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The perspective can be summarized as meta-history: the study of the cul-
tural and historical praxis as a whole. It provides us with a holistic view on 
the pursuit of history, clarifying the interactions between different actors in 
the field, and the possible differences between national contexts of historical 
cultures. In this way, the umbrella concept of historical culture also covers 
the “horizontal” dimension of historiographical canons: the modes of dis-
course and socio-ideological contexts. 

What does this historical culture perspective mean for the history of his-
toriography? To fully understand the making of historiographical canons it 
would be very interesting, for instance, to link the emerging discipline of 
history in the nineteenth century to the various, sometimes contested, ima-
ginations of the past articulated by many individuals and groups. For most 
people, the national framework gradually became dominant, marginalizing 
other local or transnational loyalties. Nevertheless, a number of groups, such 
as religious minorities, conservatives, local movements, socialists, and femi-
nists, continued to maintain a multiform relationship to the past combining 
national with transnational alliances. Although Geyer (2007, 264) argues 
that the socialist and feminist movements of the late nineteenth century 
“remained first and foremost internationalist in that they retained organiza-
tional autonomy along national lines,” the fact remains that these move-
ments crossed national borders and generated specific international tradi-
tions and cultural codes.

The interaction between material and immaterial (historical) cultures in 
the nineteenth century process of creating distinct national identities became 
evident in the erection of statues of classical heroes, the founding of open air 
museums, the setting up of festivals of national costumes, the preservation of 
villages attractive to tourists, and the celebration of origin myths. Myths and 
heroes played a significant role in defining the national community and so-
lidifying the legitimacy of its political leaders, as well as in the canonization 
of specific past relationships. Famous examples in Western Europe include 
Hermann the Cheruscan for the Germans, Vercingetorix for the French and 
Julius Civilis for the Dutch. While idealized concepts of folk culture played 
a crucial role in the promotion of national character, “museumization” was 
an important tool used to educate people for the nation-state and its colo-
nies. This last process implied the removal of objects from their original local 
or regional contexts in order to preserve them for future generations in and 
outside museums, a de-localization of objects that served the construction of 
new national settings. An interesting example was the 1898 Dutch Exhibition 
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of National Costumes, held on the occasion of the coronation of Queen 
Wilhelmina. According to Ad de Jong (2001, 619), the costumes on display 
were no longer simply “national” in the sense of indigenous, but also symbo-
lized national unity. 

All of this had an enormous impact on the public. Politicians, local elites, 
writers, artists, historians, men and women were involved in the monumen-
talization of the nation, giving it its historical justification. They frequently 
projected the national character onto these exemplars of national virtue, rai-
sing money to erect statues and organize national festivities (Tacke 1995, 31). 
The growing engagement of various groups and individuals resulted in the 
formation of national mnemonic communities that synchronized the com-
memoration of specific events guided by a national calendar (Zerubavel 
2003, 4–5). And yet, the articulation of nationally oriented collective memo-
ries often sparked vigorous public clashes over the “ownership” of history (Da-
vis 1999) as well. These quarrels not only reveal the conflicting claims of gender, 
class, ethnic or religious groups and the possible submission of alternative 
modes of discourse, they also demonstrate both the polyphonic character of the 
past and its unrepresentable aspects.

Museumization, monumentalization, and ritualization supported and 
justified the construction of the nation-state. It is worth examining the histo-
ric relationship between these popular articulations and the formation of the 
academic historical profession. Indeed, the nation-station buttressed the 
professionalization of the historical discipline, but – no less importantly – it 
also established the tradition governing the transmission of specific historical 
knowledge: topics, heroes, chronologies and periodizations. Just as they are 
today, professional historians were very interested in controlling the trans-
mission of historical knowledge, in creating what they viewed as a meaning-
ful popular historical culture. They participated in all kinds of committees, 
advising on monuments, commemorations, and implementing history cur-
ricula in the schools. In this way they drew the boundaries between what 
they conceived of as popular and “scholarly” history. They helped to prepare 
the public to consume specific canonized versions of the national past, while 
at the same time creating a market for their own books. 

One of the reasons for the resilience of historiographical canons is the 
history of the little-noted close relationship between popular culture and the 
historical profession. Another is the constant tension between the public’s 
need for an optimistic or at least meaningful, history with which they could 
identify and a complex and contingent history based on professional research 
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and standards. For instance, from Dutch research we know that Jewish wo-
men were sometimes sexually assaulted while hiding in the houses of Dutch 
families during the German occupation (Withuis 1995, 43–46). Other histo-
rians have discovered that some 500 Dutch soldiers who were involved in the 
colonial wars in Indonesia had also participated in the Waffen SS a few years 
before (Van Esterik 1984; Verrips 1998). How many Dutch people are truly 
familiar with these facts, however? The appeal of heroic and simplistic natio-
nal histories is immense, and this certainly remains true today. Jeremy Black 
(2005, 1) is right to warn us about the discrepancy between “the questioning 
ethos and methods that are central to the modern notion of scholarship,” 
and history as it is appropriated and used by the state, the media, and the 
national collective memory, “in which the emphasis is rather on answers, 
with public myths providing ways to make sense of the past.” 

Conclusion

The current “memory battles” in Europe point to a different socio-mental 
topography of the past. The coordinates of collective memory are changing. 
Particularly in Western European countries, the idea of the nation is disinte-
grating; Europe as a whole has become a continent of immigration, but its 
public image and historical identity seem “whiter” than ever as its colonial 
past is cast into oblivion. With regard to gender, most young people perceive 
feminism as an outmoded movement, at best something from a remote past. 
Western governments increasingly consider women’s emancipation to be one 
of the major accomplishments of their national history, emphasizing the 
supposedly archaic character of Islamic communities for not acknowledging 
equal rights for women. Geertje Mak (2007, 129–130) explains that the status 
of women traditionally provides a yardstick in public debates to measure the 
advancement of Western civilization, which is often considered the final cap-
stone of Enlightenment progress.

Many countries fear increasing diversity. Despite the fact that essentialist 
theories have not proven successful, there is a growing resistance to pluralism 
in public debates and even within the historical discipline. But today’s globa-
lizing society is pushing historical culture in that direction, although some 
scholars have their doubts. According to Stephan Berger (2007, 65–66), na-
tional historical writing will continue to be an important mode of history for 
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a considerable time to come. This view affirms the perceptions of the socio-
logist Frank Lechner (2007), who asserts that scenarios positing the erosion 
of the nation-state have been rather overstated. Focusing on the Dutch case, 
he shows how the redefinition of national identity takes the form of reflexive 
discourse, varies across sectors and over time, and intertwines with local and 
global pressures. He concludes that nations have a future in globalization. 
From this point of view, the crucial question for Berger (2007, 65) is how to 
deal with current national narratives, as they have proven extremely explo-
sive, reactionary and dangerous in their consequences since the nineteenth 
century. These narratives have all too often mobilized the masses for war and 
genocide by presenting tendentious or distorted understandings of the past. 
Berger therefore recommends a fundamental reflection on how national nar-
ratives have worked in the past by comparing national narratives across Eu-
rope and beyond. In this way, he hopes that national narratives will be de-
essentialized. In his view, historians should also strive to replace a single, 
homogenous national history with many different national narratives, thus 
pluralizing narratives within the nation-state. 

Although I appreciate Berger’s standpoint, his analysis seems overly cen-
tered on the nation-state, suggesting that a global history perspective exclu-
des national history. The point is not that nations and national histories will 
remain significant, but how they will be re-imagined, re-theorized and re-
written in a global context. National histories must be reconfigured as inter-
acting and overlapping networks that are an integral part of the evolving 
global network. A new world history calls for new national histories. When 
that happens we will almost automatically get a plurality of national histories 
and a (greater) plurality of significant themes, actors, and voices within tho-
se national histories. Inspired by William McNeill (1986), Jerry Bentley 
(2005, 77) bases his version of ecumenical world history on what Nancy 
Fraser and Linda Nicholson (1988) have called “large-scale empirical narra-
tives – as opposed to totalizing, a-historical meta-narratives deriving from 
specific ideologies – that build a framework useful both for understanding 
the development of larger global orders and for contextualizing the expe-
riences of particular lands, peoples, and societies.” This kind of world history 
not only takes the world seriously, but also historicizes nation-states and su-
pra-national or local communities, treats its various peoples with respect, 
and sheds light on its dynamics.

The task for historians now is to live up to their scholarly responsibilities 
without underestimating people’s fears, to make sense of the past by assessing 
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its positive and darker episodes and by acknowledging local, national, and 
global developments and encounters as well as the simultaneity of several 
modes of discourse. Hence, we need to reevaluate both the plurality of per-
spectives that opens historiography in light of the newly evident complexity 
of the human relationship with history (Roberts 2005, 51) and the meaning 
of responsible public uses of the past. Finally, examining modes of discourse 
would be an excellent starting-point for making women more visible as sub-
jects. The aim, however, is not encyclopedic or complete coverage, i.e., ad-
ding female “forerunners” to the grand Book of Historiography. We also 
need to reflect more carefully on the occasions and contexts in which the 
category of gender does or does not work, and on what other categories are 
also relevant for the history of historiography. Otherwise, gendering histori-
ography will turn out to be a spasmodic and unconvincing quest, perpetua-
ting canonization processes and obscuring gender relations in history. 
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