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ABSTRACT: This special issue is the result of the workshop, Towards an integrated theory of 
historical and moral consciousness, supported by Riksbankens Jubileumsfond (The Swedish 
Foundation for Humanities and Social Sciences) and Suomen kasvatuksen ja koulutuksen historian 
seura (The Finnish Society for the History of Education) and held at the University of Helsinki, in 
2015. History teaching and social studies education are increasingly expected to develop, among 
other things, students’ historical consciousness. This goal is highly relevant for students’ ability to 
deal constructively with controversial issues of history which is an important civic competence in 
the situation where in many societies’ political arguments concerning, for example, citizenship 
rights, ethnic and cultural diversity, and democracy are only too often fuelled by simplistic narratives 
of historical change and continuity. However, there is a blank spot in the existing research on 
historical consciousness in that intersections between historical and moral consciousness remain 
very much unexplored. This special issue seeks to identify promising theoretical and conceptual 
points of convergence for future interdisciplinary studies of historical and moral consciousness. 
Contributors are from the fields of history, educational research, social psychology, and philosophy. 

KEYWORDS: historical consciousness, moral consciousness, controversial history, history teaching, 
moral dilemmas, intersection. 

Background: controversial histories, conflicting politics 

The selection of papers in this special issue is an outcome of the workshop, ‘Towards an 
integrated theory of historical and moral consciousness’, held in Helsinki, in May 2015, and 
supported by Riksbankens Jubileumsfond (The Swedish Foundation for Humanities and Social 
Studies) and Suomen kasvatuksen ja koulutuksen historian seura (The Finnish Society for the 
History of Education). The workshop gathered together fourteen researchers in the fields of 
history, history didactics, philosophy, social psychology and educational research from Finland, 
Sweden, Iceland, Canada, Australia, Germany, and the Netherlands, to explore the theoretical 
and conceptual connections between historical and moral consciousness and to ponder on 
prospects of empirical research on their intersections. A wide variety of theoretical perspectives 
and methodological approaches was discussed, and the workshop resulted in plans of further 
research collaboration. This special issue is an initial outcome of such collaboration. 
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The idea of arranging an exploratory workshop on this topic originated in the discovery that 
there is a blank spot in the research on historical consciousness and that this lacuna has 
relevance for the contemporary political and social concerns. In many societies there are 
currently intense debates, even violent clashes, around the issues of cultural and ethnic 
diversity, citizenship, migration, integration, identity and social inequality. Much of this 
political and social turbulence can be traced back to the economic, demographic and ecological 
dimensions of globalisation. Traditional lifestyles have been shattered, and those who find 
themselves on the losing side in the globalisation game, or feel that their previously comfortable 
position is turning insecure, easily respond to the new situation with fear and anxiety, even 
aggression. In times of uncertainty, frustration and despair fundamentalism and 
authoritarianism are welcomed by many who yearn for a return to seemingly clear-cut, closed 
cultural communities and social categories (see, for example, Castles, 2000; Delanty, Wodak, 
& Jones (eds), 2008; Guibernau, 2007; Milanovic, 2016). These tendencies have a close relation 
to past events and therefore plead to be understood in relation to history (Pinar, 2012).  

The diversity of historical narratives, interpretations of the social world, and foundations for 
societal values in many Western societies has grown as a result of increased cultural 
heterogeneity and the new social movements that since the 1960’s challenged previously 
hegemonic values and norms and demanded for a recognition of ‘subaltern voices’ (see, for 
example, Gayatri Spivak’s seminal text, Can the subaltern speak?, 1988). Canonic 
interpretations of national histories have become under scrutiny, though in some cases there has 
been renewed demand for them, too (see, for example, Grever & Stuurman (eds), 2007; Symcox 
& Wilschut (eds), 2009; Taylor & Guyver, 2011). Increased plurality of historical narratives is 
a positive development in that it suggests that the diversity of collective memories in society is 
accepted as legitimate more readily than before. However it follows from this that one also has 
to be prepared to confront and debate historical narratives that fly at the face of basic principles 
of democracy, equality and universal human rights. 

After the 1980s we have witnessed a moral turn in the study of history in that issues of justice 
and ethics are recognized as pertinent to historians’ work. As George Cotkin (2008, p. 312) has 
pointed out, “historians are presently treading upon a landscape full of moral topics.” Historians 
are asked to serve as arbiters in not only historical but also legal and, implicitly, moral issues 
which is not a role they readily find appropriate for themselves (see, for example, Rousso, 
2003). Particularly questions of making reparation to victims of historical injustices has been a 
topic of much public debate and political negotiations to such an extent that the turn of the 
millennium has been called The age of apology, with reference to the numerous demands made 
to governments and other organisations for reparation for past injustices (Gibney et al. (eds), 
2008; Torpey, 2006). Questions of history and moral in/justice are heavily loaded largely, but 
not only, because the issue at stake is who is included in, or excluded from, the community 
whose memories of the past are recognised as part of a wider national or global narrative of 
history. Additionally, seemingly well-intentioned historical apologies may have exclusionary 
effects (Löfström, 2011). As the 20th century amply shows, narratives of historical trauma have 
great potential to fuel enmities between countries and within societies, and the last 15 years 
witness that history continues to be mobilised for a wide variety of political ‘uses and abuses’ 
(see, for example, Macmillan, 2010; Taylor & Guyver (eds, 2011).  

History teaching for conflict resolution and reconciliation 

There are currently numerous educational programs and study materials for History and Social 
Studies teaching, produced by agencies such as the Council of Europe, Euroclio, The Forum 
för levande historia, in Sweden, and the rather controversial and not without flaws, Facing 
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History and Ourselves, in the US. These initiatives are based on the notion that – as Robert 
Selman and Dennis Barr (2009) put it in the context of Facing History and Ourselves – a study 
of ethical violations in history may teach students to create “ethical relationships for 
themselves” in the future. They seek to enhance students’ commitment to democratic values 
and human rights and thus contribute to preventing such violations in the future. In the Council 
of Europe recommendation on History teaching in 21st century Europe, in 2001, it was declared 
that, among other things, History teaching should:  

play a vital role in the promotion of fundamental values, such as tolerance, mutual understanding, 
human rights and democracy [and help develop pupils’] intellectual ability to analyse and interpret 
information critically and responsibly, through dialogue, through the search for historical evidence 
and through open debate based on multiperspectivity, especially on controversial and sensitive 
issues. (Council of Europe, 2001)  

In some countries the current curricula mandate that History/Social Studies teaching in school 
should develop young citizens’ competence to assess historical interpretations from multiple 
perspectives, to judge critically public uses of history, and to use historical understanding for 
supporting democratic values and human rights. It is, however, another issue how intensively 
such directions are implemented (see, for example, Stradling, 2011; Ecker, 2013).  

There are also numerous academic books that discuss the issues of why, and how to teach 
controversial history (Baildon et al., 2013; Berg et al., 2003; Foster, 2014; Maitles & Cowan, 
2011), but they are not entirely satisfactory as they mostly focus on how to make students 
adjudicate between conflicting arguments and contradictory evidence, as if in a debate between 
professional historians. That is a useful civic competence and certainly essential when historical 
controversies are being negotiated. Historians Without Borders, based in Finland, was launched 
as an international network in 2016, for the purpose of “further[ing] public discussion about 
history and to promote the use of historical knowledge for peace-building and conflict-
resolution” (2016, n.p.). Left at that, however, the task is reduced to an intellectual weighing of 
whether historical facts are being ‘abused’ and how conflicting interpretations and memories 
can be shared, compared and perhaps reconciled. It leaves out the emotive elements which are 
of utmost importance in history-related controversies (Long & Brecke, 2003). Moreover, it 
mostly fails to address the complexity of intertwined narrative threads that connect the past, the 
present, and the future in people’s minds and make intelligible to them who they are, what they 
want, and what their world is like. This brings us to the relationship between historical and 
moral consciousness.  

Historical consciousness and moral consciousness  

Historical consciousness has been one of the most central concepts in the discussions on History 
education, collective memory and public uses of history in the last 20–25 years. It pertains to 
the basic human inclination to make meaningful interconnections between the past, the present, 
and the future. Historical consciousness also has a moral dimension in that narratives of 
historical change and continuity are at some level also narratives about moral rights and wrongs, 
interpreted against the background of present-day values and norms (see Rüsen, 2004). It is the 
moral issues that people often find most engaging when pondering the relationship between the 
past and the present: the experience of confronting historical dissimilarity in values and norms 
stimulates historical consciousness as it invites reflection on how, and why, moral judgments 
may differ in different periods of time (Ammert, 2013a, 2013b). On the other hand, Ann 
Chinnery (2013) has suggested that nourishing a feeling of caring for the past in an ethical 
sense might encourage us to live historically, to construct meaningful (here, moral) connections 
between the past, the present, and the future in our lives. 
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There is a large body of theoretical and empirical research on the nature and development of 
historical consciousness and how to cultivate it in school history teaching. Contributions to this 
wide field do not always share the same understanding of the content of the concept which, 
however, need not be regarded as a problem but simply as a reminder of differences in the 
traditions of History education and history theory, most notably between the German-speaking 
and the English-speaking world (for different notions of historical consciousness see von 
Borries, 1995; Lee, 2004; Seixas, 2004; Rüsen, 1989, 2004; Straub (ed.), 2005; and Wilschut, 
2012). There is also a large body of research on topics that in the workshop in Helsinki were 
put under the umbrella term moral consciousness. They include moral consciousness 
(Kohlberg, 1984), moral judgment (Rest, 1979; Lind, 2008), moral reasoning (Bucciarelli et al., 
2008; Myyry, 2003), moral thinking (Thoma et al., 2013), moral sensitivity (Tirri & 
Nokelainen, 2011), moral motivation (Myyry, 2003), and moral emotions (Malti & Keller, 
2010). The term moral consciousness as such has also been used by Jürgen Habermas (1990) 
in his discussion on Lawrence Kohlberg, and by Hans-Jürgen Pandel (1987) as synonymous to 
sensitivity regarding temporality of moral values and norms. 

Coming back to the rationale of the workshop and the special issue, we find that what is 
missing in earlier studies of historical and moral consciousness is an attempt to construct 
theoretical and conceptual bridges between those two fields. As Rüsen (2004) wrote already 
over a decade ago, the relation between historical and moral consciousness remains next to 
unexplored and untheorised. 

Inspired by the discussions in the workshop, the figure below attempts to visualise in a 
preliminary fashion the key concepts in the field and how they could be located in relation to 
each other (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1: Starting points for a study of historical and moral consciousness 

 

Both historical and moral consciousness have been studied theoretically and empirically. It 
is important there is an exchange between theoretical and empirical studies which the horizontal 
arrow inside the circle represents. In topics like these, empirical work may often neither prove 
nor disprove the validity of theoretical models but it can provide new insights and raise new 
questions for future theoretical work. Theoretical studies are essential as the foundation for 
empirical work and they may generate new models and concepts that can be operationalised, 
tried empirically and modified, or also discarded if proven to be unfruitful. However the major 
challenge is the vertical arrow, here painted red, the so-called missing link between studies of 
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historical consciousness and moral consciousness. This special issue will not be able to provide 
a definitive definition or understanding of the intersection between historical consciousness and 
moral consciousness, but it aims to provide some guidelines and, importantly, inspiration for 
future work in this field.  

Let us now look briefly also at the elements in the figure that make the frame for historical 
and moral consciousness and need to be taken into account when designing future research. To 
be clear, the figure is meant to serve as a heuristic device, not as an end product of a concluded 
research project. 

Outlining the context for the study of historical and moral consciousness  

Formal education is an arena where historical and moral consciousness are expected to be 
cultivated along the lines stipulated in the curriculum, but in school as well as elsewhere people 
also learn – and even more – in informal education. Our historical knowledge and skills of 
historical reasoning may partly derive from the history class and also our historical 
consciousness can be nourished with processes that take place in the history class. Yet at least 
equally important is the role of history culture (Germ. Geschichtskultur) or, as Jorma Kalela 
(2012, p. xii) has put it, “history-in-society”, that is consumed in everyday life and that abounds 
in narratives with historical contents, ranging from family traditions to state propaganda and 
guided tourism (Zander, 2014; Kalela, 2012). These narratives are material for the ever on-
going process of citizens making sense of the trajectory of their temporal self and the society 
they inhabit.  

For the purposes of this paper we suggest that likewise one could speak of moral culture (in 
contrast with history culture), in reference to the discernable prevalent patterns of how people 
in a given society respond to moral concerns in ways that are taken as ‘moral’. This is not to 
suggest that in society there is only one form of the moral life but possibly a plurality of them 
(see Tester, 1997). Moral culture in this sense could be seen as something that partly derives 
from moral instruction but also from narratives and practices with implicit moral content that 
abound in everyday encounters, media messages and, for example, the hidden curriculum of 
school (see, for example, Jackson, Boostrom, & Hansen, 1993). The philosophical aspect of 
moral consciousness is also important to consider in order to avoid an indoctrination of the kind 
that pushes bounded moral values, or morality, onto students. 

Figure 1 singles out political and societal climate in order to remind us of what Fernand 
Braudel called history of events, ‘history of short duration’ (courte durèe). These are more 
short-term phenomena of societal and political life that may be reflected in how, for example, 
historical and moral issues are framed, verbalised and negotiated in a particular time and space. 
The effect of this is like noise in radio transmission and needs to be considered when designing 
empirical research on historical and moral consciousness and analysing data from it.   

Finally, there is in the figure the element of temporal change, from the past to the present 
and the future, which is actually a dimension that goes through all the aforementioned elements. 
Historical and moral consciousness, education, history culture, moral culture, and political and 
societal climate exist in a state of flux where for example individual citizens’ historical 
consciousness is not static. This dimension in the figure should not be pictured as a left-right or 
a bottom-up scale but away from the reader and beyond the surface of the page, or of the 
immediate, direct attention of teachers and students. It influences people’s perspectives and 
world views and cannot be ignored especially on a topic as sensitive as this interaction between 
historical consciousness and moral consciousness 
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The figure is a deliberately slim model in that it intentionally leaves out of the picture, for 
the time being, questions of the innate capacity of the humans of having empathy, compassion 
and altruism. In a sense this capacity is one part of a history of very long duration, namely 
evolutionary development, and as such it could well be taken into account in our crude model 
with its dimension of temporal change. For the purposes of theorising on intersections of 
historical and moral consciousness and how their developments may interconnect, work by 
researchers like Steven Pinker (2011), for example, is extremely relevant.  

 The present-day concerns and moral dilemmas inform how the past and its moral dilemmas 
are perceived, and this feeds also to expectations about the future and its moral dilemmas 
(Ammert, 2013a). Thus, education of historically informed and morally engaged citizens would 
greatly benefit from understanding how people interrelate the past, the present and the future, 
how they handle complex moral dilemmas, and, very importantly, how they ponder on 
implications of historical moral dilemmas for the present and the future. These processes entail 
mobilising resources of historical and moral consciousness, and the crucial point is how the two 
resources interact and possibly support or obstruct each other. In educational contexts it is also 
relevant to ask how historical and moral consciousness could be developed and how their 
development and levels of sophistication can be assessed or ‘measured’. This is a complex issue 
and a formidable theoretical and methodological challenge. There is, for example, the risk that 
measuring instruments fail to do justice to the “ambiguities, ambivalences and contradictions 
inherent in concrete forms of historical [and moral, we add] consciousness,” as Carlos Kölbl 
and Lisa Konrad (2015, p. 26) point out (see also more generally Ercikan & Seixas (eds) 2015, 
part I).  

Experts in History and Social Studies education were well-represented in the workshop in 
Helsinki, 2015, and the same is true in this special issue. It may be a reflection of the recognition 
that  History/Social Studies educators in particular are expected to cultivate young citizens’ and 
their history teachers’ ability to reflect on historical problems and moral dilemmas and that, 
consequently, many History/Social Studies educators in universities are engaged in doing 
research on these themes. For example, the editors of this special issue have researched 
historical consciousness in school textbooks and the place of ethical values in historical thinking 
and in history teaching (see, for example, Ammert, 2008, 2013a, 2013b), adolescents’ 
perceptions of the meanings and justification of historical reparations as a reflection of their 
historical consciousness, and the public uses of historical reparations (see, for example, 
Löfström, 2011, 2014), adolescents’ responses to issues of violence and responsibility, the place 
of social and historical controversies and moral dilemmas in the guidelines mandated by core 
curricula (see, for example, Edling, 2009, 2012, 2016; Edling & Frelin, 2013), and the question 
of representing sensitive pasts in the History curriculum (see, for example, Sharp, 2011). One 
particular theme which has been studied extensively by History educators and which has a close 
connection with historical and also moral consciousness is historical empathy and how to 
develop it (see, for example, Brooks, 2009; Davis, Yeager, & Foster (eds), 2001; as an example 
of a social psychological approach to the concept of empathy see Myyry, Juujärvi, & Pesso, 
2010). 

The topics that would be very important to address in future research on intersections of 
historical and moral consciousness are, to put it schematically, what premises and patterns of 
explanation and justification are visible when people speak of historical moral dilemmas and 
contemporary controversial social issues and their causes, content, and consequences. This is a 
complex field of cognitive and emotive dynamics, and when for example students are studied 
it is difficult to distinguish the skills of ‘historical and moral thinking’ or historical literacy and 
moral literacy from generic thinking skills and more generic skills of reading and writing. 
Moreover, one has to take into account students’ historical/social studies content knowledge 
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which also has a role in how students reason about historical questions, including dilemmas 
with moral content (see, for example, Radinsky et al., 2015; Reisman, 2015).  

The agenda and the contributions of the special issue   

This special issue aims to help identify promising points of convergence between studies of 
historical and moral consciousness. The visualisation in figure 1 is meant to capture our 
preliminary understanding of the field, and we hope that in the future there will be more 
sophisticated and empirically substantiated theoretical models of the intersections of historical 
and moral consciousness and the reciprocal dynamics between the two.  

The contributions that follow range from empirical to more theoretical explorations. Their 
conceptual and terminological solutions vary to an extent as they reflect the variety of 
disciplinary perspectives among the authors.  

In the article Moral and historical consciousness Guðmundur Heiðar Frímannsson discusses 
moral development as part of the moral growth of a person. A crucial question is, what does 
moral development consist of? Frimanssson ponders the question from an Aristotelian, a 
Kohlbergian, and an ethics of care perspective. He proceeds to discuss whether historical and 
moral consciousness are related and how. Frimannsson sets the hypothesis that the link between 
them may be that one part of understanding historical events is to understand their significance, 
and significance here comes partly from the moral relevance of the events for us. If this is true, 
then historical understanding is, in part, understanding the moral importance of the past. Moral 
and historical consciousness are necessarily linked to each other and cannot exist separately. 

The article Narrative multiplicity and double standards: The complexity of ‘historical 
apologies’ and consequences for historical thinking and learning, by Andreas Körber, starts 
from the contention that recognizing temporal changes in norms and values when writing 
history is a standard approach in historiography. Yet recognizing such differences between the 
past and the present norms and values is only part of the solution to the problem of interrelating 
a temporal dimension with other, for example normative, dimensions of human orientation. 
Körber argues that there would need to be a concept of how to integrate normative standards in 
historical meaning-making in a reflective way. Drawing from Jörn Rüsen, Jacques Lacan and 
Harald Welzer he elaborates a matrix for addressing the temporal dimension of values in both 
synthetic and analytical operations of historical thinking. 

In her article, Historical and moral consciousness in the light of ethics of dissensus: One 
approach to handle plurality in education, Silvia Edling starts from the observation that today 
many societies face increased intolerance towards and violence against those considered to be 
foreigners. Parallel to these trends, many societies are, in a higher degree than before, 
influenced by simplistic populist rhetoric that is based on a binary logic of black and white and 
conjoins elements from conservative, nationalist, and neo-liberal discourses. Violence is a 
multifaceted phenomenon, and Edling brings to attention the consequences of othering as 
embodied manifestation in everyday life. From this way of reasoning, one aspect of violence is 
created in the collision between the Other we encounter and the Other that is within ourselves. 
The article explores the relationship between history/time and ethical responsibility by drawing 
on the work of Ewa Ziarek, and asks how the descriptions between historical and moral 
consciousness in education can be grasped so that it does not overlook the presence of the 
embodied Other?  

In their article, ‘An explorative dialogue between History education and social psychology: 
Analyzing adolescents’ reasoning about transgenerational responsibility’, Jan Löfström and 
Liisa Myyry discuss what new insights for the study of historical and moral consciousness may 
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result from analysing shared material from the perspectives of History education and social 
psychology. The material used in the article comes from a study of what Finnish adolescents’ 
reasoning about historical responsibility and reparations can tell of their historical 
consciousness. The authors engage in a dialogue on what questions the material raises in a 
social-psychological study of morality, and what might be the intersections between a study of 
historical and moral consciousness in this concrete case. 

In his article, ‘Patterns of reasoning: A tentative model to analyse historical and moral 
consciousness among 9th grade students’, Niklas Ammert propounds that students find ethical 
and moral issues particularly interesting when interpreting history. History can offer references 
to contemporary moral judgments, and simultaneously moral values also provide contexts 
through which students can connect with the past. How interrelations between the past and the 
present are conceived interacts with students’ questions and interpretations concerning moral 
issues. In the article Ammert reports his study where Swedish 9th grade students discussed an 
excerpt from Christopher Browning’s book, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and 
the Final Solution in Poland (1993). The students’ answers are analysed in a theoretical model 
that combines aspects of historical consciousness and moral reasoning. The objective is to look 
for potential patterns of interrelations and how they are manifested. The conclusions should be 
seen as a step towards founding a model to how historical consciousness and moral 
consciousness as theoretical concepts are interrelated. 

In Fredrik Alvén’s contribution, Teaching democratic citizens via their historical 
consciousness: A contradictory mission, the starting point is, that an expectation of History 
teaching in Sweden is to educate citizens who endorse the values in the chapter Fundamental 
values and tasks of the school, within the national curriculum. This is to be done by developing 
students’ historical consciousness. Yet that can be managed in different ways which may be in 
conflict. Alvén analyzes the dilemma in history teaching by comparing the objectives of 
citizenship education in the national curriculum and the theoretical construction of how to 
develop students’ historical consciousness as it is described in the History syllabus. The article 
gives a tentative suggestion for how to resolve the dilemma following from tensions in the 
curriculum. 
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