





























“Allegory of History
writing under the direction
of Minerva”. Detail of a
painting by Charles Joseph
Natoire (1700-1777).

LL societies have a past, but not all of them have evaluated their past
in the same way, nor used the same procedures to recall it. The kind of
questions people ask about former times have been—and still are—stimulated
by happenings in their own society. Attitudes towards memory itself have
varied widely in different civilizations, depending on social structures and
power systems, on whether or not writing was used, on the nature of the
dominant religion, on relationships with time and death, and on many other
factors.

The conventions of modern historiography are so widely accepted today that
we take them for granted and find it hard to appreciate that there are many
other possible approaches to the past. Not all societies have, for example,
organized their recollections chronologically.

Modern historiography seems to be experiencing something of a boom. Not
only are the stories of kings and princes, peoples and nations still being told
and retold, but virtually every group and institution seems to want its history
to be written. Another widespread modern trend is the fashion for “instant
history”. Once upon a time the historian did not begin to piece together the
historical record until events had fallen into some kind of perspective. Today
however television and the other mass media present their audience with
history as it is being made, lessening the distance between the headlines and
the history books and blurring boundaries between the newsworthy and the
historical.

At the same time there is a growing and sometimes obsessive concern with
earlier modes of perceiving history, with reconstructing the past from
memories that are fading or have been suppressed—memories preserved in
speech or writing, memories of Auschwitz or the Gulag, above all memories
of the victims of history. Memory itself is becoming a subject for historical
investigation.

When they began to explore the ramifications of man’s relations with the
past, the Editors of the Unesco Courier soon realized that it would be impossible
to do justice to such a vast subject in a single issue. Here, then, is the first
of two successive numbers on aspects of world historiography past and present.
Its theme is “History and Memory”, the process whereby historians have
tried to conquer time and save the past from oblivion.

11































































































































	Contents




