historian will
serve a certain interest.4 He also identifies two different types of
historical bias: there are individual biases, related to a historian’s
personal interests, and cultural biases, related to the interests of the
culture a historian lives in and is a product of, and to how this
culture perceives the world and historical evolution.5 Indeed,
historical narratives reflect the cultural and political context in which
they are produced—this applies equally to historians and storytellers
in the past as well as in our times.

An important element of historical consciousness in terms of
historical narratives is the importance of narratives in understanding
ourselves and the world around us and in our spatial and temporal
orientation. Historical narratives are a central part of historical
evolution. And as elements of historical evolution, they have a



double function: they are cognitive and performative. Cognitively,
they are the means through which we make sense of everything in
the present–past–future continuum and its spatial dimensions.
Performatively, they are the fundament for perceptions and
evaluations that inform our decisions and actions (our own history-
making). To quote Herman Paul:

Stories not only have a referential aspect, in the sense that
they refer to reality and try to interpret it, but also a
performative dimension. That is to say: they intervene in
reality by providing people with frameworks in the light of
which they think and act.6

Every historical narrative, in both history-writing and storytelling,
is, in fact, the result of an interpretation of the experienced, learned,
or imagined data. This means that the composition of any historical
narrative, of any type and size, is inextricably interrelated to the
narrator’s interpretation of the spatial and temporal reality the
narrative is supposed to communicate.

When you reflect on the performative function of historical
narratives, you should remember that they play a central role in the
formation and maintenance of various kinds of identities, national
identities being the most celebrated example. In their performative
function, historical narratives are history-making, directly or
indirectly.

Types of historical narratives

There are countless types of historical narratives—and numerous
ways of categorizing them. There are scientific and non-scientific
narratives, public and historiographical narratives, textual and visual
narratives, and even object narratives (think of monuments and
statues). There are narratives that are very long and thorough, and
there are narratives expressed in one or two words or numbers



(Hijrah, Holocaust, Hiroshima, 9/11, Apartheid, Brexit, etc.). There
are narratives that originate in a desire to represent historical reality
in an accurate, or at least trustworthy, way, and there are narratives
that are fake. Jon Levisohn states that

narratives come in various shapes and sizes. Some are
explicit, and many are implicit or embedded in larger
narratives. Some are specific stories, and some are more like
story-archetypes. Some are proto-narratives that offer only a
bare-bones sketch, and some are fully elaborated
historiographical accounts. Some are first-hand eyewitness
accounts, some are narratives about physical evidence or
other historical data, and some are secondary sources.7

Sociologist Eviatar Zerubavel identified various narrative types (he
calls them scenarios or plotlines) on the basis of how their content is
structured in social memories that shape our past as an element of
our collective identity. He speaks, for example, of progress and
decline narratives (narratives that speak about the historical
evolution in a period as progressing or regressing), circles and
rhymes (narratives presenting historical evolution as circular or
repeating itself), or legato and staccato narratives (narratives in
which historical evolution is presented as gradual and continuous or
as abrupt).8

Jörn Rüsen proposed a typology of historical narratives, which
includes four types of what he calls “formation of meaning”, as he
approaches historical narration as a meaning-making process. His
types are coined as traditional, exemplary, genetic, and critical.
Traditional narratives represent history “in such a way that its
primary meaning (that grants meaning and practical orientation) is
presented as staying the same over time”. The main aim and
function of such narratives are to confirm and reinforce continuity in
history. Exemplary narratives aim at orienting us in the present by
presenting the accumulated experience from the past as “general
rules of action with timeless validity”. Rüsen refers to Cicero’s



understanding of history as a teacher of life (magistra vitae) to
illustrate how this type of narrative functions. In his words, “history
facilitates our agency”. Genetic narratives are “based on the idea
that change creates or makes meaning”. The focus here is on
development, and “the past appears as change that relates our own
way of life to previous ones in such a way that change can be seen
as an opportunity”. Rüsen presents change as a factor related to the
formation of our own identity and a process of self-education
(Bildung). Critical narratives have, according to Rüsen, a special
status: a critical narrative “only asserts itself as a negation of the
other three narratives”, as it “destroys and deconstructs culturally
predetermined traditional, exemplary and genetic interpretive
patterns”, focusing on “events that challenge established historical
orientations”. Here, the focus is not on continuity or change, but on
disruption, discontinuity, and contradiction. Rüsen makes clear that
these four types do not exist individually, but they usually appear
together in varying combinations.9 Their relationship, illustrated by
Rüsen in Figure 7.1, is explained in these words:

On a purely logical level, the traditional narrative shapes the
conditions for the other types of narrative. The exemplary
transcends the realm of experience established by the
traditional type, while the genetic brings time into the timeless
dimension of meaning as articulated in the exemplary type.
Critical narrative is manifest in the execution of changing from
one type to another (when it does not remain within the
horizon of meaning in one of the other three and only offers
alternatives, for example, making one tradition replaceable by
another).10



Figure 7.1 “Schematic spiral of the levels of competency in historical
learning”, from Evidence and Meaning: A Theory of Historical Studies by
Jörn Rüsen. ⏎

Copyright © 2017 by Jörn Rüsen. Used by permission of Berghahn Books.



Let me now turn to a very specific type of historical narratives,
namely, myths. A historian, or anyone else seeking historical
consciousness, should pay attention to the importance of myths as
historical narratives. A myth is a pseudohistorical narrative, didactic
in nature, and usually of unknown origin, which aims at interpreting
and giving meaning to historical events and structures (sometimes to
the whole world and humankind) on the basis of unquestionable
“truths” which are not verifiable, usually communicated with the use
of symbolic language and imagery.11 When we think of myths, we
usually think of religious and ethnic (and in modern times national)
mythology, often related to the so-called myths of origin. Indeed,
these are the main categories of myths, which have existed for
thousands of years and played a central role in collective
identification—and mainly self-identification. But there are also other
types of myths: social myths (including gender myths, race myths,
and other types of myths), philosophical myths, epistemological and
scientific myths, and so many others. What is important to
remember is that myths influence considerably, and sometimes
dangerously, the ways in which we perceive and evaluate ourselves
and others, and the ways in which we understand and communicate
historical evolution. Being conscious of the myths that shape our
lives and culture is of utmost importance for our historical influence
and our orientation and performance in life.

Chronology, periodization, and concepts as
challenges

Both composing historical narratives and studying them are
challenging tasks. There are a number of issues that might challenge
you, both as the author and as the student of historical narratives.
Being historically conscious in terms of narration of the content of
time demands a reflection on these challenges. The following
paragraphs discuss some of them briefly.



An important element of narrative consciousness is related to one
of the most central features of any historical narrative, its chronology
and the related periodization. Periodization is central in any historical
study. In fact, it is impossible to do history without relating our
subject to one or more periods, on the basis of one or more systems
of periodization. All historical narratives should be clear in their
chronological dimensions, as this is one of the main ways in which
they support our orientation in time. And all narratives are related to
at least one external and at least one internal periodization. When
you narrate, for example, an event related to the history of your own
homeplace, you might relate it to a local chronology (“the first
period after the liberation of the island from an occupation by a
foreign power”), an international chronology (the Enlightenment
period), or a global chronology (modern times). Your narrative might
also have an internal periodization, based on specific events or
actions that function as milestones (e.g. before and after a natural
disaster). But the practice of periodization, in general, as well as
specific periodizations, has been challenged, with good arguments.12

There are several things that we should be conscious of in relation
to chronology and periodization. The first is the choice of which
external chronologies we will relate it to. Do they really serve our
narrative? Sometimes, adopting an external periodization uncritically
can decrease the quality of our narrative. Second, we should
remember that periodization is more related to us than to the period
we study and its people (Renaissance people had no idea that they
were living in a Renaissance). Any periodization label is created
(much) later than the period it signifies, to make the study of the
past, and the period, easier. The problem is that these human-made
(i.e. history-made) periodizations limit our understanding of the past.
Among other things, they create the phenomena that sociologist
Eviatar Zerubavel has coined as intraperiod “historical assimilation”
(assigning blocks of history a single common label, as, for example,
“medieval times”, and pretending that everything within the period
was homogeneous, everywhere) and interperiod “historical



differentiation” (presenting periods before and periods after as
totally different and ignoring all the elements of continuation).13

In addition, we should keep in mind Jacques Le Goff’s aphorism:
“Dividing history into periods is never—I repeat, never—a neutral or
innocent act”.14 Indeed, periodizations often come with historical
evaluations (“everything” in Antiquity was bright, and “everything” in
medieval times was dark) and sometimes aim at serving political and
other purposes (especially in cases of conflicts related to the rights
of nations over specific areas).

Let me now turn to another important historiographical challenge.
Every historian should be conscious of the importance of concepts in
historical narratives. I will dedicate some more space to concepts
and their significance in historical narratives, because this
significance is essential. To start with, it is of fundamental
importance to keep in mind that it is impossible to describe,
understand, identify, analyse, and evaluate anything or anyone
around us, and any element of historical reality and evolution,
without using concepts. Could you think, for example, how historical
evolution could be narrated without the use of concepts such as
politics, economy, society, culture, religion, development, continuity,
change, cause, or tradition? And keep in mind that every historical
narrative is composed with the use of historical data and historical
concepts.

But what is a historical concept? To identify that, we should start
by making clear what a concept is. As the term “concept” has been
discussed in various disciplines and contexts, there are varying
definitions and approaches to it. Among the historians who have
discussed the meaning of “concept”, I would like to refer to
Reinhardt Koselleck and Jörn Rüsen. Koselleck focused on the
difference between a word and a concept. He writes:

The concept is connected to a word, but is at the same time
more than a word: a word becomes a concept only when the
entirety of meaning and experience within a sociopolitical



context within which and for which a word is used can be
condensed into one word.15

The most important element of this statement is the focus on the
relation between every concept and the sociopolitical context in
which it is created and/or used. Let it be noted that Koselleck was
interested in social and political concepts, and this is why he
connected concepts in general to sociopolitical contexts. Reflecting
on concepts in a more general perspective, we might think of
concepts being related not only to political and social contexts but
also to any type of relevant historical context.

Jörn Rüsen defines concepts and historical concepts on the basis
of their function as an element of differentiation between various
facts and circumstances and in relation to the temporal dimension of
historical narratives. He writes:

Concepts are terms used to designate facts and circumstances
and differentiate them from other facts and circumstances.
Historical concepts must provide information from the past
(events and combinations of events) with a temporal
qualification that reveals this information to be much more
than mere happenings or occurrences.16



To get even closer to what a historical concept is, I am building
my understanding on a more general and ontological approach to
the term concept. A concept is a mental representation of natural or
ideational elements, in other words, of elements existing in the
universe or in human minds. This means that a concept is a
cognitive symbol representing in the human mind:

1. Something observable through the senses, such as “book”,
“university”, or “revolution”.

2. Something observable only with the use of relevant technology,
such as “cell” or “black hole”.

3. A process, such as “decomposition” or “integration”.
4. An abstract idea, in other words, something that only exists in

our minds and gives meaning to the world, to our lives, and to
our interaction with other humans and the world, such as
“truth”, “justice”, or “deity”.

Let it be noted that what the concept communicates is not
necessarily real; it might be simply imagined or wished for. In other
words, I would say that concepts do not only represent mentally the
natural world as it is, but they also represent our perception of the
world (including ourselves), which is sometimes enriched with
fantasized elements that make its perception easier, especially in
things where our knowledge is not enough to offer logical
explanations and reasoning.



Based on this understanding of the term concept, a historical
concept could be defined as a generic and intrasystemic word, or
combination of words, which represents:

1. An existing or imagined category of historical elements (people,
objects, events, processes, practices, and phenomena)
generated on the basis of a considerable number of identical or
very similar historical elements;

2. An abstract idea related, directly or indirectly, to historical
evolution or the study of historical evolution;

3. A procedure (method) related to how historians study the
content of time.

I wrote earlier that historical concepts are generic and
intrasystemic words. Generic means that the concept is, in fact, a
category generalized from a considerable number of similar
instances. When you encounter the concept “revolution”, for
example, you think of specific events and activities that might
appear in any revolution, in any period in history. Intrasystemic
means that the concept is the product of a specific system of
thinking (scientific, social, political, cultural, religious, etc.) and thus
has (or at least should have) the same meaning for all people
belonging to this system, and to this system only. To illustrate, by
using the same concept, revolution, note that it has a totally
different meaning when related to different systems of thinking,
such as politics, science, or art.

Every time we set out to study or reflect on a concept or to
include a concept in one of our narratives, we should start by
answering the “what-is” question.17 What does this concept speak
about? A mere word signifies an object, something we might
experience through our senses. But what does a concept signify?
Simplifying, I may say that concepts in general and historical
concepts in particular are generic communicative symbols of people,
ideas, events, practices, actions, or phenomena that help us better
understand the world around us, by organizing what we know and
then by using a common code of communication to categorize this



cognitive knowledge. So, concepts are supposed to be elements of
communication that are understood in a more or less common way
by everyone participating in a discussion, or any other type of
communication.18

In their efforts to narrate historical evolution, historians and
storytellers consider and use two different types of concepts:
empirical concepts and abstract concepts. Empirical concepts are
communicative generalizations of historical data; they are usually the
results of categorization. They are generic and have their roots in
observable and unobservable, measurable, or specifiable historical
elements (people, objects, events, processes, practices, and
phenomena). The concept “national myth”, for example, signifies a
pseudohistorical narrative, usually communicated with the use of
symbolic language and imagery, which presents an unquestionable
and not verifiable “truth” about the origins and/or the special
historical importance of a nation. As a concept, it is formed on the
basis of two other concepts, namely, “nation” and “myth”, and on
the evidence of many relevant, and similar between them,
instances/cases of national narratives that have the features of a
myth. Other examples of empirical concepts might be the concepts
“mammal”, “election”, and “earthquake”. Abstract concepts refer to
ideas that cannot be materialized or measured. Think, for example,
of the concepts “justice”, “dignity”, “happiness”, “love”, or “history”.
Let me illustrate with just a few comparative examples: kilogram is
empirical, weight is abstract; antiquity is empirical, periodization is
abstract; reading is empirical, knowledge is abstract; and so forth. A
special category of abstract historical concepts is those related to
theories and methods on how historical studies might be performed
and how historical time might be understood. Think, for example, of
theoretical concepts such as “source criticism”, “narrative
competence”, “historical temporalities”, “space of experience”, or
“historical consciousness”.

Both empirical and abstract concepts might have varying levels of
abstraction or generalization. There are concepts that are highly
abstract and general, such as “animal” or “change”, and concepts



less so, such as “hominin” or “interview”. There are also what could
be called “concepts with adjectives”, in other words, subcategories of
concepts which might be related to ideas (a very good illustration is
the concept “idea” itself and various types of ideas, as for example
“philosophical idea” or “ground-breaking idea”), people (e.g.
“historian” and “amateur historian”), objects (“book” and “electronic
book”), events (“war” and “civil war”), processes (“evolution” and
“social evolution”), practices (“ritual” and “initiation ritual”), or
phenomena (“earthquake” and “tectonic earthquake”).

Every scientific discipline creates and uses its own procedural
concepts, which are abstract concepts representing methods, that is,
processes and practices, used by the practitioners of the discipline.
History is not an exception, and this means that reflecting on
historical concepts, we should also pay attention to methodological
concepts related to how historical work is conducted in order to
understand and narrate historical evolution. History’s procedural
concepts include, for example, concepts such as “source criticism”,
“narrative construction”, or “historical reasoning”.

Some of the concepts historians study and historians and
storytellers use should be approached in an interdisciplinary way.
Think, for example, that, as a historian, you study equality in a given
place and a given period. The concept “equality” could be studied
from various perspectives, by using political, social, cultural,
economic, gender, or religious approaches. And a complete historical
study should take into consideration as many approaches as
possible. This means that, when necessary, a historian should not
hesitate to enter the fields of other disciplines and adopt theories
and methods that could help her better understand and analyse the
core concepts and phenomena she is studying. Ideally, this should
be done by any person seeking historical consciousness.

The study and use of concepts often face challenges. And it is
important that historians and storytellers are aware of these
challenges and reflect on how we should face them. But first of all, it
is important that we identify the most important concepts in our
study or our narrative, and we reflect on their meaning and use in
the period we study or narrate, as well as in our own period, since



our analysis will unavoidably be based on the use of these concepts.
Peter Mair writes that “the first task of any researcher is to specify
the nature of the objects of their research, and hence to define the
primary concepts with which she is concerned”.19

Working with concepts as elements of historical narratives is not
unproblematic. One of the main challenges we may encounter is
related to the fact that concepts do not always have the same
content, the same meaning. Concepts such as democracy, justice,
culture, or truth have been debated for centuries without getting a
content we all, or at least most of us, may agree on. This happens
because concepts are history-made; in different historical periods, or
in different contexts, the same concept might have varying
meanings. Cultural theorist Mieke Bal claims that concepts have a
history, are constantly changing, and are not given but created.20

Bal has also coined the theory of travelling concepts. She claims
that concepts travel “between disciplines, between individual
scholars, between historical periods, and between geographically
dispersed academic communities”. This means that the same
concept might be defined differently in History, Economy and
Management, Sociology, Social Anthropology, or Cultural studies.
More importantly, the same concept might mean in the present
something very different from what it meant in the past—it could
also have varying meanings in different periods in the past. Our
work, when studying or using a concept, is exactly to identify the
meaning of the concept in its specific temporal and spatial
environment. Bal adds that, especially between historical periods,
“the meaning and use of concepts change dramatically”. She
proposes that we should study the processes of differing before,
during, and after each “trip”.21

Travelling concepts is one of the main challenges in trying to
understand and narrate reality through concepts, but not the only
one. The world is in constant change. New ideas, new practices, new
forms of organizing and structuring social interaction, new ways of
understanding ourselves and the world around us come up the
whole time—think, for example, of how social media changed our



lives and how AI chatbots are changing the way we work.
Unfortunately, language is, in many cases, slower than historical
evolution—and rather conservative. There are times when the new
realities cannot be covered by the arsenal of existing concepts.
Historical evolution demands the creation of a new concept. But we
do not dare to do so. Instead, we use an already existing concept to
speak about a new phenomenon, a new activity, a new practice, or a
new idea. And we use a concept that has been used to speak about
a phenomenon, activity, practice, or idea that is similar, or very
similar, but not identical to the new one we speak about. This means
that we include in the elements defining the old concept a new
element, related to the new phenomenon, activity, practice, or idea.
So, to use a celebrated metaphor, the concept becomes “larger”, like
a balloon to which we have blown new air. This phenomenon is
coined by the Italian political scientist Giovanni Sartori as
“conceptual stretching”.22

Conceptual stretching is related to one of the most characteristic
features of concepts: their elasticity. This means that concepts have
the capacity of being extendible, in terms of including new
components in their definitional content. The elasticity of concepts
has several positive sides, but it might also result in the concept
being very difficult to define, understand, and use clearly. Due to
their elasticity, some concepts have acquired a polysemy, which
makes their definition and use very difficult. For concepts such as
“culture” and “innovation”, for example, there are literally hundreds
of definitions and dozens of usages.

* * *

Summing up, being historically conscious in terms of how historical
narratives have a historicity has many dimensions. These dimensions
are related to how historical narratives are made, on the basis of
historical data and historical concepts, as well as of the different
types of historical narratives and their function. It is also important
to always remember that there are a lot of challenges related to
historical narratives, which might be unclear, false, or even fake.



Reflecting on both the content and the communicative dimension of
historical narratives is crucial for the quality of your historical
consciousness. Equally important, it is to reflect on how textual and
non-textual historical narratives are used as tools to reach various
ends, in various areas of life. It is this use that the next chapter is
dedicated to.
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8 Being conscious of the use of history

DOI: 10.4324/9781003767657-8

Using history is an integral part of our lives. We do it so often
(probably in everything we do) that it has become a unconscious
activity. We use history, for example, every time we identify
ourselves and others (individually and collectively), most of the time
when we are making important decisions for life, or when we must
evaluate someone or something. In identification, we think mainly of
the past as history. In decision-making and evaluation, we usually
think of both past and future. Historians and non-historians, we use
history every time we create a narrative that includes a temporal
dimension.

The use of history has become, during recent decades, an
individual area of historical study, sometimes related to teaching
history in school. In fact, there are two starting points in history-use
research. The first is cognitive/empirical and focuses on how specific
events and periods (e.g. the American Revolution or Antiquity) are
used to serve present goals (e.g. the establishment and
maintenance of national identities). The other is
metacognitive/theoretical and focuses on the different ways in which
history is used, on the intentions and the needs of the users, as well
as on the results of the use. As a result of this research, several
typologies of history use have been composed, based on varying
criteria. They all contribute to a better understanding of how history
is used, the main aims that are covered by this use, and the most
prominent collective users of history.

Kenneth Nordgren claims that “there are three basic reasons for
using history: to explain the surrounding world, to form identities,
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and to exert influence”.1 Let us recall that to survive and have a life
as prosperous as possible, we need to orient ourselves in time and
space, be aware of who we are, and have an optimal relation to, and
interaction with, our animate and inanimate environment. It is
exactly these aims that the tripartite objective of using history
(explanation of the world, identity making and maintenance, and
exertion of influence) supports in everyday life of both individuals
and (especially) communities.

This chapter aims to present the most important types of history
use and discuss how being conscious on the different uses and
abuses of history and the different areas in which history is used
contributes to our historical consciousness. I am basing myself on
the excellent work of historians and history educationists who have
studied the use of history or reflected on it in various periods and
from various perspectives. Before doing so, I would like to make
clear how I perceive and approach the use of history as a concept. I
will do so by proposing the following operational definition that is
close to my perception of historical evolution and the terminology of
this book:

History use is an action realized in the present, by applying
history existentially and/or performatively as means to meet
specific ends. History here might include veritable perceptions
of the past, fake stories about the past, past or past-oriented
material and immaterial technologies (objects, rituals, customs
etcetera), and/or anticipations of historical futures.
Existentially, history is used as a means to identify, and often
evaluate, our selves or others as biological, social and cultural
creatures and agents. Performatively, individuals or groups
use the past and/or the future, in order to reach specific ends
in the present or in the future (orientation, meaning-making,
identity communication, legitimization, urge to action
etcetera).



Rethinking history use in relation to historical
consciousness

We use history as a tool to achieve various goals. Both individuals
and communities use history to address various needs and purposes:
among other things, to understand the world around us, to get
inspiration on how we should act in the present and future, to
legitimize policies and even start wars, to claim property and other
rights, to evaluate others in positive or negative terms, or to identify
ourselves and others. National identities, for example, are almost
exclusively based on the use of history, often enriched with myths
that give us a feeling of proudness.

Our use of history is based on our historical knowledge, that is, on
what has been evaluated as worthy to be registered, narrated, and
remembered. Our reflection on how history is used should be based
on the awareness that what is registered in the present or was
registered in the past as history, and what is/was not (what has
been left out), is/was the result of needs and decisions related to the
relevant present and the relevant future. Often, we choose to erase
from the historical record specific contents of time which are
negatively evaluated by us and/or by others, especially contents that
are disgraceful or even traumatic. I would like to underline that
historical oblivion, also called non-use of history, is different from
forgetting. It means that people and deeds are deliberately erased
from historical records and public memory, in a way that aims at
leaving no trace behind, thus making their future rehabilitation a
very demanding task (the aim is to make it impossible).

Most of what is written on history use focuses on the use of the
past. This is not wrong, of course, but to enhance our historical
consciousness, the study of history use should be approached from a
perspective related to the coinherence of past, present, and future.
As mentioned before, history use is an action unfolded in the
present, relating the past (Koselleck’s space of experience) to the
present and mainly the future (our horizon of expectation). Given
that, as we have seen earlier, there is no expectation without



experience, and there is no experience without expectation,2 any
action of history use employing the past is also, explicitly or
implicitly, related to the future.

This means that history use also includes, always, what I
presented earlier as “historical futures”, that is, anticipated futures
that can only exist in relation to specific pasts. History use as an
existential action is mainly related to the present: we use the past to
identify ourselves in the present, so that we will orient ourselves and
others about our position and role in the physical and temporal
realities we live in, in our animate and inanimate worlds. History use
as a performative action is more related to the future. We use
history to lead historical evolution to specific directions that (we
hope) will create a desirable historical future. We also use it to
legitimize actions of the past (sometimes of a past so short that it
could be understood as part of the present) in order to avoid
consequences in the future (sometimes of a future so near that it
could also be understood as part of the present). But every time we
use history, what we in fact do is trying to create a specific path of
historical evolution which fits our hopes and misfits our fears about
how our relationship with the world will be in a specific moment or
period ahead.

Given that the composition of any historical narrative is an action
of history use and given that (as we have seen in Chapter 7),
historical narratives are also history-made, we should also be
conscious that the composition (or construction, or invention) of
historical narratives is a deliberate action related to the performative
dimensions of history use. Indeed, there are historical narratives
composed only for that reason: to be used as historical arguments,
supporting claims, or provoking and legitimizing actions and events.

A final element of historical consciousness in terms of history use
is the following: History use is based on textual, oral, and visual
narratives. Given that all historical narratives are history-made and
given that we use history to meet history-made needs (identification,
orientation, history-making related to specific aims, etc.), our history
use is also history-made. This is why the same history (i.e. the same



content of time) might be used differently in different historical
narratives that are made in different places, in different periods, or
by different people. This historicity of history use is exactly the
reason why there exist so many different ways, and types, of using
history. Some of them (by no means all) are presented in the
following pages.

Types of history use

History is used to serve various aims and purposes. Different aims
and different purposes call for different uses of history. For example,
we use history when we need arguments to make individual and
collective decisions. We also use it to explain how things are or to
justify them. These are just a few out of many ways in which the
past becomes a means related to specific ends. In addition, come
the ways in which we use anticipated historical futures as arguments
or the ways in which we connect the present to the future—either
when we want the present to get extended into the future or when
we need to design a future different from the present. In any case,
the way we use history is always related to the needs and purposes
we want to serve. This means that there are different types of
history use. There are also various ways of categorizing the use of
history. In the following pages, I am presenting various types and
typologies. Before doing so, I would like to underline that it is
important to avoid thinking about various ways in which history
might be used in either/or terms. More often than not, various types
of history use and various purposes are combined in one and the
same narrative, which aims at reaching a goal by using the past
and/or the future. As mentioned a few lines over, recent research on
history use has resulted in various typologies, some of which I am
presenting in the following pages. But I would like to start with an
old one.

Friedrich Nietzsche, who had a special interest in history and
philosophy of history, discussed various ways of dealing with history



in his long essay On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life,
originally published in 1874. His typology, which discusses the use of
history in relation to politics, includes three different uses of history
(three different species of history, in Nietzsche’s words), which he
calls monumental, antiquarian, and critical. In the monumental use,
history becomes an exemplary source of inspiration in the present.
The focus here is on historical narratives about heroes and great
deeds, masterpieces in architecture and art, and anything else that
can inspire for action. The monumental use of history aims at
creating the feeling that all the greatness presented in narratives
and masterpieces can be achieved again, in the present or in an
imagined future. The antiquarian use of history focuses on the
ancestors and their cultural heritage as a kind of treasure that must
be maintained. The past is related to identity, and it is used to create
the feeling of continuity and security. The antiquarian history user
admires the past and hopes that past conditions will continue to
exist in the present and the future. Nietzsche writes that both the
antiquarian and the monumental use of history are dangerous and
proposes as a solution the critical use of history, which is more
focused on the present and the future. The critical approach does
not consider history as something ideal or as a valuable treasure, but
as something we must free ourselves from. The focus in this type of
history use is on injustices of the past and their correction in the
present, or at least on their use as a compass pointing to the right
direction leading to the needed changes. The main aim of critical
history, which is, according to Nietzsche, necessary, is to help us
understand the cruel human nature. It is our duty, he meant, to free
ourselves from what he saw as the despotism of history.3

At the end of the second millennium and the beginning of the
third, history use has become a popular subject in historical theory
and history didactics. Klas-Göran Karlsson is one of the most
prominent theorists of history use in the last two decades. Karlsson’s
typology is based on various motives behind the use of history and
includes six types of history use, each one related to a different
motive. One of them is the scholarly-scientific use of history, which



aims at establishing knowledge about the past after a thorough
examination of the relevant sources and the analysis of the relevant
evidence in a scientifically defensible way. Second, Karlsson speaks
of the existential use of history, which is related to the need of both
individuals and communities to remember and preserve specific
important dimensions of their past and to orient themselves in
difficult situations. A third type is the moral use, which identifies and
demonstrates injustices committed in the past, in order to correct
wrongdoings that still exist and prevent their continuation or their
repetition in the future. Fourth, there is the ideological use of history,
performed not by politicians, but by everyone of us. This use aims at
justifying decisions or deeds by referring to a reason in the past.
Karlsson’s fifth type is the non-use of history, in other words, the
effort to conceal events or people, to erase their existence from the
historical register. Finally, Karlsson added to his typology a political
type of history use coined by Göran Rystad, namely, the political-
pedagogical use of history. History is here used as a didactic tool to
illustrate or acknowledge something or to initiate a discussion on it.
He underlines that some of the uses overlap, that the typology “is
unlikely to supply complete coverage”, and that “the various uses
differ in strength at different times, at different stages of
development, and in different geographical spheres”.4

In her book The Uses and Abuses of History, Margaret MacMillan
discusses the phenomenon of history use without presenting an
explicit typology.5 Her discussion, using several examples from
various parts of the world, is based on subjects such as the
popularity of history in the present, the use of history for comfort,
the ownership of the past, the relationship between history and
identity and history and nationalism in particular, what she calls
“history wars”, and the use of history as a guide.

Norwegian historians Jan Bjarne Bøe and Ketil Knutsen published
in 2012 an introduction to the use of history, where they discuss the
commercial, public, political, entertaining, and school history use.
Bøe and Knutsen also discuss the use of history in relation to time
and context, place and belonging, and the visualization of history.6



Another Norwegian historian, Håkon Rune Folkenborg, approaches
history use in a three-dimensional way, by focusing on the use-of-
history functions, forms, and areas. He claims that (a) there are four
main functions of history use: identity-making, entertaining,
legitimizing, and exploratory-researching; (b) there are three forms
of using history: textual, visual, and audio; and (c) there are four
areas of using history: scientific, commercial, public, and political-
ideological.7

A fourth Norwegian historian, Ola Svein Stugu, claims that we
might use history in mainly three different ways: first, as a tool that
helps in finding meaning in the past, which might support us in both
understanding the past and making sense of the present. This might
be done by focusing on the existential and emotional functions of
historical knowledge. Individuals and groups use history to make
sense not only of their own existence but also of their relations to
others. Second, we may use history as an instrument in order to
convince and persuade others. This is how politicians and other
actors use history to serve sometimes noble and sometimes not-so-
noble goals. Third, history might be used as a pedagogical tool, in
order to serve normative and moral aims, to strengthen norms and
values in the present. This is how history is used in school, but also
by mass media and other actors. This use focuses on history as a
mine of values and normative principles.8

In the following pages, I am briefly presenting some of the types
of history use I find most important, making clear that other
approaches to the use of history as a phenomenon might result in
different typologies. What is important in terms of historical
consciousness is having an insight into the fact that history can be
used in various areas and in many different ways.

Scientific use: We use history to describe the temporal dimensions
of the world in our effort to understand it and orient ourselves in it.
The scientific use of history aims at providing reliable knowledge
about the past, and thus operable temporal orientation, and is often
juxtaposed to historical myths, which aim at providing temporal
orientation too, but are not based on verifiable evidence. A scientific



approach to history is based on a thorough examination of the
relevant empirical evidence (often based on the study of textual and
non-textual sources), the use of specific methods, and the
implementation of relevant theories to analyse the evidence—keep in
mind that history is a multimethodical and multitheoretical discipline,
which means that a historian might use theories and methods
originating in many other disciplines, anything from psychology to
mathematics. The scientific use of history might be diffused in
various ways. Academic publications and research-based
documentaries are the usual ones, but popularization in newspapers,
blogs, and vlogs, in video lectures and presentations, as well as in
graphic novels, have also become important channels of spreading
historical knowledge.9

Existential use: We study history to orient ourselves in the world
and understand who we are and what our position is in the animate
and inanimate environments around us. History functions as a
compass. At the same time, history is one of the core elements of
our identity. Whoever we are as individuals and whatever we are as
collective entities is a product of our history and of the history of the
world around us. Based on this awareness, we use history to
establish and confirm identities, not only our own but also of others.
Our narratives about our individual and collective evolution are the
prisms through which we try to understand our present and plan for
the future, on the basis of a reflection on ourselves and our
surroundings. What is important in this use of history is that our
reflections on the past should be as honest as possible, particularly
in relation to historical elements that cause discomfort, shame, or
even trauma. National days and relevant celebrations are a typical
example of how the commemoration of specific past events might
function as a starting point for reflections on national identity and
national historical futures. Existential history use is of high
significance for nations, which (almost without exception) build up
their identity on the use of the past, especially on the use of
historical myths manifesting the origins of the nations (known as
creation myths).10



Moral use: The past is often promoted as an arsenal of moral
principles that have (or at least are supposed to have) diachronic
value and relevance. This type of history use is often related to what
Nietzsche coined as critical history. It focuses on cases of historical
injustices against specific human groups (e.g. women, slaves, native
populations, people of colour, or Jews) and directly or indirectly asks
for a correction of the injustice or at least an expression of regret, in
case a correction is no longer possible. A specific dimension of the
moral use of history is related to how history teaching or reacting
with history in movies, TV series, re-enactments of the past, and
digital games might support the individual to develop historical
empathy. In premodern and religious modern societies, the role of
the guardian of moral values was played by the religious authorities.
But in modern secular societies, “history takes on the role of
showing us good and evil, virtues and vices”.11

Political use: This is probably the history use that is easiest to
understand. States, national and local governments, political parties,
international organizations, and many other actors use historical
arguments to argue for decision-making or to legitimize executed
policies and other political acts. Past events, deeds, or omissions are
used in the present as an argument that legitimizes decisions and
acts in the present or the future. History might be used in both high
and low politics (by governments and social movements, for
example) and in both hard and soft politics (e.g. in diplomacy and
the function of cultural, health, environment, and other fora where
policies are prepared, discussed, or promoted). This use is so
intense that some experts speak of “history wars”.12 The content of
history used in politics might vary. Most of the time, politico-
historical argumentation refers to concrete deeds and events. But
there are also cases when history is used at a considerably more
general level. Think, for example, of how Nazi propaganda used a
pseudohistorical perception that specific human races have
historically been biologically and culturally inferior to legitimize
racism and the persecution of specific groups. The main aims of the
political use of history are to convince or influence the relevant



stakeholders, locally, nationally, or internationally. During the last
two centuries, as Margaret MacMillan has noted, “history has
become important in another way—as a basis for claiming land, both
within countries and between them”.13 A typical example is the
conflict between Israel and Palestine over the possession of a
geographical area that has been historically inhabited by both
Palestinian and Israeli people. In this conflict, the claims of both
sides are based on historical arguments promoting the historical
rights of each side, the common history on the area being
systematically ignored.14 In politics, history use is not only about the
past but also about the anticipated future, more concretely about
promises on building desired futures and avoiding undesired ones.

Ideological use: This type is closely related to the political use, as
it often refers to legitimization of political ideologies and systems,
policies, and regimes. A typical example is political discussions on
the historical pros and cons of capitalism and communism. Another
is the use of Middle-East history by Israeli and Palestinian historians
and politicians. Add that every national or religious fundamentalism
is based on a usually distorted use of the past to legitimize its aims
and means. As in the political use in general, ideological history use
might suffer from actors who do not hesitate to use fake histories to
gain public support for policies and other actions that would not be
accepted by the relevant communities otherwise. Political
propaganda often uses history ideologically, directly (e.g. by
presenting modern political leaders as new Gandhis, or new Hitlers)
or indirectly, in slogans (“make America great again”) and whole
communication campaigns and policy making.15

Non-use: This is a systematic, and usually long-term, effort to
erase individuals, groups, and events from public history and
memory. Individuals and groups might be erased because they are
the victims of physical or social elimination or because they do not fit
in the prevailing narrative about recent or longer history. Events
might be erased because they are vicious, shameful, or traumatic.
What is important to underline is that historical erasure, what we call
non-use of history, is not simply about forgetting but about a



process that I would call “forgetting oblivion”. This means that
oblivion is realized in two phases. In the first, all relevant evidence
will be thoroughly erased. The second step is erasing all evidence
about the first phase, so that no one in the future will ever know
neither about the erased people or events nor about the process of
erasing them from historical narratives and memories. In a lighter
version of non-use, peoples and events are not erased but simply
silenced, until the times are more suitable for “resurrecting” them
again. Closing, let it be noted that non-use of history is not a
modern phenomenon. It has existed at least from ancient times.16

Entertaining use: History might be used as one of many possible
answers to our need to be distracted, amused, encouraged, or
seduced. This might be done by employing various media, the most
common being movies, TV series and documentaries, novels, and
other types of literature, or historical games. Internationally and
nationally produced movies present historical and mythical events
covering a long period from ancient times to the present. History is
so popular as a subject in documentaries that there exist various
international and national History channels. Historical novels have
been popular among readers and authors for centuries. History-
based digital games have become very popular during the last few
decades, but history was also central in card and board games from
at least the nineteenth century. The quality and validity of history
presented in all these forms are discussed in various publications,
focusing on the balance between the need to entertain (and thus sell
—see also the next paragraph) on one hand and accuracy and
authenticity on the other.17

Commercial use: History might be used to serve commercial
purposes in various ways. Various types of advertisements of
products and services use slogans, visual elements, and other
content that is directly related to the history of products, areas, or
peoples related to the advertised commodity. Advertisements in the
tourism industry are typical examples: most countries or places use
their history as a central attractive element in their invitation to
potential visitors. But tourism is not the only area; a lot of other



products and services are promoted with the use of easily
recognizable historical places, events, and figures. Think also of
popular history magazines, which have become more and more
saleable in recent decades. Furthermore, companies and
organizations use history as an element of their corporate identity.
To limit myself to the use of ancient Greek and Roman mythology,
think for example of: (a) companies such as Olympus (the mountain
that was the residence of the ancient Greek goddesses and gods),
Hermes (god of trade), or Pandora (the protagonist of the myth on
Pandora’s box); (b) products named Venus, Mercury, or Ajax (a hero
of the Trojan War); (c) projects like the NASA project Apollo; and (d)
sports clubs as Ajax (Netherlands), Sparta Prague (Czech Republic),
Atalanta (Italy), Toronto Argonauts (Canada), Olympique des
Marseille (France), or Titans (in various countries).18

Public use: A short walk in the city or town you live in, or to the
nearest city or town, is enough to reveal cases of public history use.
Monuments, statues, names of streets, and squares are direct and
indirect remnants of a past that is important for the inhabitants of
the city or town, or for the whole country they belong to. All these
public memory elements are bridges between the present observer
and individuals, groups, and events that have been registered as
important and evaluated as exemplary. Public history use is also
related to anniversaries, jubilees, and various ceremonies that are, in
fact, immaterial memorials. The typical example is once more
national celebrations of events and periods of the past that create a
feeling of togetherness and proudness for the nation’s temporal
dimension (the longer it is, the better) and its historical role (heroic
deeds, usually idealized through exaggeration, being the absolute
reason to be proud). Public history is often related to the so-called
“sites of memory”, material or immaterial sites that have a very
specific function: visiting them or even thinking about them recalls
automatically specific memories that are important for the
community and might be related to its identity. Think, for example,
of the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Simply mentioning their
names, everyone recalls the first nuclear attacks in world history. A



special role in public use of history is played by museums, which
have the double mission of preserving history (through treasured
artefacts) and educating the public by designing exhibitions and
other products and activities.19

History use in school: Schools are among the most influential
arenas of history use and the most prominent factories of national
and religious myths. The use of history in schools is influenced by
several actors. The relevant authorities design the educational and
pedagogical frame, teachers are attributed with its execution,
students (and indirectly their families) are its receivers, authors, and
publishers of textbooks provide the raw material that is used in the
classroom. The use of history in school is a combination of probably
all the types of history use presented earlier. It is scientific as based
on relevant research, existential as introducing the students to the
identity and significance of the nation and various national and
international organizations and communities, moral as it often takes
up discussion on what is historically right and wrong, and political as
it might shape the students as citizens. It also has its commercial
size, related to the production and trade of history textbooks. And
finally, it might also have a non-use dimension, in relation to
shameful or traumatic events or actions carried out by our own
community (discussing in the classroom genocides executed by our
own state is something that requires thorough work with history as a
collective burden).20

Merging reflections

Historical consciousness related to the use of history starts with the
awareness of the existence of the past and the future in the present.
Past ideas, actions, events, and material and immaterial technologies
survive in our contemporary perceptions of them and become
elements of our orientation in time and space. We not only use
history to get oriented, but we also use it in our relation to and



interaction with others, sometimes to help them get oriented and
sometimes to get them disoriented, in ways that serve our purposes.
This applies not only to individuals but also (and considerably more)
to collective entities of all kinds and sizes, from small groups to the
whole humankind.

What is most important to remember, as historians and in our
everyday life, is that both individuals and communities use and
abuse history constantly, in order to serve various aims and
purposes. To quote Margaret Mac-Millan, “the past can be used for
almost anything you want to do in the present”.21 To be historically
conscious, it is important to be able to identify the various history
uses (including the non-use of history), the relevant actors and
media of history use, and, if possible, the motives behind them.
Doing so, we become not only critical citizens but also more
reflected members of the society we live in. It is important to include
ourselves in the picture, reflecting on how we apply history, as
individuals and members of various communities, to identify
ourselves, understand and evaluate the world (including other
people), and meet specific ends.

When it comes to the ways of abusing history, MacMillan writes
that this happens by “creating one-sided or false histories to justify
treating others badly, seizing their land, for example, or killing
them”.22 I will add that history can be abused in two ways. First,
when individuals and groups create historical narratives that are
one-sided or false. In this case, it is historical truth that is abused. In
other words, history is abused in relation to its content. Second,
history is abused when we use historical narratives to harm other
people or to serve our own purposes, at the expense of others. In
this case, history is abused in relation to its utility. I would like to
underline that in this way of abusing history, whether the narratives
we use are historically correct or historically incorrect is of secondary
importance. Our focus should be on the reasons for (ab)using
history.

Let me close this discussion of historical consciousness and history
use with a comment on terminology. In general, when historians



speak about the use of history, they mean the use of the past. The
present and the future are usually neglected in relevant discussions
and publications; they are not parts of this “history” that is used. A
historian who is an exception to that is Bernard Eric Jensen, who
clearly and consistently has been talking about “fortidsbrug”, which,
in Danish, means “use of the past”.23 My proposal is that this correct
term should be used in general, along with “use of the future” (a
politician asks for your vote exactly by using specific historical
futures as hope-making or frightening arguments), so that the term
“history use” will only be implemented when both the past and the
future, and perhaps the present, are used as arguments, tools, or
weapons.
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9 Being conscious of historical
knowledge
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The more and the deeper you study history, the more you realize
that reaching trustworthy historical knowledge is not an easy task.
Being conscious of the limits of historical knowledge and the
challenges a historian faces in her inquiries is probably the most
central element of metacognitive historical consciousness. This
applies, at different levels, to both historians and non-historians.
Such a subject could not be covered in the limited space of a
chapter, so the text of the following pages does not have the
ambition of a comprehensive study. Like other parts of the book, it is
just an introductory invitation to further study and reflection.1

This chapter focuses on being historically conscious of the limits of
historical knowledge and on challenges related to it. As a first step, I
am presenting a few thoughts on historical knowledge, historical
truth, and objectivity. Then, I am presenting briefly four types, in
fact areas, of historical knowledge: factual, conceptual, procedural,
and metacognitive knowledge. Finally, I am communicating some
fundamental thoughts on the process of historical knowledge and its
limits.

Opening this chapter, I feel the need to underline that historical
consciousness is related not only to knowledge about history but
also (and perhaps mainly) to knowledge from and through history.

Touching on (parts of) historical knowledge

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003767657-9


Before touching on just a few of the challenges any of us face when
dealing with the content of time, I would like to underline something
of axiomatic nature: there is not one objective “historical truth”, but
a multiplicity of relative subjective historical narratives about the
content of time. To recall David Lowenthal’s statement, “history is
protean. What it is, what people think it should be, and how it is told
and heard vary with time, place, and person”.2 Some of these
narratives are fully or partly correct, others are partly incorrect, and
still others are fabrications deliberately made to serve specific
political, ideological, social, economic, or other purposes. This is one
of the reasons why the study of history, at any level, is an
investigative activity. Unfortunately, this is also the reason why it has
been used and abused countless times and in so many ways.

Historians themselves have discussed questions related to our
knowledge of the past, its explanation and interpretation, or the
objectiveness of the discipline in general. And they are not in
agreement. The two extreme opinions are that (a) history is an
objective cumulative discipline and historical narratives are objective
when their producers have followed the rules of how to do history,
and (b) history is nothing more than the historian’s personal
perception and interpretation of the past—and it should be noted
that these personal perceptions are in fact more collective than
individual, as they are programmed in our heads through social
learning that starts very early in our lives, already before going to
school. There are, of course, more opinions between these two
extremes.

Another introductory point I would like to stress is that we study
history on the basis of two methodological approaches, one
empirical and the other theoretical. In other words, we study history
on two different levels: the first aims at producing evidence-based
narratives about the past, and the second aims at presenting the
relevant evidence and analysing it on the basis of relevant theories.
Our effort to perceive and understand history indeed starts with an
investigation aiming at detecting the relevant evidence. Historians
study original sources of any kind (textual, oral, or material) and



anything else they can get access to, such as scientific books and
articles, documentaries, newspapers, or products of edutainment
(magazines, movies, historical games, etc.). Non-historians get
through a similar process, but in their case, the process is not that
thorough, both quantitatively and qualitatively. This means that non-
historians use the easiest approachable sources, no matter their
quality and trustworthiness, and they do not reflect critically on the
evidence coming out of these sources.

The initial, evidence-based historical quest aims at finding answers
to the six most typical orientation questions: who, what, when,
where, how, and why. The answers might be related to individuals,
groups, events, structures, natural phenomena, and so forth. The
most difficult question is, of course, the question “why?”—the
question that makes the difference between recalling and
understanding. The answer is sometimes to be found in relevant
sources, and sometimes, it can only be assumed after the study of
the relevant evidence. Let it be noted that the answer to any present
“why” is usually located in the past or in the future, or in the
dialogue between them.

But what should a historian (or any other person seeking historical
knowledge) do when trying to study individuals, groups, events,
structures, phenomena, or anything else that constitutes the content
of time we evaluate as worthy of becoming history? For a long time,
from the establishment of History as a scientific discipline in the
nineteenth century, the main aim of historians was supposed to be
the accumulation of true and accurate evidence on the past and its
re-presentation in meaning-making narratives.3 From the second
part of the twentieth century, historical research has focused more
and more on the analysis of past evidence, on the basis of theories
originating in the field of history itself, but also in the broader areas
of human, social, and natural sciences. Gathering the relevant
evidence is important and necessary, but it is not doing history in
itself. To transform a stack of evidence into historical knowledge, the
historian must analyse the evidence by using theory or theories. This
is something that might sound abstract and difficult, but it is not. In



fact, we all use theories to analyse everything in our everyday lives,
unconsciously.

There is something important that should be underlined at this
point: the word “theory” in this context does not have the same
meaning as in everyday parlance. In everyday parlance, we often
call “theories” our own beliefs or hypotheses (recall the expression “I
have a theory about …”). But this is not what theory is. Historical
theories are statements which have a high degree of generalization4

and are based not only on logic (if so, they are theses or
hypotheses) but on the cognitive study of relevant evidence, and the
meta-cognitive insight of (a) how history functions as a science, (b)
how historical narratives are made, and (c) the dimensions of
historical time and their interaction in any given present.

This means that, in History, there are three types of theory:

1. Evidence-based theories (usually called “object” theories),
deriving from the generalization of evidence. This presupposes
that somebody studies a considerable amount of evidence and
comes up with a generalization, a general statement, about a
specific subject. For example,

there have been a great many times in the past when
societies, peoples and cultures have proved unable to
adapt [to new conditions]. Indeed, in some respects, the
human story of progress is about batons being
repeatedly dropped and picked up by others.5

Such theories can derive from other scientific disciplines, such as
sociology or political studies.

2. Metatheories on historical studies and the work of historians.6
These are theories on the use of history, historical method,
source criticism, evidence analysis, historical narrative, and so
on. For example: “In approaching the sources, the historian is
anything but a passive observer”.7



3. Historical theories deriving from philosophizing time. Think, for
example, of Braudel’s theory of the three dimensions of
historical time (what is coined as “historical times” or “historical
temporalities”) or Koselleck’s theory of historical development
as a constant dialogue between what he coined as “space of
experience” and “horizon of expectation”, in other words, a
dialogue between our experiences from the past and our
expectations for the future.8

Any study of history that aims at getting deeper than the surface
should include the use of at least one theoretical approach in
analysing the relevant empirical evidence (whatever our sources and
the literature we read tell us about the event, structure, individual,
group, phenomenon, or anything else we study).

Investigating for evidence and analysing with the use of theory are
core elements in the discipline of History. Regarding the
trustworthiness of historical sources and the evidence that we can
get out of them, an intense and difficult discussion has been going
on for decades on whether it is possible at all to know the historical
“truth”. This discourse, which has demanded tons of ink and
thousands of hours in relevant panels, could not be presented in just
a few paragraphs, so I will limit myself to just mentioning some of
its elements.

For long, history was juxtaposed, by historians and non-historians,
to literature: the idea was that literature speaks about things
imagined, while history deals with things that truly happened. But in
the second half of the twentieth century, several history theorists
claimed that it is not possible at all to get access to historical truth. A
part of them focused on the narrative dimension of doing History,
claiming that it is impossible to know historical truth and that
historical narratives are in fact no more than fiction based on the use
of sources and following scientific methods of building up and
structuring a text. Some others have claimed that it is indeed
possible to be sure about the truthfulness of specific facts, but there



are countless ways in which we can process these facts as parts of
different and varying narratives reconstructing “the past”.9

What is important to be conscious of is that historical knowledge
might be true or false at two different levels. The first level is that of
representation (i.e. in making the past present again): a historical
narrative is true when its content corresponds to the factual events,
structures, phenomena, and/or historical agents it aims at re-
presenting. The second level is that of interpretation: a historical
narrative is true if the meaning it assigns to specific events,
structures, phenomena, or historical agents is correct (or at least not
totally wrong). Historical narratives do not only recite but they also
explain events of the past by, for example, providing the
cause/effect relationship between them. For a historical narrative to
be true, it is not only the facts that must be verified or verifiable, but
the explanations incorporated in the narrative must also give a
correct meaning to the facts included in the narrative and the
relationship between them.

I would like to close this section by saying a few words on history
and the past. What is the relationship between them? To the non-
experts, the question might sound silly. History is the past, they
might think. But, in fact, this is not fully correct. Indeed, the past is
central in any approach to history and is the temporal dimension
studied by every human interested in history. But, as I have
mentioned in other parts of the book, history, as the content of time,
includes the whole temporal continuum that consists of past,
present, and future in a constant and unresolvable relation and
interplay. Furthermore, a collection of evidence about things that
happened sometime in the past is not history in itself. Jörn Rüsen is
one of history theorists who have claimed that “a summary of what
happened in the past is not history”.10 The idea is that past
happenings do not become history in their own force, but only when
there exists a connection of the past with the present (this means:
the present of the people who consider them as historical elements).
I would like to add that the past’s connection to the present usually
extends to the future as well.



Historian and geographer David Lowenthal has claimed that
history is both more and less than the past. By “history”, Lowenthal
means the narratives we make about the content of time. It is these
narratives that are more and less than the past itself. One of his
main points is that no historical inquiry can possibly cover the
vastness of the past. In addition, the distance between any historian
and the past makes it impossible to know “everything” about the
period or the subject we study. Furthermore, every historical
narrative is shaped by the narrator, who always takes into
consideration the needs and the preferences of her audience. On the
other hand, a historical narrative is more than the past. As historians
are present-oriented, any historical narrative is influenced by the
present, and it includes present perceptions and sometimes
hindsight.11 As mentioned earlier, historical narratives might also
include elements of imagined history and retrodictions.

To better understand the challenges related to historical
knowledge, we should take into consideration that historical
knowledge is something multilevel. In other words, there are various
cognitive and metacognitive levels in knowing about the content of
time. In the following section, I am drawing a sketch of a typology
including four types of historical knowledge, based on how
knowledge is categorized in the revised version of Bloom’s taxonomy
of learning objectives: factual, conceptual, procedural, and
metacognitive. The presentation of the four types is linked to the
elements of historical knowledge presented in the Introduction of
this book. I would recommend reading them once more before
delving into the typology.

Types of historical knowledge

Bloom’s taxonomy is, in fact, a matrix of (a) six cognitive processes,
through which we learn whatever we learn, namely, remembering,
understanding, applying, analysing, evaluating, and creating, and (b)
four categories of knowledge, which are perceived as advancing



from concrete to abstract, namely, factual, conceptual, procedural,
and metacognitive knowledge.12

Already in 1971, Bloom proposed in a memorandum that each
field should develop its own taxonomy of objectives, according to its
own needs and using its own “language”. In his own words, each
specialized taxonomy should be “more detailed, closer to the special
language and thinking of its experts, reflecting its own appropriate
sub-divisions and levels of education, with possible new categories,
combinations of categories and omitting categories as
appropriate”.13 In the following pages, I am trying to use Bloom’s
revised taxonomy to create a typology of historical knowledge.
Inspired by the work of Bloom and his colleagues and successors, I
propose that historical knowledge might be achieved cognitively and
metacognitively, at four different levels.

In the following short historical modification of the typology,
historical data are related to factual knowledge, historical concepts
to conceptual and procedural knowledge, and historical theory and
method to procedural knowledge. The metacognitive knowledge of a
historian is related, directly and indirectly, to her own understanding
and implementation of data, concepts, theory, and method, as well
as to her reflection on the cognitive and emotive dimension of her
learning strategies and techniques, and her own relationship to the
content of the time she studies.



Factual historical knowledge is related to historical data.
Remembering and understanding factual knowledge is one of the
cornerstones of historical studies and a prerequisite for the
production of any kind of historical narratives. Analysing and
applying them are what makes us reflective citizens. Often, all these
cognitive activities related to factual knowledge are impossible
without a basic conceptual knowledge, as historical data are always
contextualized in spatial and temporal canvases that are not
comprehensible without access to at least some basic concepts
related to them. So, factual knowledge includes, directly and
indirectly, three types of knowledge:

1. Recognizing and recalling specific historical data, for example,
names of historical agents and places; basic information on
agents, places, events, and phenomena; dates related to
agents, events, and phenomena; and knowledge about material
and immaterial technologies.

2. Recognizing and recalling empirical historical concepts, for
example, any concept related to dividing time into periods
(Stone Age, Antiquity, and Anthropocene).

3. Knowledge about relevant textual and non-textual sources and
publications, which might be deposits of historical data (e.g. the
works of Plato as a source on the life and teaching of Socrates).

Conceptual historical knowledge is not about concrete bits of
information, as factual knowledge is, but about “more complex,
organized knowledge forms”.14 Conceptual historical knowledge
includes the knowledge of the following:

4. Empirical historical concepts. Notice that here it is not about
recognizing and recalling these concepts (as in factual
knowledge) but about understanding their meaning and
function in historical narratives.

5. Abstract historical concepts, for example, justice, dignity,
happiness, divine providence, or history. It is important to know
both what an abstract concept means today and what the same



concept (may have) meant in the period and the society or
culture we study.

6. Theoretical concepts, that is, concepts referring to historical
theories, for example, historical determinism, historical empathy,
or linear time. We should remember that historians use theories
and theoretical concepts originating not only in History but also
in other scientific fields, for example, biological evolution
(biology), cultural hegemony (sociology), clash of civilizations
(cultural studies), cultural materialism (anthropology), entropy
(physics), or path dependence (innovation studies).

7. Procedural concepts, that is, concepts related to the methods
used by historians in their effort to register, understand,
analyse, and narrate the content of time, for example, primary
sources, historical data, historical reasoning, or periodization.
Being aware of the meaning of procedural concepts is of crucial
importance for the professional historian, but it is also
significant for anyone who is interested in studying the content
of time.

Procedural historical knowledge is in Bloom’s taxonomy related
to “knowledge of skills and algorithms, techniques and methods,
as well as knowledge of the criteria used to determine and/or
justify ‘when to do what’ within specific domains and
disciplines”.15 I would like to make clear that this subtype of
knowledge is not related to the relevant concepts (see above),
but to the relevant strategies, methods, techniques, and
practices (usually identified with the use of procedural
concepts). It includes the following:

8. Knowledge of historical skills, that is, skills that are performed
by a historian to secure the production of trustworthy factual
and conceptual historical knowledge. These might be general
skills and domain-specific skills. General skills might include
critical thinking, analytical sufficiency, or writing competence.
Domain-specific skills are the skills needed for a historian to be
able to study the content of time by identifying and examining



the relevant sources, producing and analysing the relevant
historical data, and composing well-made and reliable historical
narratives.

9. Knowledge of technologies supporting the study of history. For
a long time, these technologies were analog, but during the
recent decades, historical studies experienced a digital turn
related to new technologies, such as the digitization of archives
or computational modelling, while recently AI tools are used to
identify historical data (e.g. through machine learning) or
systematize and analyse them.16

10. Knowledge of domain-specific techniques and methods is
related to the ways in which experts in a given field or discipline
operate and try to solve the tasks and subjects they study. For
historians, this includes, among other things, knowledge of
quantitative and qualitative research methods of doing history,
methods of studying various types of sources, methods of doing
oral or material history, and methods of using various types of
theory to analyse historical data. It also includes techniques
related to composing user-friendly textual and non-textual
historical narratives.

11. Knowledge of criteria for determining when to use appropriate
procedures, something that is often connected to knowing when
(in which inquiries and under which circumstances) these
procedures were used in the past. This includes, for example,
knowing whether your topic could be better studied in
qualitative or quantitative terms, or in a combination of the two.

Metacognitive knowledge is related in Bloom’s taxonomy to
awareness of and knowledge about cognition in general and
about our own cognition in particular. It includes three
subtypes: strategic knowledge, knowledge about cognitive
tasks, and self-knowledge. I would claim that this type of
knowledge is generic, without any special features for the
historian.



12. Strategic knowledge includes having an insight into the various
strategies for learning, thinking, and problem-solving. We
should know, for example, that there are three general
categories of learning strategies: rehearsal, elaboration, and
organizational. Strategic knowledge also includes knowledge of
metacognitive strategies for planning, monitoring, and
regulating our own cognition. Finally, it includes our knowledge
of strategies for solving problems and thinking in general. So, a
historian should be conscious of the strategies she follows to
conduct research, learn, and communicate her knowledge.

13. Knowledge about cognitive tasks includes appropriate
contextual and conditional knowledge. This means having the
cognition of when and why we use our knowledge strategies to
address a given task, after having identified the task itself. For a
historian, this includes knowing that original sources are more
difficult to study than textbooks. This type of metacognitive
knowledge also includes knowing which cognitive process fits
best to the task we need to solve. Anderson and Krathwohl also
include the knowledge “of the local and general social,
conventional, and cultural norms for how, when, and why to use
different strategies”.17

14. Self-knowledge includes knowledge of our strong and weak
cognition and learning sides, as well as knowledge of our
motivation for learning. The former includes an awareness of
our “known unknowns” (what we know we don’t know) and
“unknown unknowns” (what we don’t know we don’t know). It
also includes being aware of our tendency to rely on specific
strategies (and not other existing alternatives) when we are
solving specific types of tasks, or that we usually perform highly
in specific types of tasks. Knowledge of our motivation is related
to being aware of the reasons why we undertake a specific task
and our goals in doing so.

Categorizing a single piece of historical knowledge in one of these
types is, more often than not, a difficult task. Historical knowledge is
multidimensional. Let me illustrate by referring to what might be



evaluated as the simplest type of historical knowledge, namely,
factual knowledge: The term “Hellenistic Age”, for example, as a
historical datum of terminology combines two concepts, namely,
“Hellenism” and “age” (Hellenism being an empirical and age an
abstract concept). The example shows that factual knowledge is
often directly related to conceptual knowledge. The same applies to
procedural knowledge: it is almost impossible without an insight into
the meaning of theoretical and methodological concepts. On the
other hand, procedural knowledge is useless without factual
knowledge, which is the fundament of every historical study, and
very limited without conceptual knowledge, which is the fundament
analysis and narrative construction.

Which of these types of historical knowledge you need depends on
your history-related identity, that is, if you are a historian, a history
student, a history teacher, or a person seeking historical knowledge
and historical consciousness for the sake of life orientation.
Independent of which ones you need directly, it is important to have
an overview of all of them. And even if you are not a historian or a
history teacher, you also need to be conscious in procedural and
metacognitive terms. You also need an understanding of the process
leading to historical knowledge, as well as a consciousness of the
limits of this knowledge and the main odds against reaching it. The
following section aims at helping you develop, or improve, such a
consciousness.

The process of historical knowledge—and its
limits

We understand the present by juxtaposing it to the past and
sometimes to the future. And we understand the past by
“translating” it into the “language” of the present. But how do we do
so? Which processes do we use? And which categories and concepts
support our perception of the past and our understanding of the
present through the past?



Studying history, and independently of the period or the subject
we focus on, a historian usually has the feeling that whatever she
studies is simultaneously known and unknown to her. As Sam
Wineburg put it, every time we deal with the past, we feel “the
tension between the familiar and the strange, between feelings of
proximity and feelings of distance in relation to the people we seek
to understand”.18 I would dare to say that the more we study
history, the more intense this feeling gets. The same, of course, is
the case with thinking about the future, which is unknown to us, in
relation to not only what future we will experience but also what
kind of future it will be—the feeling of a future fully unknown and
even unthinkable gets stronger and stronger in our days, mainly
because of the explosive development of technology.

Many non-historians have an absolute and idealistic notion of
History. According to this notion, History and historical narratives are
supposed to present a complete and objective account of the
content of time.19 This account is also imagined as a linear narrative
explaining everything in detail and clarifying the sequence of causes
and effects. The historian is seen in popular imaginary as a
superhero who can travel in time and present a full picture of any
historical event—and know “everything” about the past. She is also
supposed to stay away from any type of partisanship and serve the
truth and nothing but the truth. Unfortunately, historiographical
reality is far from imagination. There are two main reasons for that.
The first is related to historical knowledge itself. The second is
related to us, historians, and the narratives we make about this
content of time. Let me explain:

Our historical knowledge is doomed to be limited. Why is it so?
First, independently of what we study, the sources we have at
disposition is just a tiny fraction of what was produced in the past.
This, of course, varies in relation to different subjects and different
periods. The historical record is poor for many periods in the deep
past and for many subjects in the more recent past, but there are
also periods and subjects well-covered by existing source material.
But even in the latter cases, what we have access to does not cover



“the whole truth” and sometimes is “anything but the truth”. Second,
every historical source is a cultural product that was created for a
reason. This means that it was produced within a specific cultural
context, which we probably are not aware of, or do not have a clear
picture of. At the same time, every historical source was created to
serve a purpose, or a combination of purposes, which we often do
not, or cannot, know about. Religious texts, for example, or religious
imagery might have been produced to serve political aims.20 Ideally,
the study of any source should consider the intensions of its
producers, something that in most cases is very difficult, if at all
possible. The least we can do is approaching our sources critically
and being conscious that (a) they must be interpreted, while (b) our
interpretation abilities are limited, given that we ourselves are
cultural products of a world different than the one in which the
sources were produced.



Here is where we all, past and present students of the content of
time, come into the picture as factors influencing the finitude of
historical knowledge. To illustrate our role, I would like to say just a
few words on the process of historical knowledge, as it is visualized
in Figure 9.1. As you see, this process might be understood as a
circle constituted by specific steps that influence each other or
interact with each other. Let us consider them step by step:

1. Every historical inquiry is built on a specific question, thesis, or
hypothesis, which is often related, explicitly or implicitly, to a big
question, a question that aims at explaining a general
phenomenon in historical evolution. A historical inquiry might
also start with a big question. To answer the big question, we
will have to create specific inquiries, based on specific
questions, theses, or hypotheses.

2. To answer our concrete inquiry, we always start by considering
what we already know about the subject. On the basis of this
knowledge (which is factual and conceptual), we might reform
our question, thesis, or hypothesis.

3. Then, we set on the search for historical evidence that might
help us answer our question or prove or disprove our thesis or
hypothesis. We do so by studying relevant sources and
literature, on the basis of suitable and verified methods—here
comes procedural knowledge into the picture.

4. The next step is the analysis of the evidence we have gathered.
We might analyse it by comparing different pieces of the
evidence or by comparing our own evidence to evidence related
to other similar cases. We might also analyse it by
contextualizing the evidence in various ways related to the
sociocultural environment of the time-space of our subject.
Finally, we might analyse it by using one or more theoretical
approaches (the more theoretical approaches we use, the
deeper the analysis is). This step combines factual, conceptual,
and procedural knowledge.

5. The analysis of the evidence results in the answer to our inquiry.
This answer takes the form of a narrative, which might also be



visualized in several ways. Often, our narrative is related to one
or more master narratives, that is, to “culturally shared stories
that guide thoughts, beliefs, values, and behaviors”.21 Ideally, at
this point, we should reflect on all steps of the process, from the
formation of our question to the construction of our narrative.
This step combines all four types of historical knowledge:
factual, conceptual, procedural, and metacognitive.

6. Our answer could then be related to one or more big questions
and contribute to answering them, at least partly.

7. Both our answer to our specific inquiry and our answer to the
big question get implemented in our professional, social, or
cultural life. This is what is meant by “application of knowledge”
at the centre of Figure 9.1. One of the most important forms of
application is related to our historical consciousness.

Figure 9.1 The process of historical knowledge. ⏎

Let me now return to the discussion of how we, as academic or
amateur historians, influence the finitude of historical knowledge. As
mentioned earlier, every historical work is an interpretation of the
material it is based on. And every historian approaches this material
on the basis of our specific backgrounds of various kinds: cognitive,
cultural, political, ideological, and so forth. This background



functions as a canvas for our historical narratives. This is why a
number of history theorists see these narratives as constructions
that reflect not only the past but also the present. Some get one
step further, claiming that historical narratives are not only
constructions but also inventions.22 Indeed, the historical craft is the
combination of two activities: first, investigative research to detect
the relevant historical data (as many and as trustworthy and verified
as possible), and then the construction of the data into a narrative
that is composed according to the narrative technique(s) we have
chosen. As mentioned earlier, ideally, this narrative does not only
present a compilation of the relevant evidence, but it also analyses it
on the basis of specific methods and theories. The final result is an
oral or written narrative that interprets the past in a way that gives
meaning in the present. It is this narrative that is thought by several
history theorists as a construction.

Most historical narratives are (more or less) trustworthy. But
sometimes, there appear conscious manipulations of history in the
construction of historical narratives. The reason for this manipulation
might be ideological, social (including political, religious, and
economic), or cultural (including religious). Politicians, religious
leaders, other actors, and even historians and each one of us in our
political, social, or cultural life might falsify history to serve a political
idea or interest, an authoritarian regime, a religious purpose, our
personal interests, or anything else. We might also project our own
social, cultural, national, ethnic, or otherwise preferences into our
narratives.23 Some other times, the manipulation of history is
unconscious, caused by the misreading of evidence, a mistaken use
of theory, or by one of many other possible reasons. But even the
work of the most well-intentioned historians cannot be certain and
definite. As access to the past and our understanding of it is limited,
our narratives will always be interpretations and partly
constructions.24

At this point, I would like to add a few words on a very interesting
phenomenon in the process of historical knowledge, which is called
“imagined history”. To explain what imagined history is and why it is



unavoidable, I must start by referring to our cognitive abilities in
general. At any moment and in relation to any subject, what we
know is just a part of whatever unfolds around us. In addition, our
“knowledge” about anything is just a subjective interpretation of just
a part of the relevant information. A substantial portion of what we
perceive as historical knowledge is generated by our mind’s
tendency to interpolate missing data and construct a narrative that is
partly true and partly fictional. This is something that our brain often
does in other functions as well, for example, in seeing. Of what we
“see” (in other words, of the visual information about everything
around us), it is approximately 20% that actually comes from the
eyes. The rest is filled in by the brain itself, on the basis of what we
already know or of what our brain chooses as logical additions.
Experts who have studied the phenomenon claim that, remarkably,
we trust the made-up visual percepts more than the veridical ones.25

This is also the case with the past: Given that our historical
knowledge is anything but complete, most historical narratives, even
by outstanding historians, tend to fill in the gaps with elements that
cannot be verified but sound logical. We take into consideration what
is indeed documented about past events, and then we predict what
is logical to have followed—the phenomenon is known as
retrodiction.26 Retrodictions, and other forms of what is known as
imagined history, are then included (as parts of the truth) in our
narratives about the past. I would like to underline that these
imagined contents of time are extremely powerful, as they are the
fundaments for most of our decisions and actions. This is why
myths, which are stories often simplified and leaving no question
unanswered (even if in an illogical way), are usually very strong—the
same applies to conspiracy theories. In addition to retrodictions,
everyone, even practising historians, adds details and guesses to our
narratives when, for example, we speak and write about what this or
that historical figure “thought” or “desired” some centuries or
millennia ago.

David Staley speaks about two different types of historical
imagination: mimetic imagination (which he defines as



“reconstructing previously experienced parts of the actual world”)
and creative imagination (which is “creating new objects and
experiences, with no direct connection to the actual world”). He also
claims that every historical narrative combines both. In his words,
“imagination in history … means using the mind’s eye to picture both
actual and inactual occurrences at the same time”.27

What makes things even more challenging is that it is a part of the
historical inquiry to get as close as possible to the thinking—in fact,
the ways of thinking—of the historical agents related to the subject
we study. Almost every act in history is based on a decision, which,
in its turn, is based on relevant thinking (including perceptions,
understandings, evaluations, visions, desires, etc.). In a very creative
metaphor, R.G. Collingwood spoke about the “outside” and “inside”
of historical events. The “outside” is the elements that might be
described as perceived by the senses of a witness, and the “inside”
is related to the thoughts that resulted in decisions which, in their
turn, made the event happen. Going a step further, the British
historian and philosopher claimed that there is a difference between
“mere events” (which do not have an inside) and “actions” (which
have both outside and inside, and thus can be understood as
historical events in the full sense of the term). Historians should,
according to Collingwood, investigate actions, focusing on both their
outside and their inside dimensions. Some 70 years later, the
passage, which follows, is worth reading. While doing so, keep in
mind that the challenges related to historical events (actions) are
related to both their inside and their outside.

The historian, investigating any event in the past, makes a
distinction between what may be called the outside and the
inside of an event. By the outside of the event I mean
everything belonging to it which can be described in terms of
bodies and their movements: the passage of Caesar,
accompanied by certain men, across a river called the Rubicon
at one date, or the spilling of his blood on the floor of the
senate-house at another. By the inside of the event I mean



that in it which can only be described in terms of thought:
Caesar’s defiance of Republican law, or the clash of
constitutional policy between himself and his assassins. The
historian is never concerned with either of these to the
exclusion of the other. He is investigating not mere events
(whereby a mere event I mean one which has only an outside
and no inside) but actions, and an action is the unity of the
outside and the inside of the event. He is interested in the
crossing of the Rubicon only in its relation to Republican law,
and the spilling of Caesar’s blood only in its relation to a
constitutional conflict. His work may begin by discovering the
outside of an event, but it can never end there; he must
always remember that the event was an action, and that his
main task is to think himself into the action, to discern the
thought of its agent.28

Let us pay attention to the last words of this passage. What does
it mean to “think ourselves into the action, to discern the thought of
its agent”? It means two things. The first is to search for any piece
of evidence that might shed light on the personality of an agent, or
at least on the sociocultural context in which the agent was
functioning (mentalities, norms, principles, restrictions, laws, rules,
etc.). Then, on the basis of that, we might get closer to the agent’s
thinking—which often means implementing imagined history. The
second way in which we could “think ourselves into an action” is
through historical perspective-taking or historical empathy. This
means that to better understand the experiences, decisions, or
actions of historical figures, a historian should try to contextualize
them and reflect on them on the basis of the social (including the
political) and the cultural (including the religious) system of
interactions, rules, norms, values, principles, and structures the
historical figures at question were living in.29

Doing so is not easy. The effort of “thinking ourselves into the
past” has its own challenges, one of the most central ones being
related to a phenomenon coined as anachronism. Anachronism is a



specific type of historical inaccuracy, caused by projecting elements
from one historical period to another. The most usual form of
anachronism is the projection of elements from our own times to the
past, but it is also possible to project elements from one past period
to another, usually to an older one. A typical example of
anachronism is the evaluation of Jesus Christ as “the first
communist”. Another is when we speak about “nations” in periods
before the appearance of nationalism and the nation-state towards
the end of the eighteenth century. A third form of anachronism is
when we project analogies from the past to the present, when, for
example, we see new Hitlers in present political leaders. Sometimes,
anachronism is clearly expressed, but sometimes, it is covert—and
more dangerous. And I am afraid that it is a phenomenon more
widespread than we would like to admit. Indeed, we often
understand the past on the basis of what we know about the
present, without reflecting (or without reflecting enough) on
whether our present knowledge is appropriate, or even relevant.
Anachronisms create a distorted understanding of history. They are a
projection of “what we know” to the next three circles of Figure 9.1,
a projection that influences our answer to our original question.

One of the central interests in historical studies is the relationship
between causes and effects. Among the many things that could be
said about causation in history, I would like to say a few words on an
important division between two types of historical causes. In every
historical event, there are proximate and ultimate causes. This is
why historians speak about proximate and ultimate factors in
historical evolution. This is how Stephen Sanderson explains the
difference between the two:

Proximate causes are immediate things, often consciously
recognized, that induce us to act in a certain way. Humans,
for example, like sweet foods. If you are served apple strudel
and you like the taste, a proximate explanation of your liking
for apple strudel is straightforward: apple strudel is sweet and
you, like most people, like sweet things. But another question
remains: why do most people like sweets? To answer that



question is to provide an explanation in terms of ultimate
causes. Darwinian thinking provides us with a two-step
ultimate explanation. Step one says that eating a lot of sweet
foods in the ancestral environment contributed to survival,
good health, and by extension reproductive success. Step two
says that evolution crafted the human brain to like sweet
things so people will eat more of them and thus be healthier
and leave more progeny.30

To illustrate the function of proximate and ultimate factors and
causes in history, let us study the diagram in Figure 9.2, showing a
model used by geographer Jared Diamond to illustrate how these
two types of historical factors influence historical evolution on a
large scale, over thousands of years. Diamond started with a simple
working question: how did European farmers win out over the
famous warrior local tribes (still hunters until modern times) in
America, establishing their dominance there? To answer this
question, which is directly related to the big question of why
Europeans dominated most of the world in modern times, he took
into consideration not only the proximate causes but also the
ultimate ones, some of which are prehistoric.



Figure 9.2 Factors underlying the broadest pattern of history. ⏎
Source: Diamond 2005/1997: 87.

The proximate factors/causes were that the Europeans had
horses, guns and steel, ocean-going ships, political organization, and
writing as a communication technology, and carried with them
epidemic diseases the locals did not have immunity to. But this was
not enough for Diamond. Deeper “whys” were created by the
answer: why, for example, was it European farmers who had all
these assets and not American hunter tribes? This is how ultimate
factors came into the picture. With the agricultural revolution,
Europeans had established food production, which meant access to
more calories and thus higher populations. At the same time, food



production resulted in a sedentary lifestyle. People started
establishing permanent settlements, storing food, and spending
more time at home. The proper function of villages, towns, and
cities could only be reached with the production of supporting
material technology, which created new tasks and new roles in the
economy and society, anything from builders and ceramists to kings
and bureaucrats (what Diamond calls “non-food-producing
specialists”). This was the fundament of a technological evolution
that got more and more advanced. In time, this evolution included
innovation in the transportation of goods and people and, of course,
weapons of various types. Technological advance was exactly the
main factor for the dominance of European farmers over the
American hunters. In addition, they had developed immunity to
germs that originated in domestic animals, something the American
hunters did not have. Finally, living in permanent societies had
created the need for social and political organization (state, law,
bureaucracy, etc.), which the Europeans had and could implement in
the new world to secure their dominance. In Diamond’s own words:

In short, plant and animal domestication meant much more
food and hence much denser human populations. The
resulting food surpluses, and (in some areas) the animal-
based means of transporting those surpluses, were a
prerequisite for the development of settled, politically
centralized, socially stratified, economically complex,
technologically innovative societies. Hence the availability of
domestic plants and animals ultimately explains why empires,
literacy, and steel weapons developed earliest in Eurasia and
later, or not at all, on other continents. The military uses of
horses and camels, and the killing power of animal-derived
germs, complete the list of major links between food
production and conquest that we shall be exploring.31

Diamond’s diagram illustrates how creative a historian can be by
asking new “whys”, in proximate and ultimate terms, to the
answer(s) he got to his previous question. By doing so, he enters



varying areas and considers varying dimensions of historical
evolution. To understand why some peoples are technologically
superior in the present, Diamond ended up considering nature and
geography as factors of historical evolution in the deep past.32

Furthermore, to get a better understanding of how proximate and
ultimate factors can help him answer his original working question,
Diamond considered geography, interaction between humans and
nature, the establishment of societies, politics, culture (writing),
technology, warfare, medicine, and other issues in an
interdisciplinary way. Notice that every level of the diagram (and
almost every box) belongs to a different area: from top to bottom,
nature and biology, agriculture and husbandry, food production,
social organization, technology, and (in the bottom row) animals,
warfare technology, transportation technology, political organization,
writing as communication technology, and health.

Merging reflections

Being historically conscious in terms of historical knowledge includes
several elements. To start with, it means that we are aware that,
independently of the subject or the period we focus on, there is not
one objective historical truth, but a multiplicity of relative subjective
historical narratives about the content of time. As a next step, it
means being aware of the fact that the narratives we make about
the content of time are constructions, or even inventions, that reflect
not only the past but also the present. Furthermore, it means
keeping in mind that the narratives we make about the past make it
both familiar and strange; finding a balance between familiarity and
strangeness leads to better historical orientation.

When it comes to the content of time and especially the
understanding of historical events, being historically conscious
means keeping in mind that, for most events, there are both
proximate and ultimate factors and causes, some of which might be
thousands of years old. It also means being conscious of the



meaning of historical truth and its relativity, while at the same time
being able to understand what it means that history is both more
and less than whatever we register and communicate as “the past”.
In relation to the creation of historical narratives, both by historians
and anyone else, you should be able to identify cases of imagined
history, reflect on anachronisms, and how they influence the
understanding of history. Finally, regarding the study of historical
sources and historical narratives, historical consciousness is related,
among other things, to being able to function on two different levels,
one related to the identification and study of evidence and the other
to its theory-and-method-based analysis.

Everything presented in the last two paragraphs is related to
factual and conceptual historical knowledge. Being aware of these
two types of knowledge, what is included in them and how they
interplay, as well as what is their main difference, is also an element
of historical knowledge. But there are two more types of historical
knowledge, equally important. Procedural knowledge is related to
historical theory and method. Being conscious about how we
generalize historical knowledge, how we approach historical sources,
historical data, and historical concepts, and how we compose
historical narratives makes us better students of history, and thus
more informed and reflective citizens, co-humans, and inhabitants of
a planet that is the home for countless other species. Meta-cognitive
historical knowledge functions like standing in front of the mirror of
History as a discipline or as an amateur activity and trying to identify
our strong and weak sides, in order to deal with the content of time
in an optimal way.

Closing the chapter, I need to make clear that the quality and level
of our historical consciousness in terms of historical knowledge is not
necessarily analogous to the quality and level of how we use this
knowledge and for what purpose. Historically conscious people might
manipulate history and use manipulated or fake historical narratives
to commit atrocities of the worst kind or influence other people to
commit them.

Thus far, I have discussed historical consciousness as a state of
mind and in relation to historical knowledge. To better understand



historical consciousness as a state of mind, we must consider the
process that leads to it, namely, the process of thinking about
everything in historical terms. Where and when does this process
begin? How does it unfold? And does it have an end? The following
chapter discusses these questions in an attempt to better
understand the process that leads from historical awareness to
historical consciousness through historical knowledge.
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10 Being conscious of historical thinking
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As I mentioned earlier, two of the seven areas of historical
consciousness are related to a metacognitive consciousness of the
various ways in which historical narratives are constructed and used,
in the sense that the production and use of historical narratives is
also a cultural product, in other words, a historical product. This
means that historical consciousness is a state of mind related,
among other things, to the appropriation of historical perceptions
and reflections that are incorporated in historical narratives. Thus, to
be historically conscious, it is not enough to accumulate historical
evidence. What is necessary, in addition to the cognitive overview of
historical evidence, is to be able to critically reflect on it, to critically
reflect on the historical narratives and on the sources on which these
narratives are based, and to be able to use the results of this
reflection in your everyday life. This reflective process starts with an
innate awareness that we are not only spatial but also temporal
beings, that our lives unfold in two realities, a physical and a
temporal.

The physical reality consists of what we experience around us, in
addition to millions of things we do not experience (at least not
directly), anything from the atomic microcosm to the universal
macrocosm. The physical reality also includes non-material
components, such as ideas and thoughts, given that they unfold in a
present—in fact, ideas indeed belong to the material world, as they
are electrochemical activities in the brain.

The temporal reality has a tripartite dimension, related to past,
present, and future. First, it includes our perception of the physical
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world in any given present—please notice that what we perceive as
“present” is a very flexible thing, as sometimes the “present” (or
“now’) might mean this very moment, and sometimes it might mean
longer periods of time, which might extend to several decades.
Second, it includes what we know (or we believe we know) about
the past, anything from the Big Bang some 13.7 billion years ago
and the appearance of the first humans on earth some 2.7 million
years ago, to the last nonsense that was posted on social media just
some moments ago. Third, it includes our hopes, fears, and
expectations about the future. There is something in our lives that
should not be underestimated: we live not only in the present but
also in the past (which is still present in many ways) and the future
(which is also present in equally many ways). This means that most
of our decisions in the present are, consciously or unconsciously,
based on the past and oriented towards the future—I would claim
that some of our present decisions are dictated by our imagined
future and that there are people that live more in the future than in
the present (workaholics believing that they invest to a better life in
the future is a typical example).

To survive and make the best out of our lives, we need constant
orientation in both realities. It is not difficult to argue for the need
for orientation in the physical world. If you have ever been in a
jungle or out at the sea during a dark night, you know. To
understand the need for orientation in time (and thus, to understand
the significance of history in our lives), you might imagine someone
with amnesia: she does not remember who she is, where she lives,
what her profession is, if she has a family or friends, or if she is
religious or not. Such a person is obliged to constantly discover
herself and the world around her from scratch. Her quality of life is
challenged, and in extreme cases, her lack of memory can even
prove lethal. The same applies to an individual or a group suffering
from historical amnesia, in other words, an individual or a group
ignoring its individual, social, national, or cultural history. Such an
individual or group will have serious problems of identity and
orientation in their interactions with the world around them. To avoid
misunderstandings, let me note that no one is fully amnesiac in



historical terms. But the quality of your life will be negatively
influenced by your limited historical knowledge and understanding—
this is what I call historical amnesia. And the healthy function of
societies and political systems can be threatened, sometimes in very
dangerous ways, even by the partial ignorance of the historical
background of a society, a country, or a geopolitical area.

Now take something more into consideration. People with amnesia
cannot imagine their future. I opened the introduction of this book,
referring to neuroscientist Dean Buonomano, who claims that some
people suffering from amnesia struggle to project themselves not
only into the past but also into the future. Many more studies show
exactly the same, that the malfunction of memory negatively
influences our relation to the future.1 I will claim the same about
historical amnesia: individuals and groups who present a limited or
unreflective relation with their past have a limited understanding of
(and thus orientation in) both their present and their anticipated
future.

Our evolution as a species, mainly our social and cultural
evolution, has equipped us with an innate propensity for both
physical (spatial) and temporal orientation. Memory is a function
directly related to both orientations, and it is of crucial importance,
not only to survive (remembering what is eatable and where and
when to find it, but also the places and the times that are
dangerous), but also to thrive, or at least have a better life. Our
propensity for temporal orientation is the reason for the pursuit of
historical knowledge and the fundament of historical consciousness,
which might be achieved through historical thinking.

Two things should be underlined here. The first is that even spatial
orientation benefits from historical thinking and historical
consciousness, given that every space has historical (temporal)
dimensions, the consideration of which creates a better relation
between human and space—let it be noted that I am speaking of
space in both natural and geographical (i.e. human-made) sense.
Imagine that you move into a new country and you need to build a
house for you and your family. To be able to build a safe house, you



need to know the natural and geological history of the area. Climate,
earthquakes, floods, and other natural phenomena in the past,
especially those that tend to appear periodically, will decide how
your house will be built and how it will look like. And now imagine
that you want to establish yourself in a city or an island that is split
between two countries. On which part of the city or the island will
you settle? You can be sure that your decision is based on an
internal dialogue between the quality of future life you hope for, your
knowledge about yourself, and your knowledge about the two parts
as history-made (i.e. on how their present and anticipated future are
formed by their recent and deeper past).

The second thing that should be underlined is that historical time
always has a spatial dimension, as it is related to humans and nature
in several ways. You can be sure that the present, the past, and the
future of the city or the island you are about to settle in are not
perceived and evaluated in the same way in its two parts, especially
if the two parts are not on good terms with each. At the same time,
our ways of putting historical time into “boxes” that make its study
easier (what in historical studies is called periodization) are directly
related to space. Antiquity and the Renaissance, for example, would
not make any sense to someone outside Europe. The same applies
to the Vedic period in Indian history (ca. 1500–500 BC), the Lapita
Culture period in Oceania (ca. 1600–500 BC), the Classic Maya
period in the Americas (250–900 AD), the Mississippian Culture
period in North America (800–1600 AD), or the Dynastic Periods in
Chinese history (e.g. the Ming period that lasted from 1368 to 1644
AD).

Both historical thinking (as a process) and historical consciousness
(as a result of this process) focus on the temporal reality, but
constantly consider its coexistence with the physical reality. And it is
not an exaggeration to say that there is no individual and no
collective entity that does not think historically or is completely
unconscious historically. Both historical thinking and the pursuit of
historical consciousness are an integral part of human nature and
collective function. What varies among individuals and among
collective entities is the quality of historical thinking and historical



consciousness—to a degree which corresponds to the quality of
individual and collective thinking and consciousness in general. This
quality depends on various things. In individuals, it depends on
intellectual capacity, educational background, and life experience. In
collective entities, it depends on a number of variables, such as the
educational average of the community, the power that conservative
institutions (e.g. religions) enjoy over the members of the
community, or the level of political freedom and freedom of speech.

But what is historical thinking? As with historical consciousness,
historical thinking is a concept largely discussed but not clearly
defined. More often than not, scholars writing on historical thinking
do not define it as a concept at all—this applies even to publications
dedicated ad hoc to historical thinking. Most scholars working on
historical thinking approach it more as a technical than an
anthropological term. As such, they relate it to varying sets of
historiographical concepts, which are, in fact, tools we might use to
understand the past and relate it to the present. Some other
scholars follow Hans-Georg Gadamer, who stated that “to think
historically means, in fact, to perform the transposition that the
concepts of the past undergo when we try to think in them”.2 For
these scholars, historical thinking is related to understanding the
difference between the past and the present.3

One of the few scholars who tried to define historical thinking and
clarify it as a concept is Peter Seixas. In a book he published with
Tom Morton in 2013, historical thinking is defined as “the creative
process that historians go through to interpret the evidence of the
past and generate the stories of history”. The two Canadian history
educationists add that “it would be naive to expect to find one
universal structure of historical thinking that would apply to all
cultures for all time. The differences between oral and written
histories are only the most obvious of examples”.4



In the period from 2006 to 2014, Peter Seixas led the Canadian
Historical Thinking Project, which tried to systematize and theorize
the phenomenon of historical thinking, with the aim of improving the
quality of history education. It focused on six metahistorical
concepts, that is, concepts not related to empirical evidence but to
its detection, synthesis, and analysis. These concepts, according to
Peter Seixas, “function, rather, as problems, tensions, or difficulties
that demand comprehension, negotiation and, ultimately, an
accommodation that is never a complete solution”.5 The concepts
are presented under six rubrics (which, in the following paragraphs,
are followed by some of my own thoughts on the six elements of
historical thinking Seixas and Morton name)6:

1. Historical significance. As I mentioned earlier, it is not the whole
content of time that gets registered as history. What will be
registered and thus remembered and what will be neglected
and forgotten (which sometimes is considerably more
important) is always decided by a historical agent, that is, an
individual or a collective entity. So, searching for historical
consciousness, we should reflect on the following questions:
what do we choose as significant enough to get included in our
history? And according to which criteria?

2. Primary source evidence. Any historical inquiry should be based
on the consideration of sources. This element of historical
thinking is related not only to how we detect and critically use
historical sources but also to the contextualization of the
sources at disposition and the construction of optimal working
questions that might be the fundament for the study of sources.
Two things should be noted here. First, it is not possible to
“read” a historical source correctly without understanding the
context in which it was produced. Second, historical questions
about the past are always rooted in, and sometimes dictated by,
contemporary interests and concerns. So, which primary sources
do we choose to use in our inquiries about the past? How do we
use them? What kind of questions do we ask in order to get



historical evidence out of them? Do we cross-examine the
evidence they offer to evidence from other sources on the
subject?

3. Continuity and change. The study of what remained the same
over time and what was changed in various periods or between
periods has always been one of the main points of historical
focus and analysis. Traditionally, historians were interested in
detecting continuity or change, but in recent decades, the focus
has shifted towards the study of the co-existence of continuity
and change. Historical evolution being a multidimensional
process, there is neither pure continuity nor pure change in
history. Any event, phenomenon, or period a historian studies is
complex and compound. So, a historically conscious person
should be able to identify both “change in continuity” and
“continuity in change”.

4. Cause and consequence. The identification of causes has always
been one of the aims of historical inquiries. In the Historical
Thinking Project, historical thinking was related to causation,
which, in its turn, was related to human freedom and agency. In
this line of understanding historical thinking, contextualization of
decision-making is of crucial importance. Of equal importance is
the reflection on the role played by well-established structures
of various types (political, social, cultural, etc.) in individual and
collective decision-making. Furthermore, historical thinking
should include the consideration of irrational decision-making
and of unintended consequences of acts based on both rational
and irrational decisions.

5. Historical perspective-taking. Seixas defines this concept as “the
impossibly difficult question of how we can understand the
minds of peoples who lived in worlds so different from our
own”.7 The difficulty lies in finding the boundary between what
is humanly universal in time and what is related to specific
periods and places. Perspective-taking was related in the
Historical Thinking Project to all the other elements of historical
thinking, as employing a historical perspective is a prerequisite



for a thorough study of the past. More historians have enriched
the work on perspective-taking by reflecting on historical
empathy.

6. Ethical dimensions of history. This concept is related to (a)
judging actors and actions of the past, (b) dealing with past
crimes and injustices that are still “alive” in the present, and (c)
the “memorial obligation” that should be offered, in the present,
to historical figures whose actions were, or still are, beneficial
for the relevant collective entities. This way of thinking about
history is close to what Friedrich Nietzsche coined as “critical
use of history”.8 But a historical consciousness-seeking person
should be aware that judging or evaluating the past is not an
easy task. A challenge related to it is what might be called
“ethical anachronism” or “ethical presentism”, that is, the
projection of contemporary ethical standards to previous times,
which often makes contemporary judgements too strict and thus
historically unfair.

Another Canadian history educationist, Catherine Duquette,
presented in 2015 a thorough definition of historical thinking. She
defines it as “a series of specific cognitive operations needed to
carefully interpret the past”. Following several other scholars, she
states that historical thinking has two composite elements: historical
perspective and historical method. Duquette perceives historical
perspective as “the framework guiding the interpretation of past
events”. Historical method she defines as “a deductive approach that
requires students to question the past, propose a hypothesis, check
the available sources, and analyse sources with respect to their
reliability in order to offer a response to the initial question”. Finally,
she states that the combination of historical method and historical
perspective enables the interpretation of the past and the
development of its understanding.9



Another model of historical thinking is proposed by Matthew T.
Downey and Kelly A. Long in their book on how to teach historical
literacy.10 The model is based on concepts that are “the core of
historical thinking” and which the authors coin as “disciplinary”
concepts. Notice what the authors underline that these concepts are
“interrelated in complex ways”. They are the following:

1. Change and continuity: This set of concepts is related to
thinking on the difference of things in relation to an “afterward”
and a “before”, on the relationship between things being
changed and remaining the same, and on the impact of specific
events in the historical evolution.

2. Significance: The concept is related to thinking that some
changes had, or still have, a bigger and more enduring impact
than others. It is also related to reflecting on the significance of
an event as something related either to the event itself or to our
perception of it—is, or was, the event perceived as significant by
“everybody” or not? This means that the significance is not only
related to the past but also to the present, to how this effect
influences our lives and/or our thinking today.

3. Causation and agency: This set is related to explaining the
reasons why things change or resist change, as well as the role
individuals and groups play, or played, as agents of bringing
about change. As the authors stress, focusing on causes and
effects is of key importance in historical interpretation and
understanding. It is of equal importance to be able to think that
it is not only the “big” historical figures that bring about change,
but also less focused-on individuals and groups, for example,
various minority groups, women, or blue-collar workers.

4. Time and chronology: Historical thinking related to time and
chronology deals with the time when events happen, their
chronological sequence, and the duration of historical periods
and eras. Chronology is related to the relationship between
events and, as such, is related to causation. Periodization, with



its positive and challenging dimensions, is of central importance
in the construction of historical knowledge.

5. Perspective analysis: This concept is based on the idea that the
past is different from the present. This includes something
central in historical thinking, namely, the insight that people in
the past thought in a different way than we do. So, historical
thinking is also about trying to understand how people in the
past perceived the world around them and how they made the
decisions they made, in other words, understanding the
cognitive and emotive background of their historical agency.
This includes an understanding that people in the past thought
in different ways from each other. The authors claim that
perspective analysis “is where critical historical thinking begins”.

6. Accounts and evidence: This set of concepts is based on the
claim that history is not the past itself, but what we make out of
the past, based on our interpretation of what happened in the
past. Historians and historical thinkers create written or graphic
explanations based on sources and evidence from the past.
These explanations usually focus on what has changed and why.

All definitions and approaches presented so far are excellent, but
they limit historical thinking to the work done by historians.
Historical thinking is thus related to specific methods and specific
ways of dealing with the past. This is challenging in two ways: the
first is that historical thinking is something that all humans possess,
as historical creatures living in time, thinking in time, deciding in
time, and acting in time. The second is that historical thinking should
not be related only to the past. Historical thinking is often related to
the coinherence and interaction of present, past, and future,
especially in cases when any kind of temporal agency is demanded.
To make a decision and put it into action, you always think
historically, even when you sometimes do it unconsciously.

I would like to underline that historical thinking is not simply
thinking about the content of time but thinking about it in historical
and metahistorical terms. Historical thinking is analytical, critical, and
reflective. It is always based on empirical evidence, and at its most
simple level, it focuses on detecting evidence and on the reliability



and validity of this evidence. This is something done by everyone,
not only by historians or people educated in history. In its more
advanced forms, it synthesizes pieces of evidence and analyses them
by applying relevant theories and methods. This indeed demands a
background in history education.

Stéphane Lévesque claimed that there are two different types of
historical knowledge: the so-called “substantive”, which is related to
events, people, dates, periods, and other specific historical
information, and the so-called “procedural”, that is, knowledge
related to history as a discipline and the ways in which we study the
past. He also claimed that historical thinking is “far more
sophisticated and demanding than mastering substantive (content)
knowledge”, adding that

sophisticated historical thinkers are not those who have
successfully moved away from content acquisition to the
mastery of procedural knowledge but those who have made
significant progress in understanding both the substance of
the past and the ideas (procedures and concepts) necessary
to make sense of it.11

This means that sophisticated historical thinkers do not think only on
the basis of “what” but also on the basis of “how” and “why”.

I believe that historians, history educationists, history teachers,
and everyone who is interested in getting their historical knowledge
and historical consciousness improved need a better understanding
of historical thinking and its various forms and functions. In the
following section, I am opening the discussion by proposing various
types of historical thinking. This is a presentation of preliminary
thoughts, and I am including them in the book as an invitation to
further thinking and research on a typology of historical thinking.

Types of historical thinking



Historical thinking includes various cognitive activities unfolding in
any given present. Some of them are related to the past, some to
the future, and some to the continuum past–present–future. Some
of them are related to memory, and some to other faculties of the
brain and the mind. And some are related to us humans as history-
made and history-making students of history. So, historical thinking
is always related to our “Knowledge/Memory” apparatus, and it
functions on the basis of our “Know/Remember” procedures. In
other words, historical thinking is a cognitive process that puts
together elements of memory and knowledge in order to make
sense out of them. Let it be noted that our historical thinking and its
quality are independent of whether the elements on which it is
based on are true, false, or fake. In terms of historical
consciousness, and on the basis of the understanding of historical
consciousness as temporal consciousness (coinherence and interplay
of interpretation of the past, perception of the present and
anticipation of the future), it is easy to understand that historical
thinking combines memory (individual and/or collective), interpreting
the past, perceiving the present, and thinking about the future.

This is not the place to discuss the relationship between history
and memory and the role of memory in historical knowledge—others
have already done a great job on that.12 What I would like to
underline, in relation to memory as a constructive element of
historical knowledge and historical consciousness, is that memory
plays a leading role in our decision-making, and it is the fundament
on which future thinking is based. To quote neuroscientist and
memory expert Charan Ranganath, “memory is much, much more
than an archive of the past; it is the prism through which we see
ourselves, others, and the world. It’s the connective tissue
underlying what we say, think, and do”.13 This is why memory will be
mentioned several times in the following preliminary typology of
historical thinking.

In the following pages, I am presenting 11 types of historical
thinking, divided into three categories. The first category is related
to the content of our historical thinking, and it includes episodic



thinking, semantic thinking, counterfactual thinking, and imaginative
thinking. The second category is related to the operation of historical
thinking, and it includes synthetic thinking, analytical thinking,
critical thinking, temporal thinking, and scenario thinking. Finally, the
third category is epistemological and includes procedural thinking
and self-reflective thinking.

Let me make something clear from the beginning: My typology
does not include any element of evaluation between the types, or
any hierarchy of the types. There is not, in my mind, any sequence
in which they appear when we think historically. I claim that in any
process of historical thinking, several of these types coexist and
interplay. My aim by presenting the typology is to create a
framework that might support a reflection on the ways in which we
think historically. Such a reflection will improve our historical
consciousness. As a preliminary effort, the typology is, of course,
open to additions and corrections. What is important, I think, is to
open the discussion on the types of historical thinking.

Content-related types

This section focuses on the content of historical thinking and
presents four types, namely, episodic thinking, semantic thinking,
counterfactual thinking, and imaginative thinking. Let me start with
the first two, which are based on memory studies. I call them
episodic and semantic thinking, and I am inspired by studies related
to episodic and semantic memory. As an introduction to the types, I
would like to briefly present episodic and collective memory. Episodic
memory is the kind of remembering that allows us to recall, and
sometimes reexperience, specific events from the past. Semantic
memory, on the other hand, is related to our encyclopaedic
knowledge, in other words, to recalling things we know about the
world in general. It stores facts, ideas, the meaning of concepts, and
pieces of general knowledge on the world and humankind. For
example, recalling your own wedding (or any specific wedding) is



episodic, while recalling anything you know about weddings as
rituals and social events, or your personal ideas about weddings and
getting married, is semantic. So, episodic memory is your own
individual recollection of events you experienced, while semantic
memory is collective, general knowledge about the world that is
shared by the members of a given culture. These two types of
memory are highly and intensively interactive at almost every
moment in life. Dealing with the past demands that you activate
both.14 The same I would like to claim about episodic and semantic
thinking. But first, let us see what semantic and episodic thinking is.

Episodic thinking is in neurobiology and psychology related to
future thinking, so it is widely known as “episodic future thinking”
(EFT).15 In historical terms, there is no reason for relating it just to
the future. So, I am approaching episodic historical thinking as a
cognitive process of recalling actual events from the past or
constructing imagined events that supposedly happened in the past
or might happen in the future. Studies in cognitive psychology have
shown that imagining the future is clearly related to recalling the
past or thinking about it.16 Recalling events from the past is, of
course, related to episodic memory. You think in episodic historical
ways when you focus on specific events of the past and you try to
connect them to specific anticipated events in the future. For
example, your memories of your last visit to a specific place will be
of decisive importance in planning your next visit to the same place
(or in your decision to never visit it again). The contribution of
historical episodic thinking to historical consciousness is that it
relates factual knowledge and the process of remembering to a
better understanding of historical evolution and, on the basis of this
understanding, to a better orientation in life.

Semantic thinking is related to semantic memory and often to
creativity.17 Semantic historical thinking is understood here as a
cognitive process, in which we apply semantic knowledge, that is,
general knowledge about the world, the human, and historical
evolution, in order to make sense of our life in the continuum past–
present–future. For example, to better understand the history of this



or that country, you must be able to recall pieces of general
knowledge, related, for example, to political systems, social
structure, economic activity, religion, or culture. This general
knowledge will help you better understand and categorize elements
of factual and conceptual knowledge related to specific events and
people in the history of this country. To make sense, semantic
historical thinking must be combined with historical episodic
thinking, which provides illustrative examples and meaning-making
arguments. For example, to make sense of a military coup, you need
to employ whatever you know about the specific coup and other
coups (episodic memory and thinking) and what you know about
military coups in general (semantic memory and thinking). This way,
you can better understand how and why this coup happened, and
you can anticipate possible historical futures (e.g. semantic
knowledge might help you understand that it is not very probable
that a military coup will lead to a democratic regime). The
contribution of semantic historical thinking to historical
consciousness is that it relates factual and conceptual knowledge to
the processes of understanding and analysing the world and
historical evolution.

Counterfactual historical thinking means imagining alternative
versions of historical evolution based on the outcomes of events that
could have happened but did not occur. Counterfactuals are usually
thought experiments and heuristic tools, initiating the discussion of
hypothetical alternative historical trajectories to explore the
significance of specific historical actors and factors, such as specific
political leaders, specific policies, or political movements. They are
much more common than we believe, especially those that might be
evaluated as implicit counterfactuals. Such counterfactuals we all
use, silently, in causal explanations, that is, when we try to explain
the causes of historical events or the importance of historical actors
and factors. When we, for example, say that event A led to event B
(the assassination of Arch-duke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary
led to World War 1), we imply that without event A, event B would
not have happened (in fact, it could have happened for many other



reasons).18 Counterfactual thinking is not only applied at the macro
level (what if Hitler had died in World War 1?) but also at the micro
level. In your own microcosm, for example, you might make
decisions (e.g. to quit your job and pursue a long-held dream) based
on alternative what-if scenarios in which following that dream would
have made you more creative, happy, or wealthy. Note that
counterfactual scenarios can be useful only if they are based on solid
and worthy factual evidence and only if they depart minimally from
actuality (this is the so-called “minimal-rewrite” rule). Counterfactual
historical thinking is related to factual knowledge, and its
contribution to historical consciousness is that they help us better
understand historical events and processes and their significance in
historical evolution, thereby improving this way our understanding of
historical causation. At the micro level, it helps us reflect on
ourselves as history-made—what if the history that forms us had
been different?

Imaginative historical thinking is related to what I presented
earlier in the book as imagined history. As we have seen, because of
our need to make and use fulfilled narratives about the past, we
often fill in some of the gaps that bother us with historical elements
that sound logical but cannot be verified by the sources we have at
disposition. In addition, myths of any kind are by their nature
products of imaginative thinking. We also have seen that a form of
imagined history is the so-called retrodictions. Finally,
counterfactuals are also a sort of imaginative thinking. So, dealing
with history, we use our imagination in several ways. The process is
simple: we use the evidence we have to create a historical narrative,
but this narrative almost always includes some of our own
inferences, which might be logical and fitting to the narrative. On the
basis of the evidence, we might also make our own hypotheses or
theses, which become parts of the narrative.19 All this is about the
past. But, as I have stated a number of times in this book, dealing
with history includes not only our interpretations of the past, but
also our anticipations of the future, which cannot be anything but
imaginary. Imaginative historical thinking helps us to compose



historical narratives in which any gaps in our knowledge or memory
with elements that are logically acceptable and thus satisfy our need
to complete and sense-making narratives. I wrote earlier that any
time we speak about the wills of a given historical actor, we employ
imaginative thinking. We do the same in our personal lives, when we
include in our explanations of a given event our own perceptions
about the thoughts and aims of other people, which led them to
make specific decisions and perform specific actions. In terms of
historical consciousness, identifying imaginary narrative elements is
of crucial importance in our orientation as to whether these
narratives might depart from historical truth, in ways that sometimes
distort it considerably.

Operation-related types

The main criteria used for categorizing these types are related to
how historical thinking helps us to improve our historical knowledge
and get from historical knowledge to historical consciousness. This
category is related to the operation of historical thinking and
includes five thinking types, namely, synthetic, analytical, critical,
temporal, and scenario thinking. All these thinking types are related
to both factual and conceptual historical knowledge. They all
contribute to our historical consciousness by improving the quality of
historical knowledge that becomes the fundament of being conscious
of how history shapes us and the worlds in which we live, and of
how history has been shaped by us and others.

Synthetic historical thinking is a cognitive process of combining
historical data and concepts to form a coherent historical narrative, a
historical argument, or a complex historical piece of evidence. To
illustrate the point, you might think of putting together data
originating from different and unrelated sources or sets of sources.
We do that as historians, for example, when we compare differing
narratives on the same event, but we also do it in our everyday
lives, when, for instance, we, as members of a jury, have to make a



decision on whether the accused is guilty or not. The aim of
synthetic thinking is to identify, analyse, and communicate relations
and connections between actors, factors, events, and/or processes.
It should be noted that while thinking of history in synthetic terms,
we often prioritize information that is consistent with our pre-
existing beliefs and stereotypes (this is one of the reasons why we
are susceptible to fake news).20

Analytical thinking is defined by Ayman Amer as “the ability to
differentiate between existing facts and opinions by analyzing their
strengths and weaknesses, to analyze data, and to develop thinking
capacity and use information effectively by reasoning”.21 Analytical
historical thinking can be approached as the opposite of synthetic
historical thinking. While the latter combines data and concepts,
analytical historical thinking is a cognitive process that breaks down
wholes (e.g. a corpus of evidence, a set of complex data, a concept,
a narrative, etc.) into their composite parts, to make sense of the
evidence. It includes, among other things, gathering relevant
historical data, identifying the main issues included in the data,
comparing data from different sources, reflecting on the relevant
concepts, identifying causes and effects, and drawing relevant
conclusions from the analysis of the data. As all types of historical
thinking, it is significant at both the macro level and micro level.
Analytical thinking is, in general, approached as an element of
critical thinking.

Critical thinking has been defined by Michael Scriven and Richard
Paul as “the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skilfully
conceptualizing, applying, analysing, synthesizing, and/or evaluating
information gathered from, or generated by, observation,
experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to
belief and action”.22 This is a definition that can also be used for
critical historical thinking, in our case, related to historical
information, that is, historical data, sources, concepts, and issues.
Earlier in the book, we saw that critical historical thinking has been
indirectly discussed by historians and others, such as Friedrich
Nietzsche and Jörn Rüsen.23 The approaches of both Nietzsche and



Rüsen are only partly related to critical historical thinking as defined
here, given that they are mainly related to the ethical evaluation of
the past—which is indeed a considerable element of critical thinking.
Here, critical historical thinking includes more cognitive activities, all
co-working to give historical knowledge meaning and thus lead us to
historical consciousness. Critical thinking is needed at all phases of
the construction of historical knowledge, from the choice and
examination of our sources, to analysing and evaluating the
evidence, to reading critically the literature we consider, to rethinking
the meaning of empirical and abstract concepts in our readings and
in our own narratives, to identifying imagined history, to thinking
about the significance of the past and the future in shaping the
present, and in several other ways. I would claim that critical
thinking is fundamental for the quality of our historical knowledge,
and thus, it is of utmost importance for the development and quality
of our historical consciousness. In Chapter 11, I will present three
different quality types of historical knowledge, namely, innate,
reflective, and scholarly. Please note that critical thinking is one of
the main elements which make the difference between innate and
reflective. Keep also in mind that critical thinking is central in both
epistemological types of historical thinking that are presented in the
following section.

Temporal historical thinking is related to everything presented in
Chapter 6 on the various categories, dimensions, and layers of time,
as well as how past and future interplay in any given present. Thus,
it is not related to thinking about physical time per se, but to
thinking about the world and our lives in terms of biological, cultural,
and historical time. In other words, temporal historical thinking
might be defined as a cognitive process related to the historical
dimensions of time and in considering events, processes,
phenomena, humankind, and the world in relation to these
dimensions and their coinherence and interplay. Temporal historical
thinking is related to all other types of historical thinking and every
element of factual historical knowledge. In terms of historical
knowledge, it is related not only to chronology and periodization but
also to analytical approaches, such as any kind of contextualization,



the detection of continuity and change, and the identification of
causes and effects. The contribution of temporal thinking to
historical consciousness is of crucial importance, because without it
we cannot analyse historical information properly, and we cannot
reflect on how present, past, and future coinhere and interplay in
our understanding of the world and our historical place and role in it.

Scenario thinking is a concept usually related to business strategy.
There, it is defined as “a cognitive process concerned with imagining
how the future might unfold in multiple ways through the analysis
and judgement of the effects of the actions and reactions of shaping
forces”.24 As a type of historical thinking, scenario thinking is related
to what Bernard Eric Jensen calls “scenario competence”, that is, the
ability to establish, enact, and evaluate socio-cultural scenarios.25 It
is also related to the ways in which we create plotlines that function
as templates for our historical narratives. Eviatar Zerubavel, for
example, has discussed scenarios of progress and decline, “circles
and rhymes” as historical scenarios, or legato and staccato
scenarios.26 And, of course, our future thinking, that is, our
anticipation of “historical futures”, is also based on scenario thinking.
Scenario thinking is thus related to episodic future thinking,
counterfactual thinking, and imaginative thinking. At the same time,
when its function is to create evidence-based scenarios of historical
evolution in the past, it is related to factual historical knowledge. To
function well, it should be based on solid procedural knowledge of
how history functions as a discipline.

Epistemological types

The third category is based on epistemological criteria, related to the
processes of doing history and to our reflections on ourselves as
history-made, history-making, and producers and students of
historical narratives. It includes two types, namely, procedural
thinking and self-reflective thinking.



Procedural historical thinking is related to procedural knowledge,
as it was presented in the previous chapter. It is a cognitive process
aiming at solving domain-related tasks, in other words, a process
related to how history functions as a discipline. This might include
thinking about the skills necessary for conducting academic or
amateur historical research, the techniques and methods of historical
research, the technologies that might support historical research, the
configuration of historical knowledge, the composition of historical
narratives, and the ethical aspects of dealing with history. Notice
that all the elements of the previous sentence apply not only to
academic historians, but to anyone of us dealing with history and
using it in our everyday lives. Procedural historical thinking improves
our historical consciousness in terms of the historicity of historical
narratives and the composition of historical knowledge.

Self-reflective historical thinking is related to metacognitive
knowledge. It includes reflecting on ourselves as history-made and
history-making, as well as on ourselves as producers and students of
historical narratives. As mentioned in the previous chapter, this type
of thinking is related to being conscious of our strong and weak
cognition and learning sides, as well as being conscious of our
motivation for dealing with history. It is also related to being
conscious of our “known unknowns” and “unknown unknowns”.
Finally, it is related to being able to reflect on how we are shaped by
history and how we make history with our thoughts, acts, and
historical narratives. Self-reflective historical thinking enhances our
historical consciousness by helping us reflect on our strong and
weak sides in our effort to reach historical knowledge and historical
consciousness.

From awareness to consciousness, via thinking

This section is dedicated to the relationship between historical
thinking and historical consciousness. To make the discussion easier,
I am visualizing the process leading from historical awareness to



historical consciousness through historical thinking and historical
knowledge in the diagram illustrated in Figure 10.1.

Figure 10.1 The process leading from historical awareness to historical
consciousness. ⏎

The process leading to historical consciousness starts with an
innate awareness of historicity, temporal agency (that we and
others, even non-human elements, form events and life, and how
history unfolds), and that past, present, and future are somehow
connected and interinfluence each other. This awareness is related
to our need for survival, and it exists, in a basic form, even among
animals—the dogs in the experiment of Pavlov, salivating at the sight
and the sound of the footsteps of the assistants bringing them food,
connected their past experience of being fed, to the sight or sound
of the present and their anticipation of getting food soon, while at
the same time could recognize the agency of the assistants who
were responsible of keeping them fed.

This innate historical awareness is part of a mechanism aiming at
our survival through temporal and spatial orientation, in order for an
individual or a group to be able to deal with whatever the subject of
the awareness is. I would like to underline that it is never abstract;
historical awareness is always an awareness of something concrete,



usually of our basic needs, potential threats and opportunities, as
well as our hopes and fears, and our expectations. In some cases, it
can also be the awareness of our ignorance, or limited knowledge, of
the natural and human worlds in which we live.

Our first step towards orientation is to consider the historical
knowledge we all have (sometimes historical knowledge of the
simplest level and content, for example, on the natural environment
in which an individual or a group lives). This knowledge is the
product of our perception of the present, our experience and
interpretation of the past (through its remnants in the physical world
and/or in our memory), and the consideration of communicated
evidence on the past (textual and non-textual narratives). In
addition to remnants of the past and our own memories, our basic
historical knowledge might come from the collective memory of
various groups we belong to (anything from the family to the nation
and beyond), which means from history communicated through
various channels (school, books, documentaries, edutainment etc.).
Sometimes, both memories and communicated history might be
imagined, due to dysfunctions of our brain, unintended mistakes in
the process of composing a historical narrative, or intended
distortion of historical facts.

The consideration of what we know creates a new awareness,
related to what we do not know. This new awareness creates the
need for the accumulation of (more) empirical evidence on the
subject (which sometimes intensifies the need for orientation). This
need is covered differently by people who are trained in gathering
historical evidence and people who are not. The latter search for any
source that offer more data (media, social media, books, etc.)
without thinking critically on the quality of the content and the
purpose served by these sources. The trained ones conduct research
on the basis of critically approached and used sources.

Ideally, the accumulation of new evidence is not enough in itself.
The new evidence is convenient only if processed through historical
thinking. This includes contextualizing the evidence, setting it into
physical (natural and/or biological) and temporal (social and/or
cultural) perspectives. It also includes evaluating the significance of



the evidence, focusing on how things unfold in time, or identifying
the causality of specific events. It is also important to think
historically by trying to take a historical perspective, in other words,
by trying to understand how and why people in the past thought
decided and acted the way they did (what is usually called historical
empathy).

Notice the double arrow between the need for more evidence and
historical thinking. Thinking historically on the evidence we have
might create an extra need for accumulation of more evidence, so
that our historical thinking will have a more solid basis. This means
that we might need to get a few “rounds” of accumulating more
evidence and reflecting on it. This double arrow between the two
circles illustrates what gathering historical knowledge is about:
collection of evidence and thoughtful reflection on it.

The processing of evidence on the basis of historical thinking leads
to historical consciousness, which mainly has one or more of the
following forms: consciousness of the historicity of the being and the
historicity of the world, histotemporal consciousness, and
consciousness of how historical knowledge is generated and of the
various ways in which historical narratives are constructed and used.
Our historical consciousness is related to both space and time. In
fact, it is related to both physical space and socio-cultural space, and
how they both influence the evolution of history and us, as
individuals and communities. When it comes to its temporal
dimension, historical consciousness is not only related to the
coinherence of present, past, and future but also to the “dialogue”
between them and how our perception and interpretation of each
one of them influences our perception and interpretation of the
other two.

Notice now the second double arrow, between historical thinking
and historical consciousness. As any kind of consciousness, historical
consciousness needs constant maintenance. This might be done
through historical rethinking and historical reflection, on the basis of
new elements of historical knowledge, which appear as a result of
our more and more conscious historical thinking. This means that
historical thinking and historical consciousness increase and improve



each other. Historical thinking results in historical consciousness,
which results in historical thinking of higher quality, which results in
historical consciousness of higher quality, and so forth.

The historically conscious historical knowledge is formed in textual
and non-textual narratives that serve orientation and sometimes
disorientation. These narratives do not only present “what”
happened, happens, or is expected to happen, but they also analyse
the “hows” and “whys” related to “what”. Whether these narratives
serve orientation or disorientation is related to their content and/or
their use. Content abuse of history means that individuals and
groups might create historical narratives that are one-sided or false,
or even fake. History might also be abused when we use historical
narratives, even correct ones, aiming to harm other people or to
serve our own purposes, at the expense of others.

As historical consciousness enriches historical knowledge, new
subjects and areas of awareness are created and our need for
orientation gets more advanced and elaborated. As a result, the
circle starts again, creating in fact a spiral process of historical
awareness leading to historical consciousness through historical
knowledge and historical thinking. What is important to remember is
that awareness, orientation, and thinking get more and more
conscious in every round, which means that in every round, our
historical consciousness gets more and more reflective and
orientation in life better and better. (To avoid misunderstandings, I
need to say that better orientation in life does not necessarily mean
that your life itself gets better; the quality of your life is not only a
result of your orientation, and perhaps you are not ready to deal
with your better orientation, which might cause anxiety and other
challenging situations.) Please notice that conscious historical
thinking and conscious historical knowledge are not only related to
the past (as the innate awareness and historical knowledge are), but
they are also related to the whole content of time (i.e. the
continuum present–past–future) and to the relation of individuals
and groups with it, as history-made and history-making units.

According to my operational definition, historical consciousness is
a dynamic horizon-like state of mind related to the historical



dimensions of our individual and collective selves, of the world, of
time, of the narratives we make about the content of time, and of
the ways in which we develop historical knowledge, we think
historically, and we use history in life. The horizon metaphor can be
explained by taking into consideration the process presented above
and visualized in Figure 10.1. Both the presentation and the
visualization are oversimplifications of a process that is in reality
more complex in its temporal structure. The accumulation of
historical knowledge, historical thinking, and historical
consciousness, the formation of historical narratives, and the use of
these narratives interact essentially and ceaselessly, and their
interactions constantly create new horizons, which we take into
consideration to orient ourselves. The quality and the depth level of
the process that leads from historical awareness to historical
consciousness and its use dictate whether the horizon is two-
dimensional and black/white, or multidimensional and multicolour.



Notes

1. Buonomano (2017: 198) (Kindle); see also, among others, Klein, Robertson & Delton
(2010); Zheng, Luo & Yu (2014); MacLeod, Schacter & Welker (2016). ⏎

2. Gadamer (1989: 398). ⏎
3. This is, for example, what Collingwood (1961/1946b) and Wineburg (2001) do. ⏎
4. Seixas & Morton (2013: 2). ⏎
5. Seixas (2017: 597). ⏎
6. On these six dimensions/areas of historical thinking, see Seixas & Morton (2013);

Seixas (2017); and http://historicalthinking.ca/. ⏎
7. Seixas (2017: 601). ⏎
8. Nietzsche (1997: 75–77). ⏎
9. Duquette (2015: 52). ⏎

10. Downey & Long (2016: Chapter 2). ⏎
11. Lévesque (2008: 27 and 31). ⏎
12. See, for example, Ricoeur (2006); Nora (1989); Assmann (2011); Erll, Nünning &

Young (2008); Landsberg (2004); Lorenz (2014); Dessingue & Winter (2016); Barash
(2016); Dessingué (2011); Zerubavel (2004); see also various publications in the
journal History and Memory. ⏎

13. Ranganath (2024: 6). ⏎
14. On episodic and semantic memory and their relation to what in neuroscience is called

“mental time travel” (i.e. the human ability of travelling to the past and the future in
our minds), see Renoult et al. (2019); Ranganath (2024); Michaelian (2016); Morris
et al. (2005); Suddendorf & Corballis (1997). ⏎

15. On episodic future thinking, see Schacter, Benoit & Szpunar (2017). ⏎
16. See Zheng, Luo & Yu (2014); Staley (2006). ⏎
17. On semantic thinking and creativity, see Beaty et al. (2023). ⏎
18. On counterfactual thinking, see Rellihan (2025); Staley (2021: 117–133); Waldenegg

(2011); Schacter et al. (2015); De Brigard & Parikh (2019); Evans (2013); Tetlock &
Parker (2006); Wenzlhuemer (2009). Counterfactual history is also called “virtual
history” and “what-if history”; see, for example, Fergusson (1997) and Cowley
(2001). ⏎

19. On historical imagination, see Staley (2021). ⏎
20. Ranganath (2024: 187). ⏎
21. Quoted from Demir (2022: 191), who refers to Amer (2005). ⏎
22. Scriven & Paul (1987), quoted from Demir (2022: 190). ⏎
23. Nietzsche’s critical use of history focuses on injustices of the past and their correction

in the present or at least on their use as a compass pointing to the right direction

http://historicalthinking.ca/


leading to the needed changes. In this sense, the term critical is related to orientation
in life (and thus historical consciousness) through the evaluation of the past. Rüsen
speaks about critical historical consciousness, which is based on challenging
established traditions and exempla and aims at deconstructing problematic present
and historical value systems by revealing their immoral origins or consequences. ⏎

24. MacKay & McKiernan (2018: 39). ⏎
25. Jensen (1996: 7–8). ⏎
26. See Zerubavel (2004). ⏎



11 Innate, reflective, and scholarly
historical consciousness

DOI: 10.4324/9781003767657-11

R. G. Collingwood famously claimed that history is the only way in
which we can know ourselves.1 To do so, we need to be historically
conscious, on the basis of historical knowledge founded on historical
thinking. But we should be aware of the fact that even our historical
knowledge, our historical thinking and our historical consciousness
are history-made. Our historical thinking is based on a historically
created cognitive background, which influences considerably our
perceptions and evaluations. As Peter Seixas writes, “there is no
stepping outside of history in order to do history”.2 The same applies
to storytelling. The ways in which we study history, we think about
history, we use history, we communicate history, or we reflect on
history are the result of social and cognitive structures that are
formed over time—some of them are indeed very old, or even so old
that are outdated.

Historical consciousness has various results. The result of cognitive
(empirical) historical consciousness is an insight into the content of
time and its evolution, the historicity of the being (at individual,
collective, and human-kind levels), and the historicity of the world.
This includes an insight into the human being as history-made and
history-making, in the sense of the human being as content of time
and as creating content of time. The result of metacognitive
(theoretical) and epistemological historical consciousness is an
insight into historical narratives and their creation and use, in other
words, into the human being as history-making in terms of the
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construction of narratives about the content of time. These insights
contribute to our better orientation in the physical and temporal
realities we live in. These realities constitute what we usually
understand as “the world”.

A challenging question is whether historical consciousness is
something innate or something acquired and thus teachable. I am
claiming it is both. All humans are historical creatures, living in time
and thinking about the content of time constantly. This is such a
central part of our lives, that when it is related to experiencing our
lives from day to day, we do it unconsciously or subconsciously. To
survive, we have an innate mechanism that orients us in the natural
and human worlds we live in. But with the passage of time, historical
and human evolution have become more complex and more
advanced, something reflected in our relationship and interaction
with the various worlds we live in. This has naturally resulted in (a
need for) a more advanced historical consciousness. Our innate one
is no longer enough, and this is why it is needed to get introduced to
historical consciousness in school, or through other channels of
social learning. Thus, in modern times, we can speak about three
types of historical knowledge, which might be coined as innate,
reflective, and scholarly.

Innate historical consciousness is basic and fundamental and
related to our practical life. All humans have historical consciousness,
at least at a basic level. We all, for example, take into consideration
the past and the future, when we are about to make important
decisions. When you must decide about your professional life, you
will always take into consideration what you like, what you are good
at, what kind of experiences you have had so far, and what you
know about a company or institution you are interested in working
in. This is the past. And you will always take into consideration your
dreams, hopes, and fears about the future, how you imagine
yourself in five or ten years from the present, and even what kind of
guarantees you might have for a good retirement. This is what you
do in other occasions as well, for example, when you vote, or you
choose what to study. And you might imagine many other cases, in
which this fundamental historical consciousness influences or



dictates your decisions. At the same time, we all understand that we
are history-made and we evaluate the others as history-made, every
time we identify ourselves (then we select carefully which parts of
our past and of our future thoughts we will present) and when we
evaluate people on the basis of their past. We evaluate by saying
that someone “is” something, in the present, but when we must
argue on that, we almost always refer to this someone’s past.
Furthermore, we all use historical narratives to achieve something,
and we all perceive historical narratives as tools employed to inform,
misinform, or disinform us. This is what I identify as innate historical
consciousness, which I am tempted to approach as informed
historical awareness.

Reflective historical consciousness is different from the innate one
only in relation to their quality and depth. Reflective historical
consciousness is more advanced. I would claim that its main
difference from the innate is that it is not impulsive and, in fact, is
based on a kind of historical thinking that is not the aftermath of
special training but the result of life experience and human intellect.

Scholarly historical consciousness is learned, the result of relevant
education. It is based on a different type of historical thinking,
related to History as a discipline. It is usually based on the
implementation of disciplinary concepts like the ones presented in
the introduction and Chapter 9, and on the use of theory and
method to detect, choose, and approach the relevant source, use
them in a critical way, analyse the relevant evidence, and produce
clear, verifiable and trustworthy historical narratives. It is logical to
think that the method mentioned here is what we might call
historical method, but this is not the whole truth; since History is a
multitheoretical and multimethodical discipline, almost any kind of
theory and any kind of method might serve historical knowledge and
historical thinking, and thus historical consciousness.

I wrote before that our historical knowledge, our historical thinking
and our historical consciousness are history-made. Now I can
elaborate by saying that our innate historical consciousness is
history-made basically in biological terms, while our reflective and
scholarly historical consciousness are history-made not only in



biological but also, and mainly, in sociocultural terms, given that
both our reflections and our learning are always related to our
biological, social, cultural and of course educational background. In
addition, as Gadamer noted, “historical consciousness is itself
situated in the web of historical effects”.3 This means that the
political, economic, or cultural context in which we live influences
our historical consciousness considerably.

Closing this chapter, I would like to repeat that what has been
presented in the previous pages is not a final or exclusive answer to
the perplexing question on the ontology of historical consciousness.
It is just a clarification of how the phenomenon is perceived and
approached in this book.

Notes

1. Collingwood (2005: 180). ⏎
2. Seixas (2017: 598). ⏎
3. Gadamer (1989: 300). ⏎
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Reflecting on historical consciousness is a matter of practical rather
than theoretical significance, a matter related to our orientation in
everyday life and our everyday interaction with the material and
immaterial worlds we live in, even with our own selves. We and the
worlds we live in are history-made, and being conscious of what this
means in cognitive terms (related to biological, social, and cultural
evolution) and metacognitive terms (related to how we approach
and narrate biological, social, and cultural evolution) is of crucial
importance for the life quality we will enjoy, individually and
collectively. Sometimes, it is also important in relation to our very
survival and/or the survival of other species. Think, for example, of
the climate crisis and how different things would be, if we (we all,
not only the politicians) were more historically conscious on what the
Anthropocene means and on why we even had to invent such a
term.

We understand ourselves and everything around us by using
models, that is, simplified and sometimes abstract representations of
complex systems, processes, phenomena, and even physical objects
(think of a model of the human body). Models help us perceive,
understand, analyse, and communicate knowledge related to all of
these. Our perception of the world is in fact based on the
construction of specific, sometimes collective and sometimes
individual, models of the world, in which we place everything our
senses perceive, and our mind creates: nature, other humans,
ourselves, and material and immaterial technologies. We create
models of ideal agricultural productions in relation to what natural
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and weather conditions allow or dictate in specific places, models of
how small and large societies function, models of political and
economic systems, models of ideal families, models of ideal diets
related to specific body types and social modes of life (which are
also models), and models of how production and consumption
interinfluence each other. Then we reflect on these models on the
basis of intellectual models—think, for example, of any philosophical,
social, cultural, or political theory, or of any simulation or other
technology-based model that helps us understand the world. Often,
we combine various models in our efforts, and sometimes we enrich
them with elements of our own thinking, which again become
elements of thinking models that are partly collective and partly
individual.1 Being historically conscious includes being conscious of
the historicity of the models and whatever you put into them (this is
a part of what I previously called cognitive consciousness), as well
as of the historicity of yourself as the perceiving and evaluating
agent (metacognitive and epistemological consciousness). In other
words, it means being conscious of the fact that whatever you
include in the models is history-made, something that also applies to
yourself and the models you make or use.

Throughout the book, I have approached historical consciousness
as the consciousness of our relation to the historical dimensions of
our individual and collective selves, of the world, of time, of the
narratives we make about the content of time, and of what we know
about history and how we narrate and use it. In Chapter 3, I talked
about the seven cornerstones of historical consciousness: historicity
of the world, historicity of the being, historicity of time, historicity of
historical narratives, history use, historical knowledge, and historical
thinking. I also referred to the cognitive, metacognitive, and
epistemological dimensions of historical consciousness. Closing the
book, I will claim that at a very general level, being historically
conscious means having an insight of the historicity of every side
and dimension of biological, social, and cultural evolution, as well as
of the historicity of all knowledge and its transmission within and
between communities and generations. I will make the claim



stronger, by saying that the historicity of all knowledge is axiomatic
and absolute: all knowledge (not only historical knowledge, but
knowledge in general) is history-made and historical, that is, related
to the timespace(s) in which it is, or was, produced and adopted.

The fundament of historical consciousness is the awareness that
the reality we live in is (and all the various “worlds” that constitute
this reality are) history-made. Everything exists in time, everything is
historical, and thus the only way of understanding life is by thinking
historically, by thinking in terms of historical evolution and by
thinking of the reality we live in as the result of this evolution.

Our historical consciousness is both innate or acquired, which also
means that it can be improved through learning. As creatures living
in time and thinking in time, we have an innate survival mechanism
that orients us in the natural and human worlds we live in. Historical
and human evolution, which makes the world, and thus our lives,
more complex and more advanced, created the need for a more
advanced, reflective, historical consciousness. And much later, in
modern times, History as a discipline created a scholarly form of
historical consciousness.

As mentioned in various parts of the book, there is cognitive and
meta-cognitive historical consciousness. It is impossible to identify
when humans started having a (sort of) historical consciousness. But
what we can claim with certainty is that for thousands of years
historical consciousness was simply cognitive. Humans oriented
themselves in time in terms of repeatable events and phenomena,
which were beneficial or which they needed to protect themselves
from. Reflective and scholarly cognitive historical consciousness
came into the picture much later (again, it is difficult to spot in which
period and where in the world), when the advancement of education
and philosophy created the background for reflecting on matters that
exceeded the limits of survival and interaction with nature.
Metacognitive historical consciousness is a very recent phenomenon,
based on the evolution of history as a scientific field that was
supposed to explain the present by studying the past and the future,
and on the cooperation of historians with scholars from other fields,



mainly philosophy and sociology. And epistemological historical
consciousness is even more recent.

Historical consciousness is directly related not only to the temporal
reality we live in but also to the physical one, both being history-
made. To understand both these realities in a way that might lead to
historical consciousness, we must approach them by implementing
historical thinking. Simple logic is not enough, as the realities (i.e.
the worlds we live in) are the complex result of a multifaceted and
multidimensional historical evolution. So, historical consciousness
can only be reached, and then improved, by historical thinking—
while, at the same time, historical consciousness makes historical
thinking, and thus the understanding of the worlds and realities,
more sophisticated and productive.

Indeed, including historical consciousness as a subject in school
teaching and university study programmes is a policy that will
undoubtedly make a change, not only in history teaching and
education in general but also in terms of identification and self-
identification, reflection on ourselves and all the “others” around us
(in biological, social, and cultural terms), social performance, and the
function of democracy. But what is of vital importance is that in
teaching and learning of historical consciousness will be based on
the ontological approach to this central historical concept and
phenomenon. Historical consciousness should always be approached
in ontological terms, not only when it comes to its meaning and
content but also in relation to its function, and its importance in our
lives and identity.

I feel the need to close with an exhortation: we as historians
should fight for historical consciousness to be learned at all levels of
education and be included in every university study programme, and
as an introduction to the historicity of every academic discipline.
How is it possible that a future servant of any scientific field will
serve is optimally without being conscious of the historicity of the
discipline and of herself as a history-made and history-making
human? How is it possible that somebody will be a good citizen and
a good fellow human without being able to reflect on her own
historicity, the historicity of the world(s) she lives in, of the historicity



of every individual and group around her? Especially because
historical evolution gets more and more advanced and complex,
being able to orient ourselves in time and space is, probably more
than ever, a matter of survival; not of us as individuals or groups,
but for the whole humankind—and our planet.

Note

1. On using models in thinking and science, see Epstein (2008). Let it be noted that
here I am not talking about models of historical thinking, but models making easier to
understand human life and human interaction with our animate and inanimate
environment. For a model of historical thinking (one out of many possible), see Seixas
(2017). ⏎
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