
he   influence   of   geographical   location,  cultural   back-
ground, worldviews and other chronological determinants

to historical methodology is undeniable. Herodotus’ Greek
historiography hugely differs from Plinius Tacitus’ Latin one; Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s dialectical theory of  history significantly
diverges from the cyclical one of  Giambattista Vico. Globalization,
as an omni-comprehensive phenomenon, has implications on how
contemporary historians understand their work and relative
methodology. During the last decade, several studies have tried to
assess the impact of  globalization on historiography. The Second
International ‘Historia a Debate’ Conference, held on 17 July 1999 in
Santiago de Compostela (Spain), focused on how history-writing
has been revitalized by international comparative historiography, thanks
to new technologies and transnational integration processes in
economics, politics, cultures, and academic disciplines.  In this new
landscape, not much has been written on globalization and church
history.

THE ETERNAL PURSUIT OF SCIENTIFIC OBJECTIVITY

In the last twenty-five centuries, scholars have expressed
different ideas about the epistemological location of  history. From
the theories of the ancient Greek philosophers, who attributed the
course of human events to supposedly natural and cosmic cycles,
the reflection has developed further, with innumerable variations. In
the contemporary age, two main tendencies can be identified.  The
first one is bound to the scientific ideal of  Positivism and Neo-
Positivism. It claims for history a place among the natural sciences,
recognizing a logical and methodological consistency with the latter.
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There is a fixed set of laws which regulates the interpretation of
empirical data.1

Such theory is based on the assumption that facts are mere
consequences of  given circumstances (historical determinism).  On
the opposite, the second tendency underlines the autonomy of
historical sciences from the other sciences, since special conceptual
categories are to be applied.  Each event constitutes an ‘unicum’ and
there is no causal dependency on given circumstances.  Interpretation
is substantially provided by the historian whose task is to understand
the rationality of  a certain behavior.2  In more recent times, as a
reaction to the subjective concept of  historiography, some scholars
have given an innovative consideration to the complex game of
rationality, causality and intentionality in the understanding of  historical
events, with a particular stress on the intention behind the action.3
Post-modern relativism has raised new doubts about a feasible
scientific objectivity of  historiography, claiming that there can be
different reasonable interpretations of the same past event, since
every interpretation is characterized by contingency.4

In the end, different theories are indicative of the eternal
pursuit of  scientific objectivity in history-writing. An easy solution to
the discussion would be to shift the attention from the “result” to
the “method”. If it is not possible to attain a “scientifically truthful”
interpretation of  facts, it would be indeed possible to determine a
“scientific method” of  analysis, where subjective determinants are at
least reduced to a minimum.  In this sense, the discussion is transferred
to methodologists who are tasked to identify some general rules
regulating the various historiographical processes, viz., gathering and
classification of sources, contextualization of data, comparison of
outcomes, etc.  The “perfect certainty” about the results does not
belong to such scientific historiography.  Due to the conviction that

1.  Carl G. Hempel, “The Function of  General Laws in History,” The Journal
of  Philosophy  39, No. 2 (1942): 35-48.

2.  William H. Dray, Laws and Explanation in History (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1957).

3. Alberto Artosi, Epistemologia della Storia, http://www.pbmstoria.it/
dizionari/storiografia/lemmi/133.htm (access 26.09.2005).

4. Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of  Knowledge (New York: Harper and
Row, 1972).
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the “historical truth” is always beyond the reach of cognitive
processes, the concept of “verisimilitude” is introduced. In its
historical meaning, verisimilitude is a mixture of  probability,
believability, likelihood, plausibility, appearance, resemblance and
authenticity.  The application of  general rules in the development of
the reflection would allow a fair discussion where results could be
refuted only on the basis of  different findings.

In the light of recent misinterpretations of the undeniable
subjective aspect of history-writing, authors’ essential freedom from
any ideological framework should be vigorously considered.  A
historiographical work, which merely serves to justify pre-arranged
world-visions, would drastically undermine the very existence of
historical sciences.  In the same line, the blind application of  omni-
comprehensive schemes through the ages of human history would
dishonor the particularity and specificity of the unique events, whose
human actors change and evolve in time.  Such “golden rules” apply
to ecclesiastical historiography as well. Church history is not, strictly
said, a theological discipline.  Human and material facts are its main
concern and divine revelation is not primarily considered in its
reflection.  Confident of its autonomy and following a scientific
method, ecclesiastic historiography pursues a verisimilar interpretation
of events concerning Christianity with a special attention to its
organized and structured expressions.

A HISTORICAL METHODOLOGY

BASED ON SCIENTIFIC CRITERIA

The methodology to be adopted by the historian who
honestly pursues verisimilitude would respect scientific criteria in each
of its four main stages: collection, classification, facts-reading and
interpretation.

a)  Collection

The historical research would always privilege primary
materials (i.e., original documents) which can generally be sourced in
public and private archives. Their identification and collection are
often complex because of  the lack of  useful indexes and catalogues.
The compilation would subsequently extend to relevant literature on
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the selected topic. In considering international events, a basic
knowledge of different ancient and modern languages would be
required.

b)  Classification

The second methodological element is the classification of
the collected materials according to the type of document, the author,
the date, the topic and other relevant elements. Each document should
be catalogued with a brief  summary and a researcher’s note about
its authenticity, historical context and relevance to the aim of  the
research. Depending on the selected period, the tools offered by the
paleographic and calligraphic sciences would be most helpful.

c)  Facts-reading

Although basically a subjective exercise, facts-reading should
eventually be bound to general scientific criteria.  The first would be
the criterion of possibility that requires the historian to disregard
immediately all hypotheses characterized as impossible or unfeasible.
The second would be the criterion of probability that leads the historian
to choose the most probable interpretation based on a comparative
analysis of  similar historical circumstances. The third would be the
criterion of consistency that asks the researcher to double-check the
different sources, in aid of  confirmation or rejection of  a given
interpretation.  In case of contradictory sources, documents classified
as “private” (e.g., handwritten letters, personal notes, etc.) are always
to be preferred. The fourth would be the criterion of interdisciplinary
validation which requires the historian to assess his/her lecture with
the help of  other sciences like archeology, geography, anthropology,
architecture, etc.

d)  Interpretation

Even in the last stage of the process where the author
expresses his or her opinion, some scientific criteria are to be respected.
The terminology should always reveal the non-absolute nature of
the findings and subsequent conclusions.  Other feasible hypotheses
should be fairly mentioned, informing the reader about the criteria
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used for the final selection.  Limitations and gaps in the historical
analysis should also be indicated. Partisan prejudices and apologetic
positions should be always avoided.

GLOBALIZATION PROCESSES

The term globalization is probably one of  the most used
neologisms in the third millennium, over which a consensus on its
real meaning has yet to be reached.  This is probably one of the
reasons why detractors and advocates of globalization are endlessly
arguing about its assessment.  Misleadingly presented as a unique
phenomenon, the concept of globalization seems to cover different
processes which are all characterized by a global dimension.

The first process is the globalization of  the economy. In the last
fifty years the movement of  capital, production and services beyond
the nation-state borders has notably increased. Multinational
companies have created new markets and wider access to products.
A progressive inclusion of the developing countries in defining world
economic policies has been started.  In such processes, institutions
like the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and other
transnational corporations have undoubtedly played a major role.
Nevertheless, the advantages of this new economic paradigm seem
not to reach the poor who represent the large majority of humankind.
On the opposite, the global promotion of neo-liberal capitalism
appears to increase the gap between social classes. In this sense, the
globalization of  the economy is seen to undermine the precarious
basis of  sustainable development in Third World countries.5

The globalization of relationships can be identified as the second
process. The “globalized” human being comprehends himself/herself
as a member of a unique worldwide community in which
relationships are not bound to any spatial proximity. Traditional
frontiers are easily crossed, either physically or virtually, and a new
feeling of  global belonging is progressively taking over. However,
such process is not to be understood as universalization or
homogenization of  cultures and peoples.  Local realities do not lose

5.  Ulrich Beck, Libertà o capitalismo? Varcare la soglia della modernità (Roma:
Carocci, 2001).
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their individuality. On the contrary, they are restored as the main
provider of personal identity which is an alternative to an ever more
meaningless nationalism.  Local realities are globally offered to all
those who are interested to connect with them.  This dialectic dynamic
by which both the global and the local realities are attaining more
relevance at the same time is now called glocalization.6  Moreover,
while distances and barriers are rendered irrelevant and relationships
multiplied, a deep feeling of fragmentation has been paradoxically
creeping into modern societies, leading sometimes to a revival of
the worst forms of  ethnocentrism and racism.

The third process is the globalization of science.  It essentially
indicates the switch from a ‘closed’ model where knowledge was
scarce and confined to preselected elites to an ‘open’ model where it
is readily available and easily shared.  Such global access and sharing
have revealed also the interrelationships among the different disciplines
and the multiplicity of  possible viewpoints. Triangulation of
approaches and cross-validation of outcomes have been initiated,
thereby strengthening the scientific basis of knowledge. On the other
side, the globalized scenario has increased competition among
scientists, sometimes jeopardizing sincere attempts of fruitful
international cooperation. Moreover, access to scientific information
is still limited to elites, broader indeed but still elites who can avail of
modern technologies. From a more general perspective, the
comparative analysis demanded by different scientific viewpoints
has led to post-modern relativism, to which every kind of knowledge
is reduced to personal assumption and thus debatable. Any universal
value of human knowledge is therefore denied.

The fourth process and perhaps the most visible is the
globalization of communication. Satellites, internet and cellular phones seem
to have obliterated any space and time limitation so that any
information about anything can be offered to anyone. The world is
now a “global village”7 where everybody appears to have the

6. Roland Robertson, “Glocalization: Time-Space and Homogeneity-
Heterogeneity,” in Mike Featherstone, Scott Lash and Roland Robertson, eds.,
Global Modernities (London: Sage, 1995), 25-44.

7.  Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, War and Peace in the Global Village:
An Inventory Of  Some Of  The Current Spastic Situations That Could Be Eliminated By
More Feed Forward (New York: Bantam Books, 1968).
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possibility to be in touch with millions of  local realities.  Nonetheless,
globalized communication is not really “global” since its access is still
restricted to a minority of humankind due to limited availability of
communication technologies. The indiscriminate access to databases
and motley information poses a challenge to the credibility of  official
sources whose truthfulness is continually questioned and double-
checked. The “murder” of confidentiality affects both the public
and private sectors; serious violations in this sense are dramatically
increasing and their eradication is often made impossible by the
anonymity of the violators and the lack of suitable international
legislation.  The absence of appropriate filters allows the vision of
horrors and aberrations of every kind without any parental or tutorial
guidance. Negative psychological consequences on the new
generations have already been observed.

Based on a newly discovered world relevance of single events,
the globalization of  concern constitutes the fifth process. Given the
inextricable connections between global and local realities and the
quick sharing of  information, it is no longer possible to be indifferent
to what is happening miles away. The global discussion on
environmental problems and their borderless implications is one
example. The dramatic consequences of  poverty, wars and natural
disasters are brought to the attention of  the international community,
generating impressive shows of transnational solidarity as what
happened in the wake of  the 2004 tsunami disaster. On the other
hand, the same process has caused a kind of “globalization of fears”
reviving anachronistic ‘witch-hunts’ waged against supposed global
enemies. Large-scale terrorist attacks have produced a globalized
feeling of insecurity and a general climate of suspicion and mistrust
against certain “Others.”

GLOBALIZATION AND HISTORICAL METHODOLOGY

The different processes of globalization ineluctably influence
contemporary historiography both in its essence and methodology.
The first victim of the globalized assessment has been the linear concept
of  history, according to which historical events constitute a continuous
development towards the fulfillment of civilization. The alternative
would be a spherical idea of  history, which, given its particular shape,
can unexpectedly roll in any direction. Deprived of any teleological
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function, history is randomly determined by its contingent actors.8
The process of glocalization has refuted the traditional identification
of development with modernization and westernization, recognizing
that non-European societies have taken different paths towards
modernity and their achievements are not less worthy.9  Such “de-
westernization” has also led to new critical approaches to history like
post-colonial historiography which intends to propose an alternative
to imperialistic accounts of  events. In the case of  ecclesiastic
historiography, it seems that researchers still find it difficult to adopt
a decentralized approach. The reasons should be found in the
peculiarity of their main concern which is intrinsically bound with
European history and in the conditions and limitations imposed by a
strictly hierarchal structure.

Historical methodologies are also confronted by the
processes of globalization. In the last decades, traditional methods
and global innovations have engaged in exciting debates whose results
are shaping a new multifaceted history-writing.  An initial assessment
which advances no absolutistic claim has revealed advantages and
perils of a globalized historical approach.

a)  Advantages

Globalization has assisted historiography in recovering its
universal dimension, which has been obscured by the fragmentation
of  themes, methods and schools in the recent past. World history is
reinterpreted as global history, stressing the connection, interaction
and mutual dependence among historical events. The processes of
globalization allow the consideration of the “big picture”, where all
the details contribute to a realistic comprehension. The resulting
historical analysis is based on global consciousness and reflective
awareness which, according to some scholars, were already envisioned
by the Hellenistic historian Polybius.10 In this line, ecclesiastical
historiography is extensively questioned in its traditionally monolithic

  8.  Alain De Benoist, Les idées à l’endroit (Paris: Libres Hallier, 1979).
  9.  Agostino Giovagnoli, Storia e Globalizzazione (Bari: Laterza, 2003).
10. David Inglis and Roland Robertson, “The Ecumenical Analytic:

‘Globalization’, Reflexivity and the Revolution in Greek?,” European Journal of
Social Theory 8 (2005): 99-122.
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approach.  It feels the need to compare its results with those of
other “histories” in the search for new interpretative angles and more
comprehensive analyses. Moreover, an honest assessment with the
different “confessional” approaches cannot be avoided for the sake
of  more balanced positions and interpretations.

Globalization, with its derivative, glocalization, has raised
the attention on local and daily histories that, in the past, were unfairly
neglected in the name of supposed “political” irrelevance. Not taking
for true the account of the winners, historians are now looking for
alternative sources. “Popular” documents mostly disregarded in the
past such as bills, inventories, postcards and reminders are now getting
the attention of  researchers. Paradoxically, historiographers, while
seeking global interpretations, are truly interested in the local habits,
everyday life, and food of  common people in the different ages. In
this line, ecclesiastical historiography is challenged to expand from
the “history of the popes” and the “history of the councils” and to
dedicate time and resources in recovering the daily history of the
Church, the simple stories of  parishes and communities.  Moreover,
accounts on non-European realities are revealed as scarce and partial.
Also in this case, a shift of focus is timely and opportune together
with the admission of the necessity to entrust the work to local
researchers who can better interpret the findings.

Globalization has fostered the interdisciplinary approach by
which historians are able to avail of concepts, approaches and
methods from the other sciences.  In modern times, history has to
dialogue with geography, archeology, economics, linguistics, sociology,
anthropology and many others. The wider the range of  scientific
alliances, the more credible would be the final result. From the
methods of other sciences, historiography has learned that non-written
evidences (oral and iconographic) and non-sources (silences, errors
and gaps) are also relevant.11 In this line, ecclesiastical historiographers

11.  Carlos Barros, “The Historiographic Proposal of History under Debate,”
Paper delivered on 02 June 2001 at the 30th Annual Meeting of the International
Society for the Comparative Study of  Civilizations, Rutgers University, New
Jersey, http://www.h-debate.com/cbarros/spanish/articulos/nuevo_paradigma/
manifiestoing.htm (access 27.09.2005); Carlos Barros and Lawrence J. McCrank,
eds., History Under Debate International Reflection on the Discipline (New York-Oxford-
London: The Haworth Press, 2004).
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are asked to broaden the circle of their consultants, sourcing from
the richness of  other disciplines. Epistemological prejudices and
devaluing of other sciences should be put on hold. In so doing,
church historians may surprisingly discover that church history is
scientifically closer to sociology than to theology.

The globalization of communication has highly contributed
to an easier and wider access to archival sources. New technologies
have allowed the digitalization of documents, their classification in
well-organized databases and their multifunctional indexation. The
internet has introduced the consultation of sources and related
literature “on-line”. Several archives and libraries in the world are
now accessible full-time from home and inquiries and requests are
quickly and cheaply managed through e-mail.  Sophisticated softwares
respond to the need of translation basically from and to any language
overcoming one of the big problems in the past. Intratext and other
similar technologies have magnified the extent and speed of text
analysis.  The World Wide Web has offered space to the formation
of truly global communities of historians; frequent consultations,
interchanges, group discussions and virtual fora have notably improved
cooperation among researchers.  In this line, ecclesiastic historiography
has abundantly benefited from the globalization of communication
mostly in terms of  digitalization and accessibility of  sources.  The
Vatican web site is undoubtedly one of  the most organized and
useful for research.  Nonetheless, most ecclesiastical archives, like the
Vatican Secret Archives, still maintain a strict access and consultation
policy limiting access to specially authorized researchers.  Due to
traditional and protocol constraints, Church institutions have been
slow in adopting technological innovations so that consultations are
often complicated and extremely time consuming.

b)  Perils

The globalized historical approach also masks a double-
edged risk. On the one side, global consultations and interdisciplinary
validations may mislead historians to an excess of trust on the results
of  their investigations. If  not addressed in a timely fashion, such an
approach may resurrect the age-old confusion between historical
truth and verisimilitude. On the other side, fascinated by multiple
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viewpoints and post-modern paradigms, historiographers may apply
absolute relativism on every output downgrading history to individual
opinion. From its side, ecclesiastic historiography has long been
trapped in its assumption of  providing absolute truths. Therefore,
the risk would be to concede to a harried disposal of such assumption
in favor of  relativistic analyses.

The wider access to sources, by modern technologies, only
pretend to be “global”. As mentioned above, only selected groups
can actually enjoy the advantages of the globalization of
communication. What was a geographically-dominated historical
reading can easily develop now into a class-dominated interpretation
with the dangerous pretension of being global. In the case of
ecclesiastical historiography, the peril is represented by the possible
switch from a Rome-dominated vision to particular interpretations
conditioned by the technological divide between local Churches in
the more developed countries and those in the less developed ones.

Special attention to global and local realities may lead
historians to neglect the national and regional levels of  history.  Though
inserted in a world historiography, such levels remain quite relevant
for a balanced understanding of past occurrences since they respond
to categories which deeply inform the development of  events.  In
this line, ecclesiastical historiographers should not indulge in the
indiscriminate rejection of all past interpretative frameworks especially
those that respond to national and regional perspectives.  It could
not be denied that from the beginning up to our age the hierarchic
Church has been interacting with other institutions at various
geographical levels.

The excessive enthusiasm spurred by the adoption of an
interdisciplinary approach may cause a dangerous epistemological
confusion by which history is “diluted” into other disciplines (e.g.,
sociology, anthropology, psychology, etc.) regarded as more scientific
or relevant. The consequent negation of  historiography’s autonomy
would eventually provoke its final dissolution. In this line, church
history should keep on claiming its independence from any theological
interpretation, yet availing itself of the contributions of the other
modern sciences. The eternal pursuit of  scientific objectivity should
always include a continuous redefinition of an appropriate and
autonomous methodology.
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The consultation of sources and literature through Internet
can aid but not substitute a rigorous personal research with all its
scientific canons.  A review of  original documents should always be
a compulsory requirement in the assessment of  their authenticity.
Digitalization processes are not exempt from human and technical
mistakes. In this line, ecclesiastical historiography should continue to
take advantage of the immense richness of archival sources and
original documents, privileging the personal consultation of the
material.  In fact, a stricter control should be applied more than ever.
If  falsification of  documents was not rare in the past (e.g., the famous
Donatio Constantini), one can imagine how easy it would be to tamper
with documents employing new technologies.

CONCLUSION

Each age, with its philosophies and epistemologies, has deeply
influenced the way of  understanding and writing history. In several
cases, historical methodology has considered new inputs and
challenges as prospects to better meet the rigors of  scientific objectivity.
The globalized historical approach, with its advantages and perils,
offers a great opportunity to overcome some deficiencies of the
historical method. Faced with such opportunity, the wise historian
would be the evangelical householder who brings from his storeroom both
the new and the old (Mt. 13: 52).
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