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Abstract

Chris Lo renz: Towards a Theoretical Framework for Comparing Historiographies: Some Preliminary
Considerations, “Historyka” XXXVI, 2006, s. 3-21.

Taking debates on the historiography of Quebec as the base of his considerations, the Author presents
various reflections and postulates concerning comparative historiography. In particular His attention is
drawn to the various types and aspects of historical identity. The awareness of those is necessary for
the correct comparative analysis.
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INTRODUCTION

In his recent book Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, the author, the his-
torian Ronald Rudin from Montreal starts his introduction with the following some-
what paradoxical observation: ‘The point has often been made that history occupies
a privileged place in Quebec culture. The motto of the province — Je me souviens
(I remember) is but one indicator of this reverence for the past. Another is the spe-
cial status still reserved in Quebecers’collective memory for Abbé Groulx, the first
full-time university professor of Quebec history, more than twenty-five years after
his death. In spite of this interest in the past, however, no single volume has yet
been dedicated to a comprehensive analysis of Quebec historical writing over the
course of the twentieth century. During this period historical writing was increas-
ingly carried out, throughout much of the Western world, by people who viewed
themselves as professionals engaged in a ‘scientific’ endeavour’.! And then, of course,

' R. Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, Toronto 1997.
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the author informs his readers that the book they are about to read is the first book
containing this comprehensive analysis of Quebec historiography.

Now, assuming for the moment that Rudin’s observations of Quebec are cor-
rect,” he points at the remarkable fact that at the end of the 20" century the privi-
leged place of history in Quebec does not imply a similar privileged place for Que-
bec-historiography (the history of history writing). In his book Rudin develops an
explanation for this apparent contradiction. This explanation basically goes some-
thing like this: the ‘Quiet Revolution’, that has revolutionised Quebec society since
the 1950°s, has also revolutionised Quebec-historiography by producing so-called ‘re-
visionist’ historians. These ‘revisionist’ historians have been promoting themselves
as ‘scientific experts’ meanwhile profiting from the unprecedented expansion of the
universities. At the same time, however, they turned their back on Quebec’s spe-
cific traditions. Instead of emphasising the continuing particularity of ‘the French
fact’ in Anglo-Saxon North America, like most of their predecessors had done, the
revisionists started stressing Quebec’s essential ‘normality’. They replaced Quebec’s
traditional discourse of difference, centred on the emphasis on ‘la survivance’, by
a brand-new discourse of normality, centred on the emphasis on Quebec as a nor-
mal modern, Western society.

This change from a fixation on Quebec’s difference to a fixation to Quebec’s
essential normality was a real ‘paradigm shift’ and Rudin interprets this shift both as
a product and as a producer of a new collective identity of Quebec. Traditional Que-
bec-history, centred on the French period and the consequential defeats against the
British, was pushed aside by the history of ‘modern’ Quebec, starting around the
1850’s and centred on the unfolding process of industrialisation, urbanisation and
economic rationalisation.

At the end of his book Rudin signals a recent but growing unease among the
younger Quebec-historians with this type of revisionist approach, because the revi-
sionists’ apparent obsession with Quebec’s ‘normality’ obfuscates its particular his-
torical and cultural characteristics. Besides Rudin criticises the revisionists for their
lack of a sound reflection on their own trade, Quebec-historiography itself. Their
lack of reflexivity manifests itself in a contradiction: if it is true, as the revisionists
say, that Quebec has been surprisingly ‘normal’ and modern for at least one century
and a half, then how can it be that Quebec has produced a ‘normal’ scientific histo-
riography only since the rise of revisionism, that is: after the ‘Quiet Revolution’?
This last conviction has also been part and parcel of revisionist writings, meaning
that the predecessors of revisionism had been amateurs and partisan historians while
the revisionists were the first real ‘scientific’ historians of Quebec. Rudin thus ends
his book by criticising the revisionist historians for their lack of self-reflection. So
much for Rudin’s analysis of Quebec-historiography.

? Here I shall not go into the reception of and debate on Rudin’s book. See for references to reviews:
Rudin’s answer to his critics in: ‘On difference and national identity in Quebec historical writing: a re-
sponse to J.-M. Fecteauw’, Canadian Historical Review 2000, no. 80, pp. 666—676. See also the quite
different evaluations of Rudin by R. Cook, Histoire sociale/ social History 1999, no. 33, pp. 120123 and
by J. Noel, The University of Toronto Quarterly 68, 1998-99, no. 1, pp. 523-525.
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Here I have chosen Rudin’s analysis of revisionist Quebec-historiography in or-
der to introduce some general problems of comparative historiography, which are
relevant for theorizing historical consciousness. However, I must inform the reader
from the outset that my remarks in case respect do not constitute a theoretical frame-
work in any stringent sense. The most I can offer here are some clarifications of
questions and concepts, which may be useful when comparing historiographies.* Now,
which general problems of comparative historiography am I referring to?

The first general theme brought up by Rudin is the relationship between histori-
cal consciousness in a broader societal and cultural sense — sometimes identified by
the term collective memory* — at the one side and professional history at the other.
This relationship definitely needs to be addressed because professional historians are
far from the only producers of historical consciousness. From its beginning profes-
sional history has been in competition with several other representational forms of
history, such as myth, literary fiction and ‘amateur’ forms of history (including the
histories handed over from generation to generation in families and ‘Stammtisch® —
histories).” Moreover, since the sudden rise of cultural studies, the study of the past
is also practised by professionals other than historians, such as literary critics and
anthropologists, causing some alarmist reactions.® Since television and the film have
replaced the book as the most important media of information, the non-professional
forms of historical representation are gaining an ever-increasing influence on the for-
mation of historical consciousness. In this arena no professional book can compete
with films as JFK or Schindler s List. In this sense the media of representation have
had a profound influence on the content of representation of the past.

This theme is an important one for at least two reasons. The first reason is that
it concerns the relationship between the production and consumption of historical
representations (including the schoolbook versions of professional history). The is-
sue here is that we can only determine the influence of professional historiography
on historical consciousness in relation to the other influences. The second reason is
that the relationship between the production and consumption of the various sorts
of historical representations may also tell us something important about the contents
of professional historiography. It is my hypothesis that one important problem with

? See for comparative historiography my ‘Comparative historiography: problems and perspectives’,
[in:] History and Theory 38, 1999, no. 1, pp. 25-39.

* For the problematic aspects of the idea of ‘collective memory’ see K. L. Klein’s fundamental
critique in his ‘On the emergence of memory in historical discourse’, [in:] Representations 2000, no. 69
pp. 127-150.

* In a research project of the university of Hannover concerning the representations of the Nazi-
period, it has been established that the family-versions of the Nazi- past often show very little similarity
with the findings of professional history.

SGranatstein’s Thekilling of Canadian history is matched in Australiaby K. Windschuttle’s
The killing of history. How literary critics and social theorists are murdering our past, New York 1997. In
England R. Evans, In defence of history, London 1997, is a better balanced critique of the textualistic
approaches of cultural studies. Evans book also lacks the nostalgia for good old national history that
characterises both Granatstein and Windschuttle. Further see Tony Taylor’s contribution to this volume.
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professional history nowadays is connected with its neglect of several domains of
human experience, which are regarded as crucial for our modern age. I am hinting
at experiences of facing the extreme, also labelled as liminal, catastrophic and trau-
matic experiences or the experience of the sublime. These domains of experience
seem to escape the grips of ‘normal’ professional history, probably because these
types of experience usually leave little controllable documentary traces -except for
the individual stories about these experiences. This circumstance may explain why
the experience of trench-warfare has primarily been documented in (memoir) litera-
ture written by former participants and not in ‘normal’ history books. It may also
explain why the experiences of the modern concentration and extermination camps
has been dominated by literary and not by historical representations.

However this may be, I shall argue that the relationship between professional
historians and their societies can be analysed in a fruitful way by the concept of
collective identity. Although the concept of identity, including collective identity, is
also hotly debated,” I think it is fundamental for the analysis of the practical func-
tions of history. Through the concept of identity the three time dimensions of past,
present and future can plausibly be connected, as has long been emphasized by Jom
Riisen. The basic idea is that professional historians are both products and produc-
ers of the collective identities of the cultures they are part of (the very same idea
that Rudin formulated in relation to Quebec).

The second general theme brought up by Rudin is the practical function of his-
toriographical discourse. In identifying both the traditional discourse of difference
and the revisionist discourse of normality in Quebec-historiography, he touches on
the relationship between history and collective identity. Difference simply presup-
poses sameness or identity and the same holds for normality. Now, whenever the
normality of a nation or of a state turns into an issue, this is the surest indication of
a widespread suspicion of its abnormality. Only people whose normality is being ques-
tioned seriously — by themselves and/or by others — are inclined to debate the is-
sue. The postwar obsession of Germany with its Normalitdt is a paradigmatic ex-
ample.

The same story holds for the discourse of difference: whenever individuals and
collectives transform their difference into an issue, this is the surest indication that
their experience of being different is under threat. This circumstance may explain
why the discussions about identity issues are unevenly distributed in space and time.
So both the discourses of normality and the discourse of difference are symptoms
of perceived threats of identity alias crises of identity From a comparative point of
view it may be worthwhile to note that we do not only find these discourses in Quebec-
historiography, but also in English-Canadian historiography — in the discussion about

" See e.g. Nationales Bewuptsein und kollektive Identitéit. Studien zur Entwicklung des kollektiven
Bewufstseins in der Neuzeit, H. Berding (ed.), Frankfurt a.M. 1996; Identitiiten. Erinnerung, Geschichte,
Identitat, A. Assmann, H. Friese (eds.), Frankfurt a.M. 1998; L. Niethammer, Kollektive Identitiit.
Heimliche Quellen einer unheimlichen Konjunktur, Hamburg 2000. [ have dealt with this issue in my book
Konstruktion der Vergangenheit, Cologne 1997, pp. 400-437.
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‘limited identities’® — and extensively in German historiography.” So Rudin’s sec-
ond theme too leads to question the relation between history and identity.

I shall deal with the relation between history and identity in two steps. First
I shall dwell on some of the conceptual characteristics of the slippery notion of identity
in order to elucidate its fundamental multiple character. This multiplicity is essential
for our understanding of multiplicity in historiography. In the second step I shall fill
the concept of historical identity with some material content. In this part of my con-
tribution I shall address the relationship between different forms of collective iden-
tity, especially national identity, religious identity, class identity etc. Further I shall
identify some categories and problems that appear useful when comparing histori-
ographies.

THE CONCEPT OF HISTORICAL IDENTITY

When we are referring to the identity of individuals and collectives, we refer to the
properties that make them different from each other in a particular frame of refer-
ence. It is on the basis of their particular set of properties that we can identify them
as individuals and tell them apart. Identity or sameness and difference or otherness,
therefore, presuppose each other: without identity there is no difference and without
difference there is no identity. For example, the notion of personal identity or of a ‘self”
presupposes the notion of the ‘non-self” or of the ‘other’. Therefore there can be no
Other in any absolute sense, because the concepts of the Self and of the Other are
conceptually related.!’ Identity and difference are thus fundamentally relational con-
cepts and are, as such, fundamentally opposed to essentialist concepts (which im-
ply that e.g. nationhood and ethnicity are invariant essences). When one locates his-
torical understanding between the poles of familiarity and strangeness, as has been
usual in the tradition of Historismus, this characterisation can directly be connected
to the dichotomy of Self (familiarity) and Otherness (strangeness). And the funda-
mental multiplicity of descriptions of identity can also be connected to its relational
quality, because one can relate any Self to various Others.

This relational quality, of course, also holds for the notion of collective identity.
We can identify an ‘in-group’ — a ‘we’ — only in relation to an ‘out-group’ —
a ‘they’. There can only be inclusion in a collective if there is at the same time ex-
clusion. The notion of a ‘limited identity’, that has popped up in the English-Cana-
dian discussion, is therefore a category mistake because identity is limited by defini-
tion. The abdication of this notion by Ramsay Cook was certainly justified.

In history we can observe the relational character of collective identity concretely
because we can trace the demarcations of in-groups from out-groups in statu

® For the discussion see: P. A. Buckner, ‘“Limited identities” revisited. Regionalism and Nation-
alism in Canadian History’, [in:] Acadiensis 30, 2000, no. 1, pp. 4-16.

* I have developed this argument in ‘Comparative historiography’.

“See S. G. Crowell, ‘There is no Other. Notes on the logical place of a concept’, [in:] Paideuma
44, 1998, pp. 13-29.
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nascendi. The discourses on national identity are a case in point. For instance, the
discourse on German national identity in early 19" century was conducted by op-
posing characteristics of the Germans to characteristics of the French. In the dis-
courses on Dutch identity, to take another example, we observe a change from op-
posing the Dutch to the French in early 19" century to opposing the Dutch to Ger-
mans from late 19" Century onwards. Similar observations probably pertain to the
discourse on the Canadian identity, where the US often functions as the identity ex
negativo. So we can observe that representation of collective identity is closely re-
lated to particular other collective identities in a negative way. So identity is con-
structed by negation, as Spinoza, Hegel and Foucault argued some time ago.

This also holds for the special cases in which a new identity is constructed by
negating one’s own former identity. This phenomenon is not unusual in the after-
math of traumatic experience: both individuals and collectives may try to start a ‘new
life’ by adopting a new identity. This transformation is usually accompanied by pub-
licly acknowledging past ‘mistakes’ and by trying to make up for them. The Federal
Republic of Germany offers a clear historical example because it defined itself po-
litically as the democratic negation of totalitarian Nazi-Germany (and according to
John Torpey this phenomenon even has turned into a new fashion). Because undo-
ing the past is impossible by definition, material reparations for past misdeeds and
mourning — Trauer — is all that is left in the end.

In history this negative bond between collective identities is often connected to
some sense of being under threat and is therefore embedded in power-relations. The
Germans and the Dutch in early 19* century, for instance, had recently had bad ex-
periences with France, but later in the 19" century many Dutch started worrying
more seriously about the expanding German Empire. As mighty neighbours are usu-
ally perceived as (at least potentially) threatening, the negative aspects of collective
identities are probably most outspoken among the less powerful collectives. And be-
cause power-relations may change over time, we can also expect parallel changes in
the discourses of national identities.

This negative bond between different collective identities — this need of a ‘ne-
gation’ in articulating one’s own identity — also helps to explain another important
historical phenomenon, that of the collective exclusion of minorities by majorities-
ranging from discrimination to expulsion and annihilation — especially in periods of
crisis. These minorities are usually represented as some kind of ‘aliens’ or ‘strang-
ers’, who pose a threat to the very identity of the majority." From this angle the
simultaneous rise of nationalism and of popular anti-Semitism in the 19" and 20"
century is not accidental, nor the fact that anti-Semitism was especially virulent in
regions with suppressed forms of nationalism, like in East-Central Europe. As we
shall see in the second part of my contribution, weak nations may also adapt to mighty
neighbours in another way by defining themselves as ‘blends’ of neighbouring cul-
tures or as international mediators. Their collective identity is then defined not pri-

"' Simmel’s sociology of the stranger is relevant in this context.
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marily by negating other identities but instead by absorbing them.'? Nevertheless,
the need to specify the own identity in the mix of others then still remains.

Now before we turn to the concept of Aistorical identity it is important to keep
in mind that historical identity is just one type of identity, next to others. Individu-
als, for instance, can also be identified through their biological identity, that is their
DNA-profile. And in a not so distant past serious attempts have been made in order
to identify collectives in terms of racial identity. So the identification of individuals
and collectives in terms of Aistorical identity is not self-evident and therefore re-
quires an explanation. Many historians are inclined to forget this fact, because it means
that doing history needs an explanation and a justification."

Be that as it may, when we are talking about the Aisforical identity of individuals
and collectives, we refer to a type of identity that is defined by its development in
time. The paradigm case of historical identity can therefore be conceived on the model
of personal identity (although we always must be very careful not to attribute the
properties of individuals to collectives). The identity of a subject consists of the set
of characteristics, which the subject develops over time in interaction with its envi-
ronment and that set it apart from similar subjects. This set of characteristics is not
a random set, if we are talking about kistorical and personal identity, but must relate
to important characteristics. It is also possible in principle to identify individuals
through their fingerprints or iris, but we would not associate personal identity with
properties of that kind.

The same holds for the concept of historical identity. In both cases identity does
not just mean telling individuals apart from each other (i.e., describing numerical
identity), but it means a characterisation of individuality (i.e., describing a qualita-
tive identity). It is no accident, therefore, that the biography, in which an individual
develops a personal identity in time, has often been regarded as the paradigm of do-
ing history (by Dilthey, for instance).

Historical identity thus has a paradoxical quality, because it is identity through
change in time. When we are referring to the historical identity of Canada, we are
thus referring to a collective, which retained a particular identity over time in its
interactions with its environment — although Canada changed at the same time. His-
torical identity is therefore essentially persistence through change or the identity of
identity and non-identity, to quote the apt Hegelian formulation of Odo Marquard."

"2 The Belgian historian Jo Tollebeek (Leuven) has identified this phenomenon in an unpublished
paper ‘National identity’, ‘international eclecticism and comparative historiography’, presented in June
2000 in Oslo, Norway.

T have dealt with the functions and justification of history in my article ‘History, forms of
representation and functions’, [in:] International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences,
N. Smelser, P. Baltus (eds.), vol. 10, Oxford 2001, pp. 6835-6842.

0. Marquard, Apologie des Zufiilligen, Stuttgart 1986, p. 361.
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HISTORICAL IDENTITY BETWEEN PARTICULARISM
AND UNIVERSALISM

The fact that individuals and collectives can be described in terms of particular char-
acteristics, constituting unigue identities, of course, does not mean that collective
identities can be described in just one way. The mode of description is always de-
pendent on the frame of reference that is used by the historian. Through the frame
of reference the historian constructs implicit or explicit relations between his case
and others. Within the framework of Canada, for instance, Quebec can be described
as its province with a French-speaking majority, or as the only province with a for-
mal status as a ‘distinct society” — thus constructing a relation between Quebec
and the other provinces of Canada’s. Within the framework of the New Nations,
however, Quebec can simultaneously be described as the only New Nation in the
New World that did not attain political sovereignty (as Gérard Bouchard recently ar-
gued'®). Bouchard thus constructs a relation between Quebec and nations like New
Zealand and Australia. History itself does not force a historian to use the first or the
second frame of reference. It is rather the other way around: what history looks
like is more or less defined by its representations (although, of course, history in
turn defines the range of plausible representations). The frame of reference in rep-
resentations is entirely dependent on the choice of the historian (although the choice
may be an unconscious one, when the historian lacks the imagination to see the past
differently from the way he or she does)."®

The fact that individuals and collectives can be described in terms of unique iden-
tities does neither imply that they cannot be described as similar. Actually, this em-
phasis on similarity instead of on particularity was dominant in the Enlightenment
historiography, when the diversity of so-called ‘national characters’ was basically
seen as the variety of a common human species. The variety of ‘national charac-
ters’ was basically interpreted as the variety of their location on the developmental
path of ‘civilisation’. Only affer the Enlightenment, under the influence of Romanti-
cism, the particularity of each ‘national character’ was anchored in a particular lan-
guage and this particular language was next transformed into a nation’s essence. What
the various ‘national characters’ had in common — their common humanity — then
faded into the background (only making its come back in our ‘post-national’ redis-
covery of universal human rights). The politically emancipatory contents of the idea
of the nation also evaporated after 1815; after all, the idea of the nation had been the
justification of modern representative democracy and was criticised by the conser-
vatives precisely because of that reason. Only in the second half of the 19" century,
nationalism was discovered by conservatism as an effective ideology in its struggle
against universalism and democracy.

'* G. Bouchard, Genése des nations et cultures du Nouveau Monde. Essai d’histoire comparée,
Montreal 2000.

'* 1 have developed this argument at greater length in’ Historical knowledge and historical reality.
A plea for “internal realism”, [in:] History and Theory: Contemporary readings, B. Fay a/o. (eds.),
Cambridge 1998, pp. 342-377.




































