
Canadian Historical Association

International Centre for the Study of 
Historical Consciousness

My social studies éducation friend thought I had proposed a 
program of “history awareness.” My graduate student feared I 
was setting myself up in compétition with Hayden White’s 
History of Consciousness program. My historiographically 
oriented colleague detected tones of 19th century German ideal- 
ism. Yikes! And I thought it was such an innocent title!

When I proposed the International Centre for the Study of 
Historical Consciousness, I should hâve anticipated misunder- 
standing. The term is unfamiliar to North American readers 
but not without precedent. Herbert Gutman’s 1983 
presidential address to the Organization of American Historians 
was entitled “Historical Consciousness in Contemporary 
America.”1 Gutman’s subject was the processes by which certain 
events and their narratives enter — or are denied entry — into 
working class collective memory, not only at the level of public 
history, but at the level of the family story. Since Gutman’s 
address, of course, studies of collective memory hâve become 
what Michael Kammen called a “cottage industry,” not only in 
the United States, but also in Canada, the United Kingdom, 
Europe, and elsewhere.2 These studies emphasize the cultural 
and historical specificity of forms and institutions of memory, 
often positioning academie history as modernity’s memory. In 
general, however, that work has only a submerged, if any, educa- 
tional dimension: issues of policy that speak to the needs of a 
group of students in particular, or a citizenry in general, are of 
secondary interest.

In adopting the term, “historical consciousness,” for the purposes 
of a Centre at UBC, I hope to bring students of collective 
memory into conversation with another line of research, that on 
the ends and means of teaching and learning history, which has 
been oriented towards strong educational policy prescriptions. 
This field, lying within the disciplinary contexts of éducation and 
psychology, has recently enjoyed a decade of renewed growth and 
development.3

The term “historical consciousness” takes something from each 
of these bodies of work. Like the memory studies, it sets up our 
own constructions of the past for comparison with those of other 
historical eras and other cultures. It acknowledges that the work 
performed by our own historiés is spécifie to our own time and 
place. By comparing contemporary and local constructions of the 
past to those in other times and cultures, we understand much 
more clearly the contingency of those constructions, the work 
they do in the présent, and how they do it. But, drawing from 
more policy-oriented educational research, the study of historical 
consciousness also potentially opens the question of what kind of 
historiés, and therefore what kinds of history éducation, are 

needed by and suited for, the cultural conditions of postmodernity. 
It opens the possibility, within the comparative context of 
memory studies, for discussion of policy trajectories for history 
éducation not only in schools, but also in the other cultural 
institutions that help to shape historical consciousness.

The Centre was at the core of the UBC Faculty of Education’s 
proposai for a Canada Research Chair. With the success of that 
proposai, plans for the Centre are developing rapidly. The 
Canada Research Chairs program does not provide major 
research funding, but rather the expectation that funding will be 
available from other sources. The Centre at UBC will be a 
network hub for a geographically diverse team of researchers, 
whose work centres on these issues. From around the world, they 
include such figures as Joern Ruesen (Germany), President of the 
Kulturwissenschaftliche Institut in Essen, which has pioneered 
much of the European work on historical consciousness; 
C.F.G. Lorenz (Netherlands) whose theoretical work on 
Geschichtskultur encompasses both professional and extra- 
professional handling of the past; Sam Wineburg (United States) 
who holds a joint appointaient in history and psychology at the 
University of Washington, and who has been at the forefront of 
American research on teaching and learning history; and Tony 
Taylor, who chaired the recent Australian National Inquiry Into 
School History, and who will now lead the National Centre for 
History Education that grows out of it. As well, a Canadian team 
of researchers—including a strong core at UBC—will be assem- 
bled to investigate the particularly Canadian dimensions of these 
issues.

A sophisticated virtual collaborative research space is currently 
being designed to facilitate collaborative and comparative work 
on an international scale. This will be informed by and hâve links 
to, the History and New Media Center (http://chnm.gmu.edu/) 
housed at George Mason University in Washington, DC. It will 
utilize the local expertise of SFU’s 7th Floor Media group, which 
has been responsible for designing the Histori.ca webspace 
(http://www.histori.ca/), among other history-related virtual 
projects.

But the collaboration will also take place in real time and real 
space. Plans for a speaker sériés, visiting scholars, graduate 
student funding, and conférences (oriented towards theory, 
research, and practice) are under development. We anticipate, as 
well, the relocation of the annual International Reviero of History 
Education to be housed in the Centre.

Two ambitious research projects will constitute the initial 
substantive work at the Centre. The first is an international, 
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comparative investigation of the historical consciousness of 
young people. While most of the new history éducation research 
has been conducted within individual national contexts, one 
precedent for multinational comparison exists in the massive 
Youth and History project that investigated historical conscious
ness among European youth, with a sample of 31,000 teenagers 
across 24 countries.4 The results of that work indicated that next 
steps should include more finely grained, if smaller scaled, 
comparative research.
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The second project, though focused only on Canada, is no less 
ambitious. This collaborative effort involves identifying lieux de 
mémoire in Canada, following Pierre Nora’s widely influential 
French project.5 The goal is not an exhaustive survey, but a 
broad, purposive sample of sites and symbols, selected on the 
basis of their différences, subjected to a multidisciplinary analysis 
with a common set of framing questions. Sites will be chosen on 
the basis of their invoking narratives about the past to make 
daims about the présent and future. Both Nora and Hobsbawm 
developed theoretical frames to investigate national identities 
and daims of nationhood.6 This project, cognizant of Canada’s 
porous cultural boundaries to the south, will extend their 
approaches to include, as well, daims for racial, ethnie, régional 
and gender identities. In developing an array of lieux de mémoire 
that invoke the past to shape présent and future, two related 
objectives will be foremost: 1) to understand the interaction of 
sites and symbols, intellectually, institutionally, and in the 
construction of narratives about the past among multiple audi

ences and 2) to understand the mechanisms for and dynamics of 
mediating conflicting daims about the past in and among the 
various sites. The results of this research will be of major interest 
within Canada, but will also provide a model for comparable 
projects in other national settings. It will help to set debates 
about school history into a much broader understanding of the 
shaping of historical consciousness.In the early 2 lst century, with 
different cultures butting up against one another — temporally, 
geographically and electronically — conflicting accounts of the 
past compete for our attention and our belief, with enormous 
conséquences for national and group identities, public policies, 
and individual expérience. In Canada, and elsewhere in the 
world, the idea of one unifying national history remains the 
political agenda of a relatively small contingent of vocal activists. 
Underneath their calls for unity, a plethora of competing 
narratives assert other daims to nationhood, or put régional, 
ethnie, gender, class or other identity groupings at the center of 
the story. We confront this multiplicity of pasts variously, as 
enriching, enabling and fragmenting. How we reconcile these 
accounts will frame the way we can imagine our futures. And how 
we convey to the next génération both a sense of the past, and 
ways to deal with conflicting pasts will thus détermine in large 
measure the quality of Canadian and global citizenship. These 
are the concerns that will shape the work of the new Centre at 
UBC.
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