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Public history is about history in the public realm. It is “history for the public, by the
public, with the public, about the public or in the public sphere.” But who is or who are “the
public”?

What do we have in mind when we speak of history for, by, with ox about the public? The
various prepositions employed signal both the range of approaches adopted by public
historians in their analyses and creations of representations of the past and raise a number
of theoretical and methodological issues. Is the public (or are publics) passive consumers of
the historical representations created by public historians? This is what history for the
public implies. The public receives history curated in whatever form (books, exhibits, films,
podcasts, walking-tours, etc.) by recognized (and certainly self-identified) authorities or
experts who have been professionally trained as historians or in an allied field and are
usually working in institutions (government departments, museums, universities, etc.).
This is history in the public realm functioning as discipline and knowledge, where historical
productions are generated for the public and which sees the public as needing information
and instruction. This can take the form of official state narratives or, conversely,
counter-narratives: both see publics as passive consumers of the historical representations
that are produced.

To be sure, and particularly in the past few decades, such “top-down” public histories
have involved varying degrees of public consultation. This can take place prior to the final
production — often, to be rather cynical about it, designed to anticipate problems that
might render the professional institution vulnerable to eriticism — or afterward by way of
evaluation and feedback to assist in shaping the next production. Representations —
particularly those in museums and galleries, living history performances and reenactments
— might even involve degrees of audience participation and interaction, but here too the
public act as participants in representations firmly controlled and established by the
professionals. The public may in such instances be active rather than passive consumers,
but they are consumers, nonetheless.

Such a position is also implied in talking of history about the public. Here, the public
serves as both the subject and object of the historical production in question. As in history
forthe public, the expert historian or specialist in an allied discipline or professional field is
seen, by themselves and by others, as existing outside the public they are addressing.

Indeed, these specialists claim that their training and experiences enable them to distance
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themselves from both the past they seek to represent “objectively” and the public for whom
their representations of the past are intended.

History with the public on the other hand recognizes that the public has a role to play in
producing representations of the past. The preposition “with” suggests a moving away from
the public playing the role of a consumer who might (if they are fortunate) be consulted or
invited to participate, to one where they play a significant role in shaping historical
representation. History with the public means that the public helps to shape the subject
and nature of the production and to set the research agenda and is involved in the
development and enactment process. The public works toward determining the storylines
and narratives and is involved in strategies and technologies of representation and
reception. Public histories in these instances are truly collaborative exercises, where the
professional is just one contributor to the historical production and may not even play the
most significant role in determining outcomes. Public historians in histories with the public
often find themselves playing the role of facilitator and cheerleader, and this involves often
complex processes of sharing and shared authority.

History &y the public suggests histories that are created without the involvement of such
professionals altogether — particularly professionally trained historians — or at the very
least that they play a very supplementary role as sources (perhaps even as consultants) for
historical representations initiated by others. This reverses the role of the public in
histories for and about the public and firmly places experts as a constituent part of the
public. To put it another way, this is “bottom-up” history, often generated outside official
institutional structures, and they might be supportive of, or in harmony with, “top-down”
histories or antagonistic and resistant to them.

Whether history is produced for, about, with or by the public, public historians tend to
conceptualize the audiences of historical representations as a single, unitary public. This is
captured in the phrase “the public,” sometimes qualified as “the general public,” or even the
elitist phrase “the ordinary public,” which explicitly marks the public historian, and
perhaps others — such as curators, filmmakers, and actors participating in the process of
historical creation — as existing outside the public she or he has in mind. This is another
frequent sense of the word: public history practitioners talk about needing to find “an
audience” as if there is a public “out there” that somehow needs to be accessed.
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Hik © Article « Catholicisme », par Guillaume Cuchet dans: Eric Anceau (dir.), Nouvelle histoire de France, Paris: Passés composés, 2025,

pp.399-401.
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