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Can you introduce yourselves, tell us where we are and what’s 
your affiliation with the Asociación de Historia Pública?

Miguel: Soy Miguel Martínez, Associate Professor of Literature 
and Cultural History at the University of Chicago. I just arrived in 
Madrid for our first Festival of Public History. I’m also a member of 
the Spanish Association of Public History. We’re in La Corrala.

Jesús: I’m Jesús Izquierdo, Associate Professor at the Universidad 
Autónoma de Madrid, and one of the promoters of this civic 
association, the Spanish Association of Public History. I’m also 
one of the organizers of this first Festival of Public History that 
will take place tomorrow, Friday and Saturday the 16th.

Esther: My name is Esther Pascual Echegaray. I hold a B.A. in Geography 
and History, with a focus on medieval history. I teach at a private 
university, the Universidad a Distance in Madrid. My interests include 
theory, historiography as well as 15th-century Castilian History.

Saúl: I’m Saúl Martínez Bermejo from the Department of Modern History 
at the University Autónoma in Madrid, and I’ve known Esther and Susan 
for many years. We’ve been involved in projects such as “Contratiempo,” 
about history and memory. We share an interest in History beyond 
academia, in its dissemination, in other historical narratives and how 
we relate to them, etc. Our projects emerge from these issues.

Can you describe Historia Pública as a community?

Jesús:  We’re a community with the mission to foster civics and discuss 
memory and the past. The past should be the focus of a public discussion 
beyond academia. By learning about the past we should be able to 
increase civic engagement, as the past teaches us how to increase our 
participation in democracy, which is sorely lacking. This is due to the 
Spanish process of transition to democracy, which continued to be 
dominated by dominant discourses that prevent political engagement.

Miguel: We don’t disseminate information. Instead, we facilitate 
dialogue and promote existing initiatives as well as projects 
that focus on public history, which we actually don’t call public 
history because, as Suso indicated, there’s no tradition of formal 
institutionalized history. It’s a hard concept to explain because it’s 
foreign to the practices in Spain, but we’re aware of many projects 
that actually fit in what we understand as public history.
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Who are the members of the association?

Miguel: At the moment, we’re still creating the association. There’s a research project 
affiliated with it, led by Suso.  Our members include primary and secondary school 
teachers, academics, archivists, museum curators, history enthusiasts, history students, 
etc. We want to be as inclusive as possible and welcome any and everyone who has 
something to say about the past: filmmakers, writers of historical novels, creators of 
comics, etc. The goal is to build a meeting point for an open a democratic dialogue 
about the past. We’re also part of an international association of public history.

Jesús: We belong to the International Federation for Public History, along with several 
other countries (France, Italy, USA, Australia). Again, the point is to address the past in 
the public realm from a variety of perspectives outside of academia.In these countries 
there have been opportunities to discuss the past from multiple perspectives that 
include a variety of venues accessible to the general public and open to a dialogue 
about the past. Here in Spain, we lack this practice. We’re in dire need of discussing 
the past. There’s plenty of discussions going on in this country but our historians don’t 
participate in discussions for the general public, perhaps because they lack the tools 
to move beyond the elitist academic scholarship. The truth is that we need historians 
to participate in these conversations in order to move beyond polarized discourses.

How can individuals or associations join your organization?

Miguel: We’ve been encouraging people to join us by signing our manifesto. 
Our web page allows everyone to join and subscribe, but we haven’t had 
a constituent assembly yet. We are in the very early stages, which is a very 
exciting time. Actually, tomorrow’s festival may be our birth in a way.

From what experiences did the  Asociación de Historia Pública emerge?

Jesús: In my case, it was a radio show called “Contratiempo, Memoria, Historia por la 
Democratización del Conocimiento Histórico,” and created in 2009 for Radio Círculo 
de Bellas Artes. Through our conversations on public history we connected with 
other associations with similar interests. There was the hurdle of certain practices in 
academia that don’t foster dialogue but rather perpetuate the isolation of the ivory 
tower. Miguel will agree that academics are on the defensive due to the proliferation 
of alternative narratives. We academics write to be read by a handful of scholars. 
One wonders why taxpayer money is being spent on faculty whose knowledge lacks 
impact. This is a matter of civics. My generation has witnessed the crisis of academia.

Can you tell us about the radio show Contratiempo?

Jesús: It’s 10 years old and we broadcast over 400 shows on Mondays from 
8 to 9.  We used to have a technical team but after the 2012 financial crisis, 
we couldn’t afford it and recorded the shows at home and didn’t go to the 
studio at all. We invited guests who were specialists in history as well as others 
who were interested in it but with a different viewpoint (cultural, artistic). As 
historians, we avoided speaking from a position of authority at all cost. And if 
we resorted to obscure academic jargon, the guests would call us on it.
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What takeaways from the Contratiempo show will be incorporated 
into the structure of the Asociación de Historia Pública?

Jesús: First, it’s crucial to avoid academic jargon in order to become effective 
interlocutors to those who are not scholars. Second, the mission of our Public 
History collective is to unpack the meaning of democracy. That is, what do 
we understand as life in a democracy? Does it simply involve going to the 
polls every four years or that it entails dialogue and diversity of thought?  I 
often reflect upon the need to incorporate personal and collective memories 
to the scholarly concept of historical memory, especially in the classroom. 
That is, culturally diverse student voices should be heard along with scholarly 
perspectives. It’s necessary to embrace the past from the perspective of 
postmemory, and even trauma, especially in a country as traumatized as ours.  

What are the goals of the association?

Jesús: One of the goals of the initial idea was to create a popular/collective history 
by incorporating diverse and politically engaged perspectives. Civic engagement is 
sorely lacking in Spain due to our recent past.  One of the issues we’ll be discussing at 
the festival will be “democratic memory,” which isn’t the same as historical memory. 
The state agency for Democratic Memory, which will be represented at our meeting 
by its Director, is concerned with, precisely, the lack of democratic education in our 
country. The agency is fully aware that democratic education isn’t discussed among 
law enforcement professionals and that schools don’t teach democratic education or 
discuss what are the barriers to a true democracy, why the lack of civic engagement 
or why we don’t respect (“por qué somos tan depredadores de los bienes públicos”). 
We’re in dire need to confront our democratic identity. As most countries, we have 
our traumas but we can’t continue to avoid this conversation. Why do we allow 
environmental disasters such as the Mar Menor or Portmán in Murcia? I can go on 
about these tragedies because I’m from Murcia. Why are we so reluctant to listen to 
one another, why are we so tribal, why are we community oriented to then become 
incredibly aggressive, why are we so closed minded, why do we refuse to listen to 
one another?  These are the elements that define the hegemonic/public discourse, 
which doesn’t mean that everyone follows these parameters. A better society is 
not necessarily a technologically advanced society. Instead it’s a society where 
individualism is discouraged, which can only be achieved through collective dialogue 
about the past, the present and the future. The objective is to reflect upon the current 
situation as well as to design strategies for a more tolerant and empathetic society.

You recently published a manifesto announcing the establishment 
of the Association. What are the main lines of thought?

Jesús: It’s a manifesto because it lays out a political agenda. Es un manifiesto 
porque tiene una lógica política. It’s deeply political in that I –and perhaps 
Miguel as well–  understand history as a collection of political narratives that 
always exclude the other, and that exclusion requires a political dialogue. So the 
manifesto, which we wrote collaboratively, goes beyond academia. Or rather, 
it’s a political manifesto for and beyond academia. That’s the main goal.

Miguel: The manifesto was drafted at the time when the debate on public history was 
at its inception, which revealed a complete lack of interest of traditional academics 
and humanists. So at the beginning we pondered: “Traditional narratives should be 
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challenged, right? It may not always be productive to confront directly.” It wasn’t a 
good idea not to, but a the same time, it may backfire. It’s much more productive to 
open up a dialogue, to share other narratives, to add voices than to simply confront 
hegemonic narratives about the past, whether the civil war or colonial Spain. 

The full name of your collective is “Public History. Transforming 
History into a Tool for Democratization.” Based on this, my assumption 
is that you don’t believe that’s not currently the case. Can you explain 
in what ways History impacts the health of democracy?

Jesús: We need to distinguish between the Past, that is, a series of events that 
took place in earlier times, and History, which is the narrative of the events. 
Endless narratives of History can be created, as evidenced, for instance, by the 
vast scholarship on the Spanish Civil War, which I believe is the most studied 
historical event after WWII. How can we explain the multiplicity of narratives? It’s 
because new archives may become available, or because certain groups were 
underrepresented and demand recognition through new narratives, or because 
new perspectives are urgently needed. Over time, our perceptions and sensibility 
on the past morphs, and that’s healthy. We should fight hegemonic discourses 
that silences voices and uncomfortable information.  PUblic history is poised to 
give a voice to individuals who were traditionally silenced in the public sphere.

The multiplicity of narratives erodes the hegemonic discourse. In our case, the 
official account of the transition to democracy after 1975 epitomizes what I mean 
by dominant historical discourse. My generation, as well as Miguel’s, and probably 
yours too, are creating narratives that challenge the official story, which excluded 
the important role of grassroot movements, as if they had not had a major impact. 
The marginalized narratives should function as instruments of democratization, 
that is, history, not the past, plays a fundamental democratizing role. The fabric of a 
democratic society should be weaved with a multiplicity of perceptions of the past.

Miguel: Let me give an example to illustrate Suso’s argument. Today is October 15th 
and only 3 days ago, we celebrated our national holiday (Día de la Hispanidad).  It 
occurred to me that  the far right made their voices heard while more than 3 million 
people of Latin American origin remained excluded from the public discourse. How 
can we incorporate their memory and perspectives? What can they contribute to the 
conversation? How do they perceive the insensitive official narrative on the colonization 
of Latin America? To me, democratization through history means, on the one hand, 
that past and present merge in today’s political struggles (this is an issue many feel 
passionate about) and therefore we need tools for a deeper understanding of the past, 
tools that include community and dialogue. Plurality defines the past and therefore its 
understanding should be informed by a plurality of perspectives. Unfortunately, the 
establishment supports the official narrative, even in a democratic regime. On the other 
hand, to understand history as a democratizing tool means to strive for a deeper and 
more complex history of the democracy we aim to implement or rather, we’re bound 
to implement. These are the two meanings of history as a democratizing instrument.
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Your manifesto stresses the need for History to be 
“public.” Can you elaborate on this idea?

Jesús: I don’t think the manifesto makes it clear. The idea is to get historical 
knowledge out of the ivory tower of academia, to liberate it from the closed confines 
of higher education. That is, history that speaks to other audiences and that’s 
created by other voices. A fundamental idea here is co-responsibility, meaning that 
the historian shares the creation of a narrative with non-professional interlocutors. 
Public history relates to the notion articulated by Kelley, a historian at the University 
of California. Kelley understands public history as the discourse that moves beyond 
academia in order to challenge its elitism, its self-centeredness, its separation 
from reality. We challenge the authoritative narrative of the historian and embrace 
traditionally marginalized discourses. Let me explain this. Pío Moa’s recent book 
entitled “Los mitos de la Guerra Civil”, echoes the 1930s reactionary perspective 
that the war originated with the so-called socialist revolution in 1934. Pio Moa’s 
books became immediate best-sellers and yet academics would not engage with 
his writing because it’s not scholarship. The counter argument is: it’s generating a 
public debate, which should be an opportunity for historians to come out of hiding. 
My concern is that the historical discourse that’s getting attention perpetuates the 
aggressive colonial ideology. It revisits the national Greco-Roman and Christian 
myths and continues to exclude our Jewish ancestry.It resorts to the rhetoric of 
homogeneity, exclusion and hegemony. How can these narratives foster democracy? 

Your Manifesto perfectly dialogues with a Cultural Studies 
critical approach. Can  you elaborate on this affinity?

Miguel: My interest in history is informed by Cultural Studies, literature, and cultural 
history. I teach in the USA, so this is a very familiar approach for me. As we understand 
it, we focus on public humanities, that is, an academic practice that looks beyond 
academia. The best strategy to challenge these recent reactionary narratives is 
precisely to open up the conversation, to create archives, to listen to the meaningful 
questions,to embrace local histories and memories that are already being promoted 
by local collectives. We can discuss specific examples later. The issue is complicated 
because the media thrives on the controversy among politicians, and audiences want 
to hear experts discrediting Aznar or Pablo Casado. And I don’t think that’s productive.

In this context, how do you understand historical rigor 
or the idea of an authoritative narrative? 

Jesús: Let me tell you about an anecdote at the most recent Conference on 
Contemporary History in Córdoba. There was a panel about the future of historians 
and the emphasis was on the rigor and methodology of their scholarship. The issue 
is that collectives that foster local memory also believe in rigor and methodology. 
Both Miguel and I could vindicate rigor and methodology to our audiences to then 
add that the interpretation of history constantly morphs, as much as memory 
does, because   history is interpretation of knowledge over the years. That is, use 
a rigorous method but be aware of the transformation imposed by temporality. 
The passing of time transforms our perspectives. This happens to me when I read 
my own scholarship and wonder who I was at the time of writing. I was certainly a 
different person. Change doesn’t only affect the individual. It affects society, which 
means pluralism is unavoidable. The problem is there’s always someone who tries to 
impose a certain interpretation, usually from a position of authority, who strips other 
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participants of any agency. And even when the historian is ready to give voice to the 
disenfranchised, this is done for the first-person perspective. This was the case with 
feminism. The goal of feminism was to incorporate women’s voices but oftentimes this 
was done through the “I” of the feminist historian because we as historians believe 
our role is to speak for others, to strip the average citizen of their unique voice.  

Here’s another revealing anecdote. Back in 2012, I joined one of the many 
needed protests – which by the way they’ve fallen into oblivion– and there 
was a group of around 12 women wearing t-shirts with the YouTube logo that 
read: “YoTuve derechos sociales y derechos políticos.” And I said: “I’m a historian 
and host of a radio show and would like to know the story of your t-shirts.” 
And they responded: “Well, we bought them and then redesigned them.” And 
then someone in the group said: “We can tell you about it, but WE want to tell 
the story, not you.” And I was totally embarrassed by my attempt to take over 
their narrative. I told myself: “they’re right, who am I to tell their story?”

In our Constellation of the Commons, several collectives stress the need to 
incorporate narratives traditionally excluded from official history, as well 
as a historically-based  interrogation of capitalism. I’m referring to Afro-
conciencia, Territorio Doméstico, Guerrilla Films, Pandora Mirabilia, Argos, 
Economistas sin Fronteras, Plataforma por la Justicia Fiscal, La Huella Verde, 
OVNI, Metromuster, etc. In thinking about these issues, how important 
is the notion of authority in the creation of a historical narrative? 

Jesús: Authority related to “author,” that is, the creator of a discourse, which is not to 
be confused with the notion of authority or authoritarianism. Instead, we need to think 
of authorship to understand the role of the historian as the interpreter of the past. 
But the authority of the historian must be shared, which is why I spoke about co-
responsibility earlier. This doesn’t mean that the role of the historian is obsolete. It does 
have to be modified from the creator of knowledge to the  facilitator and moderator 
of public debates, always with rigor and pluralism in mind, which is a challenging task. 

Saúl will be discussing the complexity of public history tomorrow. One of the 
challenges is that by opening up the debate, we’ll be faced with discourses we are 
reluctant to engage with. However, and regardless of our own perspectives, we need 
to recognize all voices. If we don’t, we’re bound to fall back on the authoritative/
authoritarian role simply because we’re legitimized by academia. The academic 
historian lacks interest to debate not only the general public, but even other 
historians. The most blatant example of authoritarian discourse can be found in the 
textbooks, where the mission is to instruct in order to avoid history repeating itself. 
However, what does it mean to say that history repeats itself? How so? In what way? 
Similar situations may be identified, which is not to be confused with repetition.

Second, some argue for a “definitive” history of the civil war, for instance. That 
is, there’s still a belief in the truth, which is the legacy of the original mission of 
academia, the search for the true national identity. History as a discipline emerges 
all over the world with the aim to construct hegemonic national identities. It’s 
an act of constriction which involves stripping the historian of the traditional 
privilege of the discipline. I understand discipline as a series of protocols 
that determine whether you’re a professional academic or not. Actually, our 
methodology isn’t original but borrowed from the legal profession. We work with 
initial indications/signs, very much like the empiricist method of legal experts.  
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It seems that the terms “History” and “Historical Memory” are used 
interchangeably, and in fact, the subtitle of the radio show Contratiempo 
included both terms. Should both concepts be separated?

Jesús: I always found this issue problematic. There seems to be an unresolved 
phenomenological matter here. The term memory is trendy and as such, all 
historians incorporate it to the title of their publications. Any publication traditionally 
classified as history is now memory, not because memory is incorporated in a 
different way but because it’s a marketable term. Phenomenologically, memory 
is the irruption of the past in the present, while history can be understood as the 
invitation of the past into the present. There’s also a clear political difference that 
has to do with the fact that memory is decentralized because it emerges in a 
variety of spaces. Also relevant is the concept of post-memory understood as the 
memory that passses on from one generation to another so that family members 
who have not experienced an event embrace it as if they had. incorpora a la 
memoria, pero lo vive como si lo hubiera experimentado a través, básicamente, 
de la influencia familiar. History as a discipline aims to set one single version of an 
event while memory expands and opens up in scope. Of course this creates an 
enormous tension, as memory constantly disintegrates/pulls apart the centralizing 
project of history. Past and present constantly merge because remembering is 
not intentional and we always look back from the perspective of the present.

I contend that the professional historian doesn’t understand philosophy. If you put a 
historian in between a case of history book and another case of philosophy books, 
the historian is bound to quickly ignore the filosophy case. However, a philosopher in 
a similar situation would at least show interest in the history books. Some historians 
refuse to engage with hermeneutics, which is the philosophy of language, with the 
passing of time, with temporality, with the construction of the subject, that is, issues 
related to how we behave and what we say. The refusal to engage with these issues 
takes away from academic rigor. Philosophy has challenged the notion of truth in the 
past 150 years, so supporting the authority of historical knowledge is anachronistic. 
Public history embraces that same notion of truth which has to be excluded from 
academia. Ethics and aesthetics are no longer the exclusive territory of academia. 
Whose prerogative is it to define the meaning of aesthetics? An art department’s? 
A museum’s? Is it Belén Esteban’s who sets the trends for her community? Where is 
aesthetics? Where is ethics? These terms are polysemantic and ubiquitous. We have 
to accept the plurality of meaning of ethics, aesthetics and truth. We live in the post-
truth era, but it’s important to understand that truth has to be created collectively.

Miguel: To add complexity to Suso’s point about history and memory, we don’t 
have a proper understanding of the difference between memory and public policy 
about the past. We use the term memory to refer to the collective narratives 
that emerge from the community to erode the hegemonic discourses. Collective 
memory can be more rigorous than historians, as evidenced by the fact that 
pressure from these collective organizations resulted in the Laws of Historical 
Memory in Spain, which of course are far from perfect. And at this time, at the 
end of 2021, we need to continue fighting for public politics of the past. The 
colonial legacy should be a priority, which has never been examined, and it was 
a crucial pillar of the official discourse during transition to democracy in 1978. 
Let’s not forget that Spain is the only country in the world where the National Day 
also commemorates the imperial past. This is our most urgent conversation.
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Our research in the Constelation of the Commons shows that knowledge 
produced in non-academic settings doesn’t garner the respect of academics 
and vice versa. Do you think it’ll ever be possible to establish a dialogue 
between both spaces so as to build a truly democratic public History?

Miguel: I’m not sure that academic and non-academic spheres of knowledge 
are so siloed. After all, our students contribute to class discussions with their 
experiences, memories and collective narratives. But obviously, the institutions 
of higher education need to open up to other sources of knowledge. We need 
to give visibility to grass-roots initiatives, large and small, like some in Asturias. 
For example, large photographs of the residents of the Cimavilla neighborhood, 
which has a strong identity and long history, were posted on the building walls. 
The exhibit triggered fascinating conversations as the residents strolled. By 
bringing the archive out to the streets, transgenerational memories surfaced.

Similarly, the residents of the La Calzada neighborhood in Gijón created an oral 
history of its industry. There’s another beautiful project in Asturias called Patrimonio 
Industrial that aims to collect both an oral history and an archive of the post-
industrialization process. One of the projects our Association could embark on would 
be to gather these initiatives, put them in conversation and give them visibility.

Jesús: That project would require the academy to incorporate and recognize the 
variety of sources and methodologies available to analyze public history. I wonder 
how many of my colleagues think of  graphic novels and historical novels as 
historical artifacts. These narratives should make the historian rethink their role in 
the interpretation of discourses generated by the civil society. There should be a 
co-responsibility between academia and society in the creation of public history. 
Academics should recognize personal archives not as sources that they’re to interpret 
but rather as narratives in their own right. And this is radical and complex. 

Miguel: Another example that comes to mind is the best history of Spanish 
migration to the US, which was coordinated by James Fernandez on Facebook 
through the voluntary contributions of personal archives. It demonstrates 
the feasibility of collective work, from bottom to top, through social media 
that aims to generate a novel collective narrative on migration.

How are these collective practices of generation of 
histories perceived by public institutions?

Miguel: We must get the public institutions involved in these practices. There’s a 
wonderful example of the collaboration between an association of local history in 
Cangas de Narcea, in western Asturias, and the Biblioteca Nacional. “Tous pa Tous,” 
the association in question, has built an impressive  local archive and a collection of 
local newspapers over the years. The members of the association have done such 
a good job of cataloging, archiving, and recovery of textual and print sources that 
the Biblioteca Nacional recognize this work by preserving these materials. So the 
collaboration with our public institutions has proven beneficial and must be fostered. 

Jesús: This is why tomorrow’s festival will be attended by 
representatives from several institutions. The goal is not only for them 
to officially open the event, but also to personally see what we do. Our 
institutional representatives should understand our mission.
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In addition to the collaboration with these institutions, how 
will you be disseminating your important work?  

Jesús: We’re publishing a book series named “Public Histories” with the Universidad 
Autónoma press, whose commissioning editor is a member of the association. We’re 
considering publishing volumes on public history, such as Baker’s on the Jewish 
volunteers in the International Brigades, which includes his personal experiences. 
Additionally, we’ll publish Domingo Plácido’s book, which is a comparative analysis 
of slave labor to the current precarity of the job market. A widely recognized 
specialist on Ancient History, Plácido’s analysis represents a relevant contribution 
to the field. As of now, we don’t have any women authors but we’re putting 
out a call for submissions at the festival and hope to add works by women.  

How is history currently taught both in elementary and higher education? 

Saúl: First of all, we don’t teach one “History.” Traditionally, the historical 
discourse has been influenced by political interests. It’s high time to 
emphasize that history shouldn’t be a political instrument. 

Esther: To go back to the question of which History we teach, there’s emphasis on events 
and facts. The students get the message that to know history is to know what happened, 
when, and who are the relevant characters. It sounds very traditional but it’s the reality.  
There have been innovative pedagogical approaches to the teaching of history in elemen-
tary education. However, at the university level, and despite the methodological changes 
in the 1970s, we continue to teach history chronologically. I teach in a Masters Program in 
Education which  produces graduates who will perpetuate the traditional pedagogy. Sadly, 
learning history is about the students’ processing information lectured by the faculty from a 
position of authority. There are only isolated attempts to update the pedagogy, I’m afraid. 

Based on the situation you describe, do you think there are any alternatives at all? 

Saúl: That’s a hard question. Es difícil responder a esa pregunta. Teachers, parents 
and students seem to be comfortable with the existing approach, which has been 
completely accepted. At the same time, new ways of thinking about the past are 
informing certain conversations. People think about the past in terms of personal 
memories, identity and local histories and the key is to connect both ways of 
understanding the past. I’m not sure how we can move beyond the approach 
that’s deeply ingrained and the resistance to change, but I’m hopeful to hear 
the new conversations that challenge the manipulation of history or bias in the 
historical narratives. We should come up with ways to foster these conversations.

Esther: A way of challenging the traditional pedagogy would be to combine the 
changes in methodology and in the understanding of History as a discipline effected 
in the past 50 years. As such, history must include a variety of approaches to and 
perspectives on the economy, politics, society, culture and art. We need to end historical 
discourse that revolves around the great deeds and epic achievements of white men. 
I’m not simply arguing for the replacement of the content of the discourse. We need to 
teach students to think critically and pursue their own intellectual interests. There’s an 
urgent need to question accepted representations of racism and sexism, for instance, 
because our society is rapidly changing. Our pedagogical approaches should reflect a 
diverse and democratic society. Historians should discuss learning objectives and the 
ways in which the past can help us understand the present. This would be my proposal. 
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Recent historical approaches incorporate a number of perspectives that had 
traditional been excluded or stigmatized, such as eco-feminism and post-colonial 
and anti-capitalist discourses. How is the history curriculum designed? Do 
the conversations in the classroom address these exclusions and silences?  

Saúl: Curriculum design is now the purview of regional governments, following the 
controversy in the 1980s, and in fact the disagreements about the curriculum come up 
every so often, Another relevant question is what’s the role of the publishers? There’s 
also unsatisfactory curriculum development because we lack the ability to criticize our 
own biases.  Our colonial past, for instance, hasn’t been properly addressed. Other 
problematic time periods in our history are systematically omitted from the curriculum, 
the textbooks and the lectures. As a result, we don’t teach the skills to analyze history. 

Esther: I agree. Actually, 60% of the current curriculum, in all disciplines, reflects 
official guidelines set by the central government.  And the rest is determined 
by the respective regions. So there’s room for change within this structure to 
incorporate new approaches that focus on guiding students in the development 
of critical and analytical skills. Sadly, that’s not an accepted approach yet. We need 
an updated curriculum that allows self-reflection about the learning process. The 
new approaches adopted in the UK, the US and Canada include the development 
of historical thinking and historical understanding. What do we mean by historical 
understanding? The students bring their knowledge into the classroom and our 
role should be to build upon that knowledge and help them to dismantle certain 
preconceptions.  We should not teach history as teleological and instead deconstruct 
myths and the hegemonic narratives.  As a medievalist, I’m fully aware that the 
accepted narrative on the Reconquest has been challenged and deconstructed by 
recent scholarship and yet the revisionist perspective has yet to be incorporated 
into the curriculum, perhaps because we favor simplistic views of history.  

We tend to blame teachers for the general absence of critical skills when in 
fact, learning these skills should happen both in and beyond the classroom, as 
Santiago Álvarez Cantalapiedra reminds us when he interviewed Fuhem for the 
Constellation. It takes place beyond the classroom because the media and the society 
should be considered co-educators. What are the limitations of the instructors ? 

Esther: Indeed, the faculty are not the only source of the historical knowledge 
disseminated in our society. As of late, our research and service to the institution 
take up a disproportionate amount of time that should be devoted to the students. 
I wish we have more time to bring the pedagogy up to date, as this the important 
work that would provide much needed analytical skills to the students.

What should the average student take away from a history class?

Esther: They need to learn to become engaged and politically responsible citizens in 
our ever changing world. They need the analytical and critical skills to understand and 
change the world, in order to avoid being manipulated. Everyone should be able to 
articulate well-argued and informed opinions in order to be respected individuals. 

Do you think that the shortcomings of the teaching of history at 
the primary school level are similar in higher education?

Saúl: We could say they are. However, both the students and the faculty have 
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expressed an interest in challenging the status quo. While faculty development has 
never been a priority, innovative pedagogy such as the flipped classroom model 
are being implemented. It is true that teaching is still not a highly valued career, 
and many of us are quitting and exploring other professional avenues. But on a 
more positive note, the faculty show an interest in updating the pedagogy.

Esther: Well, academics continue to see themselves as the experts in the ivory 
tower. I’m not arguing for the end of specialized knowledge but we in the 
academy should open up to other views and approaches. Likewise, those who 
propose alternatives to academic perspectives, should embrace our expertise.  

You just celebrated your very first Festival of Public History 
in Madrid. Can you tell us about the experience?

Saúl: As discussed earlier, this is an idea we took from our colleagues in philosophy, 
who have held several philosophy festivals in order to connect or build bridges 
with society, which historians haven’t been able to do yet. Our festival tried to 
be a bit different, and we have achieved that, in my humble opinion. We had 
very curious attendees who came with certain expectations and we managed to 
discuss history from new perspectives. This is really hopeful and much needed. 
There are people that find new formats truly stimulating and engaging, so the 
conversation was productive, mainly because of the involvement of the audience. 

Esther: We enjoyed it very much and were pleasantly surprised because we don’t 
have many resources. But we are very excited and even though the group is 
small, we have a lot to do in and beyond the association. We put in a great deal 
of effort in a short time, and it was a joy to see so many people showing interest 
and actively participating. So many people registered that we had to close the 
registration process, which is a sign of the public interest in the conversation about 
history and memory, both from the personal and the collective perspectives. It 
was beautiful and moving to see so many people sharing plenty of information 
and so engaged in the conversation. When we the experts allow people to 
speak, they share amazing stories. The format made the conversation flow, unlike 
the traditional conference structure where people present their papers. The 
conversations were so engaging that we ran out of time, it was all pleasantly 
surprising and I really learned a lot from the multiplicity of the perspectives shared. 

What was the attendance?

Saúl: The plenary sessions were attended by around 100 people, which was 
the total capacity of the auditorium. Keep in mind that it all happened during 
the covid pandemic, so we had to follow the official recommendations. 

Esther: We had attendees from many different locations. Some were affiliated with 
the Instituto de la Memoria in Navarra; others came from Galicia and France. The 
“casa de Velázquez” also supports our initiative, which is truly meaningful to us. 

Tell us about the programming of the Festival.

Saúl: The festival included a number of panels. The main event of the first 
day was a panel about the feasibility of a sociological examination of the 
democratic memory in Spain. That is, we looked at methods and goals of 
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this much needed examination. The second day included two workshops, 
one on archives and another on education, followed by a concert.

Esther: Our goal was to stay away from the traditional format of academic 
conferences, which was challenging, but it actually worked. We wanted 
to prioritize personal experiences and allow the attendees to contribute 
to the conversation. And we’re truly pleased with the results.

What are the takeaways from the Festival?

Saúl: First of all, mapping the field has to be prioritized, as it’s crucial to find out 
the origin of the production of knowledge. Other initiatives do this as well and can 
actually backfire if not done well. My main takeaway is that we’re currently in the 
mapping stage, figuring out the landscape, which is fascinating. We succeeded in this 
exploration.  In terms of the diversity of thought that emerged from our format, we 
can do a better job going forward. We have to put in more thought on innovating 
the format because, for instance, gender didn’t have enough representation. 

Esther: For the upcoming meetings, we have to certainly break with the traditional con-
ference structures and search for new interlocutors. We wanted to get our project started 
and since historial memory was prioritized from the beginning, we expected an older au-
dience, but I was pleasantly surprised that the attendees were so young. This may have 
been the result of our structure, which included film, literature, graphic novels, which 
attracted a transgenerational audience. We attracted a young crowd and it was a joy to 
witness the interest in conversations that ranged from education to historical novels.

What’s next for you?

Saúl: The first item on the agenda is to reach out to the participants 
and welcome them into the association. We’d like to hear more 
about their thoughts and create working groups.

Esther: Something else we’re interested in is to dialogue with groups debating 
public history beyond our borders in Portugal, France – our closest interlocutor– 
and the UK, among others.ero también en Inglaterra, en otros lugares. There’s 
much to do in order to foster the understanding of public history, historical 
conscience and historical meaning. The goal is for the general public to understand 
that history is needed to understand the present and to plan the future. 

Considering the energy and environmental crisis and the generalized 
political disaffection, how can one believe in change?

Saúl: interrogación. You end up thinking that others share your 
perspectives, which energizes you. It is our responsibility to move forward, 
to look ahead, to think collectively, even if your motivation falters.

Esther: Agreed, the motivation isn’t constant. When I think of the big picture, 
our goals may sound absurd. At the same time, we all have the power to effect 
change, step by step. It’s my ethical responsibility to engage with the world. 
I chose to be a historian because I care about understanding and explaining 
the world. I enjoy talking with others and learning from their perspectives. And 
that’s what I’m currently doing: fostering conversations among friends.
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Jesús: I constantly struggle with the current environmental, social and historical 
challenges, as others are appropriating and distorting the past. My response to that 
dispossession can only be to put my anger and my distress out in the open. Peaceful 
dialogue is ineffective, we need to speak up collectively and forcefully. Environmental 
and feminist movements are raising their voices and the rest of us must contribute. 

Miguel: I’m deeply inspired by the political potential of the past, and its impact on 
the present. The past has an incredible mobilizing capacity not just in the articulation 
of present identities and unfortunately the left hasn’t been able to capitalize on 
this power. I’m inspired by the potential of the past to generate long lasting and 
democratic memories. That’s where my motivation comes from. And of course, my 
students and my colleagues energize me, even in times of political disaffection. And 
the Asociación de Historia Pública represents a small but endless source of inspiration.
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