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Abstract 

Thinking of history and historical truth requires a special report to 

the notion of interpretation, according to which the past is recomposed 

through philosophical methods. Henri Irénée Marrou defines 

comprehension as ”the dialectic of the same with the Other”, as a 

dialogue involving the existence of a broad base of fellowship between 

subject and object, between the historian and the man who is revealed 

through the document, in a state of mind that makes us connatural to 

others, allows us to experience their passions, to rethink their ideas 

under the same light wherever they saw them. For Marrou, the ”other” is 

the historical past (De la connaissance historique). 

My paper aims at examine the way in which the consciousness of the 

present time is related to the consciousness of the past time, the way in 

which private histories and public history are articulated in mentalities 

that reflects the civic function of history. 

Key words: historical truth, interpretation, past time, present time, 

dialogue. 

 

Introduction 

My paper takes into account first the epistemological and 

methodological aspect of history, concerning the manner of 

conceiving and of writing used by the historians or philosophers 

preoccupied with historical phenomena, the style of presenting facts, 

memorable events or longer periods. Beyond the purpose of 

T 
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discovering the truth, historiography and historiographical reflection 

are part of a horizon of interpretation irrespective of the document’s 

intention to provide a specific image of the past or of the present. 

So sometimes it can be seen that conservative visions arise in the 

shade of “revolutionary“ methodologies of history, due to the 

attitude that emphasize the past, giving respect, continuity and 

“presence“ to personalities, events, happenings and processes from 

another times and another places. In brief, in this way is reflected the 

unity between human being and history, the civic and pedagogic 

dimension of historiography and comprehension. 

 

 1. Historiographical concepts and methodologies. The dialogue 

between philosophy and historiography 

In order to define the comprehensive size of history and 

historiography, I will refer to some aspects of the interpretation 

whose conservative vision concerning the past recorded and stored to 

be remembered, requires a conceptual approach. And this is not 

because history has no original concepts, as observed at some point 

Antoine Prost, considering that they are rather borrowed from other 

social sciences (Prost, 1996: 13). But according to Prost, while the 

concepts proper to other sciences allow the inference by defining a 

relevant property from which result a number of consequences, the 

historical concepts are constructed through a series of successive 

generalizations and defined by listing a number of pertinent features 

revealing the empirical generality and not logical necessity — as the 

concept of “economic crisis from the Ancien Regime“ (Prost: 129).  

But the very fact of concept’s “importation“ enable the conditions 

and means of comprehension because, according to Henri Irénée 

Marrou, the historian is the one who “knows how to get out of itself 

to meet the other one“ (Marrou, 1954: 92). The other, for the historian, 

is the past, that can be known only through a “sympathetic“ attitude 

that puts beyond the scientific intentions of the scientist, the 

“befriending“ with the object. In this regard, the document is not 

studied for himself, but “in order to achieve, through it, the 

past“(Marrou: 117). Because of such intentionality, we could say that 
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it is brought in the present the meaning of living into history: applied 

to the past, history and philosophy, different disciplines defined by 

object and method, when forms a “hermeneutic body“ can reveal 

meanings of human existence that do not occur in the the perspective 

of these disciplines considered separately. 

The return during the past of the historian provides some order 

of events. But this order is a partial one, concerning only the facts 

recorded or taken into account from a complex reality which remains 

unknown. And this, I think is true not only for ancient history, where 

the documents are rather “symbols“, but we can say that the very 

immediately history, that we are experiencing, that we “know“, can 

be forged: for instance, different witnesses will always recounted the 

same event in different ways, or they will understand differently the 

“essence“ that precedes it and the implications it produces. In 

addition, the ideological fiction promote political interests, the false 

or the obscurity which replaces the truth and the transparency . 

Generally, history is “the story of survivors“ (Emmanuel Levinas) or, 

more than that, it is the story of the winners. This means that to 

establish an image of man and society telling  what they have been 

(Collingwood), the coordination of scientific data (the proofs) with 

mentalities that can be reconstituted based on them or intuited by the 

historian or philosopher through an hermeneutical act, represents a 

necessary approach. 

Among the pluralistic perspectives on history defined as 

“knowledge of the individual in its diversity, having the memory as 

instrument “ (Lalande, 1968: 414),  the explanatory perspective 

culminates in Hegel’s philosophy of history, which postulates that 

“the reason rules the world and therefore the universal history has a 

rational deployment “ (Hegel, 1968: 12). The explicit form in which 

transcendence is affirmed through the Universal Spirit who “leads 

historical events“  allows us “the leap“  from the conception of the 

tragic Greek and Christian philosophy of history (prepared by the 

prophets) to Hegelian vision. On the other hand, if the traditional 

philosophy of history finds its fulfillment in Hegel’s system, the 

modern philosophy of history begins by refusing Hegelianism: its 
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ideal is no longer to determine suddenly the becoming human 

meaning and therefore the philosopher no longer believes himself the 

depository of providence secrets. The analysis of historical 

knowledge represents for the philosophy of history the role which 

Kant’s critique represented for the dogmatic metaphysics (Aron, 

1969: 15). 

In Kant’s historical and political writings , we still find a 

perspective that could form part of the same family with the idea of 

“historical reason“: “People in their endeavors, not generally proceed 

only by instincts, like animals, but neither in the way of rational 

cosmopolitans, by an agreed plan. (...). The philosopher finds only 

one solution. Being unable to suppose in people’s play, as a whole, no 

own rational intention, the philosopher must investigate if it could 

somehow discover an intention of the nature in this meaningless 

unfolding of human affairs, so that, according to that intention, still 

be possible a history based on a nature’s  scheme about nature’s 

creatures proceeding according to their own scheme“ (Kant, 1943, 64). 

This is also an older ideal of thinkers: among historians and 

philosophers, Tacitus, respectively the Stoics tried to reconcile the 

human events with the universal harmony. 

According to Alexis Philonenko, the Kantian theory is finally a 

lucid acceptance of the  limit’s tragedy, the highest category that 

defines the human being (Philonenko, 1986: 226) and we can add that 

this limit (in the biblical sense) results from the historical condition of 

the man who wanted to know what is not allowed by the divinity.  

Philosophy of History brings together both historicist 

perspective, materialistic, psychological, cultural,  narrative and 

theological interpretations that we would consider complementary, 

rather than competing. Actually, as have shown Hayden White, the 

rigid opposition between history itself and the metahistory “makes 

things more obscure rather than enlighten them “ (LaCapra, 1983: 75). 

According to this author, as well as according to Mircea Eliade, 

interpretation is the “heart“ of historiography (Eliade, 1973: 537).  

About the history, the fundamental question of philosophy could 

be formulated in this way: „Why people in a certain place, at a certain 
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time, write history in a certain way and which is the validity of their 

writing?“ (Momigliano, 1983: 10). 

Broadly speaking ‒ as we have already said ‒ classical history is 

written by the winners , or at least by the “actors“. Historical 

discourse of victims, of the “passive“ elements or wrongly ignored in 

the course of history, is recently. A part of the answer would 

configure in the following way: people in a certain time and place 

write history to crown their victory and to explain the “necessity“ 

and “rationality“ of a historical situation that follows logically from 

the facts. This is a triumphal interpretation,  not one “critical“ on the 

events and their results, an approach in order to determine who 

enjoys the power within a relationship of forces. 

According to A. Momigliano, always the question of 

interpretation undertakes the question of validity. As a historian of 

antiquity who studied almost all periods, Momigliano turned his 

attention toward both classical historians and toward historians of 

the modern world which treated about classical world. 

But in addition, Momigliano tried to present clearly the 

repercussion of ancient historical thinking (Hebrew, Greek and Latin) 

on the thinking of modern historical and reveal all the problems 

raised by this confrontation to depict as many matters as possible 

interpretative result. His works have highlighted the importance of 

antiquarian tradition in shaping modern historiography, of 

“antiquities amateurs“, thus showing the interest held for “long 

duration“ and  sharing the same fundamental concerns with the 

French theorists of history, such as Henri Irénée Marrou and Fernand 

Braudel. From this perspective, inherited from the Greeks, history is 

for us only one aspect of a larger inheritance, which involves the 

significant intellectual activities (philosophy, mathematics, 

astronomy, natural history, figurative arts) still practiced today —and 

in particular the most prestigious literary genres (epic, lyrical, 

eloquence, tragedy, comedy, novel, romance), which still satisfy our 

need for verbal expression (Momigliano: 15). We owe to humanists 

centuries XVI and XV this conscious choice of an inheritance, 
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restoring the ancient patterns validity and correct the “medieval 

deviations“. 

During the Renaissance it was brought up and adopted the 

theories (more sketched than developed) which, in ancient Greece, 

defined the characteristics of history through its legitimate forms: the 

invention of “antiquities“ by sophists, the notion of history as a 

rhetorical genre, due to Isocrates and Cicero, the history conceived 

strictly through its utilitarian purpose due to Polybius and the 

distinction between biography and history stated by Plutarch in the 

book about Alexander the Great. In this respect, the historian and the 

philosopher asks himself to what degree Greek historiography is 

compatible with the biblical view of the world and how much of our 

modern images of the world can express themselves through it 

(Momigliano: 16). 

The answer begins with the remark that history considered 

“classical“  since  by the Greeks and Romans in late antiquity, 

illustrated by Herodotus, Thucydides, Xenophon, Polybius, Salustius, 

Titus Livy, Tacitus, was the “mirror of change“ ‒ in comparison with 

other types of historiography (as are the ones Persian, Chinese or 

Danish) where the recent facts are always reported to the sources 

from which tradition claims.  The historiography era of transition 

from ancient to medieval historiography (320-550) is relevant for the 

importance given to the veracity of historical research. Different 

historians, such as Amien Marcelin (IV century) and Sozomen (V 

century) reaffirms the conception of Cicero and his contemporaries 

about history as narration of real facts. The recognition of this 

principle in his Ecclesiastical History by Sozomen represents “without 

exaggeration“ one of the most important methodological statements 

and clarify the particular interest of ecclesiastical historians for the 

archive documents“ (Momigliano: 122). In deference to the search for 

truth, Sozomen does not exclude the use of heretical writings in the 

preparation of Ecclesiastical History.  

This example illustrates  the interchange of the scientific 

descriptive and explanatory method with the comprehensive method, 

their jointly pedagogical purpose. The pedagogical vocation of 
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history as a discipline beginning with antiquity, continuing with the 

Middle Ages and preserved as such in the modern and postmodern 

era is emphasized by Momigliano when he states that the force of 

tradition comes not only from the “antiquarian“ details which are 

countless, but it exists in the historiography function itself in society. 

Regarding the political history, it continues to reflect a reaction to the 

recent past of the informed people, although the delay between 

historiographical traditionalism and the uncertainty or the instability 

of the sources can not be ignored (Momigliano: 139-140). 

Regarding the scientific and narrative dimension of history 

linked to its pedagogical vocation, in a recent study William Connell 

shows that “during the early Renaissance in Italy there took shape a 

distinctive narrative genre for the writing of history that is the 

ancestor of much of today’s historical writing“. In this regard, the 

Renaissance historians “experimented with historical periodization, 

developing what would become the standard framework of ‘ancient, 

medieval, and modern’ still used in most retellings of European 

history“ and “the most engaged and intelligent of the Renaissance 

narratives give evidence of a critical approach that continues to be the 

sine qua non of modern historical writing“(Connell, 2012).  

This attitude was related to the historian’s passion for his work, 

but also to the expectations of readers: “Along with an account of 

events and their causes, Renaissance readers expected to find in their 

histories rhetorical ornaments that included introductory moral 

essays, character sketches, digressions on topography, battle-pieces 

that provided excitement if not much practical instruction, excurses 

on foreign peoples, and the juxtaposition of similar or contrary 

elements. There was a greater expectation that history might really 

improve the people who read it: so aphorisms intended to supply 

moral and political wisdom were sprinkled throughout the text, and 

speeches attributed to historical actors but composed by the 

historians were actually collected and published separately for use by 

future statesmen. Against a background production of thousands of 

lesser histories and chronicles, the Italian Renaissance gave birth to a 

series of impressive and still readable narrative histories that were 
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written by an honour roll of Italian authors who continue to be 

among our best guides to the early modern period both in Italy and 

the wider world“(Connell, 2012). 

Thus the “historical field“ extends itself until “indeterminacy“, 

for if some historians select political, institutional, religious, 

biographical, ethnological, sociological, natural aspects (those 

pertaining to scholarship), others seeks the object of historical 

knowledge in a past which is “distinct from the document itself being 

studied“ (Marrou, 112). This is the case of  history of philosophy, of 

the history of thought or of art history whose method, since Dilthey, 

is comprehension.  According to H.I. Marrou, the historian is the man 

who acquires a certain familiarity with the documents, owing to 

which he ends up by really know which is their meaning, their 

openness, their value - which represents the image of the past that 

they bring (Marrou: 112). 

Moreover, the expansion of event’s horizon in accordance with 

the new approach also allows for the domain of everyday life the 

access to the status of history object “because in no other region of 

being, than that of life everyday, it can better reflect the historicity“ 

(Veyne, 1978: 27). 

 

2. The historical relationship between public affairs and private life  

There is an aristocratic sense of history, recognizable in the 

veneration and the claim of the present status and condition from a 

noble or heroic past. Nobleness of the past is “demonstrated“ by the 

historical creative potential, through what it remains real, despite the 

passing of time and it finds the reference in events, moments or 

sequences of history. 

The connection between history and memory (the peculiarities of 

how to live in the past time, but also in the present, recorded for 

remembrance through various means) becomes an integrating vision 

and provides a broad perspective as a “history of mentalities“, 

“history of long durations“,  “history of everyday life“, “history of 

structures“, “serial history“. One of the most important 

representatives of the Annals School, Philippe Ariès in his book Le 
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Temps de l'histoire illustrates a model in which are found both a 

conservatism vision and a postmodern epistemology and method. 

According to this model, the history also means the personal creative 

description of what at one time defines the human being, in all its 

peculiarities and differences. Here are included essays and studies 

written in a seductive manner mainly on French history, but 

subsumed under a vision of universal history considered as solidarity 

between different ages and countries.  

Privileged by its origin, the author learns history in the family, 

that always maintained “an intimacy with the presence of the past “ 

(Ariès, 1997: 35). So, despite the interference in the private lives of 

public history, in an environment that cares about tradition, history 

keeps its sacred dimension:  “God was in the past we were trying to 

achieve. I find it’s no difficult to recognize in my communion with 

the past the oldest religious experience“(Ariès: 43).  

But “history is primarily related to the consciousness of the 

present“, and such a partial perception of history from the memoirs 

read by parents, from the nostalgic conversations about the Old 

Regime, which brought at present through testimonies, the past - 

required the integration into a overall vision. The two types of 

history, particular histories and universal history are harmonized by 

virtue of a “childlike consciousness of the past “ representing the 

shape of resistance and at the same time the revelation of the 

“mysterious communion between man and history“ (Ariès: 44). The 

ideal scientist in this regard would be that who feels a “holy joy“, 

resembling of grace in front of the “synthesized and combined ages“.  

The memory as “fidelity to the past“ is a part of the hermeneutic 

route proper to a speculative philosophy of history which does not 

exclude epistemology in historiographical operation. As Paul Ricoeur 

has shown, the historian has the power to travel through imagination 

at a some time in the past, as though it were present and so as it was 

lived by the people of the past, as a present. Because people of 

yesteryear were like us, subjects of initiatives, and of the prospects or 

retrospection. And the epistemological consequences of this remark 

are considerable: knowing that people of the past have formulated 
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expectations, projections, desires, fears and projects, means break the 

determinism and “reintroducing retrospectively the contingency in 

history“ (Ricoeur, 2000:  497).  

The reflection on history and truth relates to the notion of 

interpretation according to which the past is “recomposed“ by 

philosophy to realize the historicity of the human being, by 

historiography to bring back in the present different “provinces“ of 

memory. 

The necessity of history for “recomposing the past“ can not be 

reduced according to Jean Boutier and Dominique Julia, to “celebrate 

a certain particular memory“ or only to “resurrection of what has 

passed“, but it aims at “understanding, in all its complexity, the 

relations that unite or divide men and women, different social 

groups, governors and governed people“ (Boutier, Julia, 1995: 53). 

Moreover, in democratic societies history retains “a civic 

irreplaceable function“ because the historian’s work makes possible 

the critical approach of tradition. 

In other words, as shown Dominique Borne, “the history depicts 

not only the gestures of dead civilizations“ (transporting people in 

the past), but “it affirms the continuity of humanity and clarifies the 

present“ (Borne, 1995: 132).  

 

Conclusion 

The place of history in cultural programs and projects is vital for 

the development of good citizenship. Through its formative virtue, 

history contributes to the development of citizen’s consciousness —

by discounting both the heroic past and reprehensible deeds, 

cultivating a sense of respect for values or, conversely, arousing 

disapproving reactions. 

The consequence of ignoring tradition is the misunderstanding of 

the world we live in. Ignoring its own tradition, the refusal to 

recognize the inherited values impedes the timeliness  understanding 

and the development. On the other hand, ignoring the traditions of 

other nations is an obstacle to understanding the “other“ (so 

important in the age of globalization) and makes impossible the 
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peaceful communication, based on the understanding that is reached 

by recognizing a set of common values.  

Regarding the recent history of Romania, an important historical 

theme is the understanding of the communist concentrationary 

universe, by studying the memories of victims of this regime, despite 

the fact that those reflect the tragic side of human communion with 

history. 
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