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History is the History of People


I am not religious. If I agreed to take part in a Christian teachers’ convention, it is only because there are certain matters in which one’s attitude toward religion is quite immaterial. One of these areas is teaching and education. What is important is whether a teacher is good or bad, rather than whether he or she is a Christian. At the same time, in view of the situation in the area of educating young people, it is necessary to extend all possible efforts to improve it. The quality of educational institutions of all levels gives great cause for concern. I think that especially in Poland, the Catholic Church could help improve the state of affairs if it used the instruments at its disposal to promote the need for intensive and honest learning. As a university professor, I would be happy if the church devoted as much attention to condemning the practice of downloading and plagiarising materials by Polish students – who are, after all, predominantly Catholic – as it does to more conventionally understood moral issues.


Until the condition of education, teaching and learning at all levels begins to improve, speaking about the influence of education on various social phenomena is somewhat pointless. Very frequently – even at higher levels of education – we find that before we begin to instil increased tolerance into our students, we have to teach them their ABCs. How can we instil tolerance – including religious tolerance – if university students in Poland, supposedly a very Christian country, frequently are barely aware why Jerusalem was (and still is) important to Europe and have great problems naming major countries where Orthodox Christianity and/or Protestantism are the dominant religions. Below I quote several examples of exam answers to similar questions posed to students not majoring in history. These are not exceptional, quite the contrary. I have kept the original spelling. The material comes from exams given in 2010/2011.


Question: What were the Crusades? 

Answers:


- The crusades were intended to introduce Christianity in newly-conquered areas. Pagan countries accepted Christianity, the belief in one God. Poland e.g. was a pagan country, but after its baptism in 966 the situation changed. Construction of places of religious worship, Churches. 


- crusades – were intend to convert to the Christian faith. 

- The crusades were expeditions that involved fighting for individual areas. The winner took over the territory, and so extended the area of his state.


- the Teutonic Knights
 invaded successive countries, attacked them, pillaged and killed their inhabitants. That is how they enriched their state. 


- The objective of the crusades was to spread Christianity. Frequently by force and coercion. There were cases of murder and pillage which led to the crusading orders enriching themselves quickly. 


- the conversion of unbelieving pagans / King Richard wanted to make his country richer / "Knights of the Cross" 


- The purpose of the Crusades was to convert the “unbelievers” to belief in God (Christianity). A common occurrence in the Middle Ages. The Teutonic Knights frequently organised crusades as a way to enrich their state and its power. King Richard of England invaded Palestine as a seat of pagans. 


- the crusades were expeditions by knights of the cross to foreign lands in orders to occupy their territory.


- The Crusades took place in the 11th -13th centuries. They were armament expeditions.


- There were VII Crusades between the 11th and 13th centuries. The people who took part were known as Crusaders. They took place to Israel.


- Between the 11th and 14th centuries. (I think there were 9 crusades) / promulgation of the christian faith // wars against the Turks – converting the Turkish population to Catholicism.


- The Crusades were religion-based expeditions. The knights of the cross murdered Jews.


Question: "the Great Schism" – what was it? 

Answers:


- The great schism was a break-up of the catholic church. It caused a weakening of the church, enabling the growth of Protestantism.


- It was a migration of nations, the relocation of great colonies and settling of new areas.


- The disintegration of the Catholic Church.


Question: What did the Letter of Reconciliation of the Polish Bishops to the German Bishops contain?

Answers:


- The letter of the bishops said that the European population should provide mutual assistance in combating socialism in Europe within the Church and outside it.


- The letter of the Polish bishops to the German bishops was about the invasion of Poland by Russia and its communist system.

We should nevertheless think about how – provided the education system is improved – the teaching of history could contribute to eliminating hatred and building mutual understanding. The experience with teaching this subject to date does not give reasons for optimism.


History has always been the history of groups, and more recently, nations. That was the context in which it was considered; it served to strengthen national integration and promote the group’s achievements, it made the group see itself as outstanding, it suggested that the blame usually lay with others. It was used to justify defeats and repudiate, or at least lessen, negative aspects. If it served to unite anybody, it was only the group’s members – separating “us” from “them,” or even putting “us” in opposition to “them”. This “magistra vitae” frequently did not teach what was good or how to solve any number of human problems but in fact it was used to show who the enemy was. The role models it presented were frequently totally dehumanised, shown not only as lacking any negative traits but showing them as totally timeless figures. Nobody has ever told students that in the past kings may have smelled bad simply because they didn’t wash very often. 


That is the situation in many countries today – especially those which have only recently regained their independence and are not entirely sure of themselves and where many historic issues remain unresolved. This is also the case in Poland. The situation is not always clear-cut. Recently there has been much talk in Poland about many negative aspects of the nation’s history. Some of these facts have been widely accepted. Much has for instance been done to develop a new approach to the history of Jews in Poland, and this approach has been accepted by a portion of the population. Nevertheless, the picture presented above remains current to a significant extent. People still want to obtain information on various historic – frequently tragic – events. Many want communism called to account. Their vision of how this should be done is naively simple, but their desire is understandable. They want to increase their self-esteem through a vision of the past, to treat individual and collective complexes. Politicians, sensing the attitudes of a significant portion of the population, play up the historical card. They use it to gain legitimacy and increase their popularity. They are people, too, after all (although that is something that is difficult to believe at times!) and the attitude they have toward using history in politics may reflect their actual beliefs. 


History will probably continue to fulfil these and similar functions forever. Since it has done so for hundreds of years, any radical change is unlikely. Paradoxically, the progressing global interconnectedness will probably further strengthen these functions. As the world is becoming more uniform with respect to the necessities of life, people are all the more eager to seek out something that is unique about their societies. They have every right to do so. They have a right to be proud of their own group and their own culture – especially if that pride is not at anybody’s expense. They have a right to know the fate of their families – be that fate tragic, heroic or both. They have a right to know the history of their own community – in Warsaw, for instance, the history of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising. 


At the same time though, changes in the world have led to – fortunately, in my opinion – certain changes in teaching history. I am sure that this is in fact the cause and effect relationship. It isn’t up to us, the historians, to teach young people to befriend people from across the national border – it is up to those people to first stop treating each other as enemies so that they can gain a different perspective on the history of their relations. Chancellor Kohl and President Mitterand shook hands at Verdun before the teaching of history changed, and not vice versa. 


*
*
*


A transformation of the world forces people to look at others not just as enemies. The increased role of regions in today’s world and the recognition of the rights of minorities to their own specific character require, first of all, that the issues of regions and minorities be taken into account in education and, secondly, that efforts be undertaken to understand the attitudes of regional and minority communities toward numerous historical issues. Both in the case of closer and more distant neighbours and regions and minorities, we must learn to perceive their former presence in today’s symbolic and material culture: buildings, symbolism, language, culinary customs and mores. In Poland, the cultural influences that must be noted are those of Russia and Germany. It’s not as if Poland existed in isolation from these two powers over the centuries – on the contrary, sometimes their proximity was much too great! It is necessary to point out the presence of ethnic minorities and their cultural influences in Poland. It is also necessary to show that nothing is a given and that the development of nations and boundaries could have progressed differently than it did.


The increasing interconnectedness of the world forces teachers to pass on to their students more knowledge about that world, including history other than their own. The creation of supra-national entities requires the possession of a certain level of knowledge about the countries that make them up – just as once it was necessary to scale up thinking from one’s own surroundings to an entire country. In addition, today it is necessary to know much more about distant places and different cultures. In the past, such information was exotic trivia, but today, we need to know the cultural codes of even very distant countries in order to understand their people. The vision of history is part of a culture and its cultural code. Both need to be known equally well when dealing with Islamic fundamentalism and during contacts with, for instance, Asian electronics manufacturers. Even in the case of conflicts, such as with Islamic fundamentalism, it is necessary to have the tools of comprehension and attempt to understand something about the other side. Even when one is frightened of the jihad, one should remember that Christianity has also been spread by the sword at various times in history. Comprehension is not enough for reaching an understanding, but it is an important precondition (unless, of course, knowledge of other people is used to more effectively debase them, as was the case in Abu Ghraib). 


The task of learning to know others is not an easy one. It is hindered first of all by the fact that traditionally the teaching of history has focused on national events including, in the best case, the history of France, England and Germany (in Poland, even the United States is overlooked). There is also another obstacle, however – a strange civilisational phenomenon. On the one hand, compared to youth in the past, the young people of today receive much more information about the world, and they learn more about it firsthand by visiting abroad. On the other hand, in parallel as it were, their fundamental ignorance of the world keeps growing. Information that comes without any effort tends not to be remembered. More and more things are becoming “McDonaldized”. All the airports in the world can be navigated in a similar way. And finally it starts to seem that we do not have to know the codes of various cultures and countries after all. We don’t even have to go to the trouble of learning foreign languages – besides English, that is. 


*
*
*


Developing and teaching a vision of history which understands everybody, which does not show others as enemies, and even more, not as the others but first and foremost as people who have to be understood, may lead down a dangerous path: the creation of a sugar-coated version of history, in which it turns out that we have always lived in mutual love and harmony – and that of course is simply untrue. I am afraid that’s what might happen when various European countries try to develop common history textbooks, not to mention a textbook of European history that might be created within the European Union. However, we can strive to avoid this danger. After all, today’s harmony can only gain by comparison with the conflicts of the past. The fact that Bundeswehr units take part in the celebrations of the French national holiday can only be properly appreciated when we remember that during World War II Hitler ordered a Wehrmacht unit to parade down that very same Champs Elysées. 
Another option is using a problem-based approach.  That approach to studying Europe’s conflicts may be the key to understanding others. Perhaps it should be generally adopted in the teaching of history. In any case, also when dealing with the history of one’s own country, a historical event should be studied as a problem. Instead of glorifying the battle of Grunwald (1410) as a Slavic (Polish) victory over the Teutonic element – and the Battle of Tannenberg (1914) as a victory of the Germanic element over the Slavs – I would explore the idea of knightly orders, of conversion to the “true” faith, the characteristics of a medieval battle, of the enduring myth spawned by that battle, and the building of a counter-myth on the basis of another victory. In the case of the above mentioned Warsaw Uprising, I would not go toward its apotheosis but rather in the direction of showing the controversial nature of the decision to start it and analysing the full range of its consequences, as well as presenting differing opinions about them.

I would favour the maximum expansion of the problem-based approach to teaching history. I would like to give students knowledge about many facets of the human condition to enable them to gain a greater understanding of other people as simply people. I am convinced that it is worthwhile to show the variability of events over space and time, leading to the formation and socialisation of human beings. It is good to show the variability and evolution of the solutions of the problems of habitation, clothing, food, communication. And also the evolution of ways of thinking, of religion, aspirations, value systems, labour, production and exchange of goods, play, sports, crime, illness and suffering, fear and the social conditioning of death.  


Consideration of history has to include inquiry into the historic processes of people becoming closer and the processes that increase the distance between us, as well as the existence of nations. We must address the evolution of social roles, social hierarchy, vertical mobility and dreams of equality. And finally, about issues such as migration, urbanisation, territorial appropriation, the place taken by people in the natural environment. 


I believe all the above-mentioned subjects, and others that I did not enumerate, should be taught by way of comparison with corresponding issues from other countries and other continents. I would also follow the consideration of historic events and processes through to their contemporary manifestations – because the history of a given subject does not in fact end on the date decreed as final by the appropriate ministry. History ends today, at the moment I am writing these words.


To give a specific example, there are many historic issues that have been brought up recently in Poland that I would consider completely differently. For instance, I would present the issue of the Katyn massacre – to look at an example which recently for obvious reasons is very much the topic of current discussion – as an manifestation of Russia’s age-old striving for domination over other nations, not just the Polish nation. I would point out that in the ominous Katyn forest, as well as many other sites, lie the earthly remains of people of various nationalities. I would also address the fact that communism, though internationalist in name, and created by the rebelling nations of the Russian empire, was in practice very nationalistic, and its repressions were often informed by national considerations. I would present, nevertheless, communist repression not only in the context of national conflict, but also as the development of the revolutionary phenomenon, the results of which – regardless of its initial humanist slogans – we all know.  I would teach about the Katyn massacre at the same time as, say, the Great Famine in the Ukraine. The basic intellectual benefit would not have to, or even should not be, connected with a particular nation, but with gaining knowledge about a phenomenon.  


In the case of the Holocaust, I would emphasise the attempt to understand how neighbours could reach a level of hatred so great that they were able to murder each other. And how an entire nation could be sentenced to death. Together with my students, I would consider how people who in their private would not hurt the proverbial fly, could participate in the process of industrialised murder. I would naturally pose the same question when analysing Stalinist or – speaking more broadly – communist crimes. Contrary to the tradition of teaching about specific nations, primarily one’s own, I would teach across events and across the globe. After all, it is impossible to teach about genocide without mentioning e.g. Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge. 


A historic issue of current importance in Poland is the history of Christian-Jewish relations in our country. The discussion, whose rhythm is set by the publication of successive books by Jan Tomasz Gross
, is reminiscent of a trial. In a more or less civilised way, the parties trade accusations and arguments for the defence. Personally, I would much rather couch the issue as a problem to identify and a problem to learn about in much broader terms. I would point to well-known psychological experiments that showed how easy it is to divide a group into two hostile sub-groups. I would talk with the students about the phenomena of nations and nation-building, about national minorities, instances of tolerance and intolerance throughout history; I would undertake a comparison with the situation of other national minorities in Poland and various national minorities anywhere in the world. I would point out the practice of scapegoating and the fact that over time, it was used not just against Jews, but also lepers, Christians and many other groups. I would tell of the Madrid riots in 1834, when priests were accused of poisoning wells
 and recall that this accusation had already been levelled in medieval France against both Jews and lepers. I would relate an observation from literature that the best scapegoat would be a Jesuit with Semitic features and a Masonic apron on his cassock
. I would discuss the massacre in Jedwabne – the town where in 1941 the inhabitants, Polish Christians, cruelly massacred their neighbours, Polish Jews, which has generated intense conflict and debate in Poland – at the same time as “ethnic cleansing” in various countries, both present and past. 


Another issue that is important in Poland today are Polish-Ukrainian relations. Instead of assigning blame for the tragedies of recent history, I would discuss the difficulties of the rise of nations in Eastern Europe, the phenomenon of border regions, the lack of a clear-cut ethnic boundary, the connections between ethnic and social structures in various areas, the expansive settlement of weaker countries by stronger ones, and the above-mentioned strength of hatred awakened between neighbours. I would point out Ukraine’s location, which at times put it between hammer and anvil – with Poland not always being the anvil. 


Regarding the issue of the existence (or non-existence) of the Silesian nation, which is currently the subject of intense debate in Poland, I would speak of the rebirth of regions in Europe, the phenomenon of border regions, and about the frequent failure of richer and poorer regions of a single country to achieve mutual understanding.


Instead of strengthening national pride by recalling that Poland was the first to throw off communism or revealing national complexes by expressing regret that the world took more notice – and has a better recall – of the fall of the Berlin Wall, I would prefer to point out the diversity of factors that underlay the fall of the communist system. In addition to emphasising the (certainly real) achievements of the people who “kicked” communism, I would also ask why the government power structure did not kick back. I would suggest considering what was happening then in the USSR and the other countries of the bloc. History should not be treated as a ball game that one strives to win.


When teaching history I would, instead of taking a hagiographic attitude toward the Catholic Church, speak of various past and present religious conflicts. I would work with the students on the question of religious wars and the tragedies that occurred in spite of the fact that their perpetrators had received a religious upbringing. Several members of Stalin’s elite were even educated at seminaries; the only tangible outcome of this fact seems to be the para-religious character of the system they created. I would point out that a great portion of the participants of the international conflicts in our civilisation zone replaced the commandment of “Love thy neighbour” with “Love thy neighbour – as long as he is one of us”. In a sense, I am less interested in the nationality of various criminals than in the fact that they were people, and people who were properly brought up according to the canon of their times. 


*
*
*


A problem-based approach to teaching history would enable teachers to give more of themselves than they can give now. Students continue to see their teachers as a source of knowledge. But in fact this role has become less important compared with the times when the lecturer truly was the only repository of knowledge around. Today, very frequently better factual information can be obtained on television and the internet. The outside world is penetrating into the school and the family. It is fairly easy for a student to find better-quality information on a specific issue than that possessed by the teacher. The teacher should thus serve as an intellectual guide who points out the issues to be resolved. This would also make the teachers more active intellectually – because today, whether in elementary school or at university, we are basically expected to recite established arguments formulated by people who are leading authorities in their fields or at least who appear on television. This lessens the teacher’s stature and has had disastrous educational effects. 


Teachers should teach their students to understand the mechanisms of social life and not simply force-feed them factual knowledge. Of course, a certain amount of knowledge is necessary to be able to talk about anything. At the beginning of this paper, I expressed my horror at students’ lack of elementary knowledge. But a teacher should also – or maybe first of all – accompany the students on their intellectual journey. The journey should be an intellectual one because the students should draw their own conclusions. They should see dilemmas, and not “the only correct solutions”. They should see that history as a science contains many fewer certainties than is commonly believed, and that history itself is frequently a collection of myths, including ethnic ones. They should be aware that it is easier for historians to agree on what is false than on what is true (even though this runs counter to the rules of logic).


A student must know that history looks different from the perspective of various groups and that he or she has the right to draw those conclusions he or she thinks correct. Many countries that are multi-ethnic or were multi-ethnic in the past are facing the problem of having to reassess their vision of history. Many countries are facing the need to remember certain forgotten episodes from their past. Such revisions can serve to show the student that, contrary to common belief, there is no “final” interpretation of historic events. However, the student should also realise that history can be abused when it is recruited to serve various interests and that certain historical visions are not differing but quite simply wrong. 


A student should understand how difficult it is to judge. A professional historian should attempt to understand the reality he or she is studying rather than to administer justice ex post. Even in the case of universally accepted and clear judgements, students should be made aware of their weaknesses. They must be shown how ambiguous both individuals and social formations can be. Of course, it is easy to point out historic phenomena that are not ambiguous. However, a student should e.g. realise that, on the one hand, the USSR contributed to the outbreak of World War II, but on the other, it was also its victim. It made a capital contribution to the defeat of Hitler, but then it extended its imperialistic domination over a significant portion of Europe. And also, as we know, it committed horrifying crimes against humanity. A student may be instilled with a sense of pride in European culture, but there is no use denying that Hitler was also one of that culture’s products and that certain elements of his thinking were already deeply rooted in Europe before his time. Regarding the Catholic Church, the occasional differentiation of its actions should be pointed out. I would be glad to see a history of the church and religiously-motivated activity that is analytical instead of idolatrous. A multifaceted rather than simplistic showing of history stimulates the intellect. People who have had intellectual training in this type of historic reasoning are usually quite good at thinking about the present. Let us hope that this statement is borne out in today’s Poland, which happens to be ruled by historians (the president, the prime minister and the speakers of the Sejm and Senate are all historians by education!). 


*
*
*


Perhaps such a route, midway between historical sociology and historical anthropology, would bring greater benefits from the point of view of the students’ functioning in society than current historical knowledge. We should make it quite clear that the knowledge that students receive currently does very little in this respect. The situation in this area is strange. On the one hand, society wants classical knowledge and is ready – not just in Poland – to fight over its form. This is nothing strange since history fulfils the functions I mentioned at the beginning of this paper. We have to be mindful of this, since society is our employer. On the other hand, the historical knowledge that society desires is limited to a small number of events and symbols which on a daily basis interest only a small number of people. The rest of society only rises up to fight in defence of the traditional vision of events very occasionally. And even in such cases, it is usually satisfied with a very superficial version of history. 


The role of history in modern secondary and tertiary education is decreasing. It might not matter how well we, historians, work – one day we may simply not be needed any more. I am afraid that we may share the fate of classical philologists, many of them high-class specialists, for whose work demand is simply very low. I can still remember classical philologists developing a Latin textbook that was among the best language textbooks ever published. However, by then it was only needed by a small number of enthusiasts. We can easily change our research and teaching role into that of organisers of theme fairs or history parks in Disneylands – no disrespect toward Disneyland intended. 


Perhaps transforming the teaching of history into teaching knowledge about people and society would give us a better professional position in the future – even if, for now, such a change would run totally counter to the tradition of teaching history and the functions history fulfils. 


*
*
*


I admit that this proposed solution for teaching history has its weaknesses. One of them is that it may lead to a certain relativism, which is not always desirable. When teaching about eating and food taboos, we should also mention cannibalism. In this case the danger is small, since young people do not tend to exhibit any marked tendency to consume their friends and therefore the chances that they will use the argument of “to each their own” to justify a negative behaviour are rather small. Generally speaking, classical historiography provides many more indications of what is good and what is bad, what we support and what we don’t, than the problem-based approach. To a certain extent, this approach could be described with the French saying “tout comprendre, c'est tout pardoner”. 


Fortunately though, this is not entirely true. Even if we were able to understand Hitler (which is by no means a given), it doesn’t mean that we would excuse his crimes. Even if we understand the frustration felt by many Germans in the 1930s we do not have to justify them. It is, however, true that problem-based analysis does not focus on evaluation, including moral evaluation. 


Let us nevertheless ask whether history is meant to teach moral conduct. I am convinced that history should enable a better understanding of the world which consists of both the present and the past. It is only in that sense that “historia magistra vitae est”. Every person establishes the criteria of their conduct by themselves, with the help of their community, and not based on history. We can only give students a certain knowledge of events and their potential consequences. It is only indirectly, by providing knowledge, that we participate in the formation of our students. If a person does not commit murder, it is because they were brought up not to commit murder, and not because they learned about cases of mass murders in history. If somebody strays onto the wrong path, it is not because the teaching of their history lecturer failed to present an evaluation of past events but because of negative influences and their own false thinking. If today’s schools can offer any help at all, it is by using the problem-based approach to help people shape their thinking and to think. Let us not lose hope that they can.


*
*
* 


In summary: 


- History as a discipline of teaching traditionally served to strengthen the national community. Presently it should be asked whether it should continue to serve this purpose (and if so, what community it should strengthen), or if its main objective should be to enable the understanding of social phenomena.

- The teaching of history should cover various civilisations and cultural and religious spheres.

- The teaching of history should lead first and foremost to an understanding of the human condition and not to focusing on one’s own back yard (although knowledge of the human condition can be taught based on local examples).

- The teaching of history should adopt the problem-based approach instead of being used to settle historic disputes, focusing on national issues or legitimising governments or political directions.

- The teaching of history should include consideration of the limits of tolerance for objectives that are not acceptable within one’s value system.

     � Paper prepared for the International Meeting of Christian Teachers, organised by the European Federation of Christian Teachers (SIESC), “Spirit of community versus spectres of the past” (Warsaw, July 2011).


    � The students mistake the Crusaders (in Polish: Krzyżowcy) for the knights of the Order of Brothers of the German House of Saint Mary in Jerusalem (German: Orden der Brüder vom Deutschen Haus Sankt Mariens in Jerusalem), known in Poland as “Knights of the Cross” (Krzyżacy) and well remembered in Polish history due, to among others, the famous Battle of Grunwald of 1410.


    � Jan Tomasz Gross, Sąsiedzi. Historia zagłady żydowskiego miasteczka,"Pogranicze", Sejny 2000; Jan Tomasz Gross, Strach. Antysemityzm w Polsce tuż po wojnie. Historia moralnej zapaści, Znak, Kraków 2008; Jan Tomasz Gross (in a collaboration with Irena Grudzińska-Gross), Złote żniwa. Rzecz o tym, co się działo na obrzeżach zagłady Żydów, Znak, Kraków 2011.


    � Tadeusz Miłkowski, Kościół w społeczeństwie hiszpańskim XIX i XX wieku. Od mnichów na wojnie do wojny z mnichami, LEKSEM, Łask 2006, p. 28-29.


    � Michał Horoszewicz, Wokół rozmowy z Wojciechem Wasiutyńskim, Przegląd Powszechny, 1990, nr 4, p. 158 (quoted by Janusz Tazbir, Protokoły Mędrców Syjonu. Autentyk czy falsyfikat, Interlibro, Warszawa 1992, p. 8).
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