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Silencing the Past

Michel-Rolph Trouillot

Historical events and their narratives are crucial for future generations to analyze. In

Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s Silencing the Past, Trouillot presents the production of public history

and how historical events are offered in various narratives by academic historians. These

narratives tell a story of the who, what, and where of the circumstances encountered. His concern

concentrates on the process of historical production rather than the nature of history. The process,

if completed with academic rigor, will give a narrative based on truth. Trouillot uses his family

background, experiences, and research to focus on events such as the Haitian Revolution, the

Holocaust, and the New World’s discovery/conquering. Unearthing these particular “silences” to

encapsulate the importance of the field of public history is the crucial tenet of Trouillot’s

argument for the duration of the text.

Michel Rolph-Trouillot, born in Haiti in 1949, brings an intriguing perspective to the

field of culture, power, and history. As a professor at Johns Hopkins University and the

University of Chicago, Trouillot brought his life experiences, escaping Haiti during the 1960’s

Duvalier dictatorial rule, and his writing shows these experiences. He was the author and

co-author of the following books: Global Transformations: Anthropology and the Modern World

(2003), Open the Social Sciences (1996), Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of

History (1995), Haiti: State against Nation: The Origins and Legacy of Duvalierism (1990) and

Peasants and Capital; Dominica in the World Economy (1988). Trouillot passed away in 2012.1

1 “Michel-Rolph Trouillot, scholar of Caribbean history, 1949-2012,” UChicago News,
updated July 10, 2012, accessed on 8/29/2020
https://news.uchicago.edu/story/michel-rolph-trouillot-scholar-caribbean-history-1949-2012
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In Silencing the Past, Trouillot believes in the importance of tracking power for

storytelling in historical narratives. It allows for those who consume history through publications

to understand the “who” of history. These people must be remembered because their story

matters in the preservation of historical research. Historical power is, in the eyes of Trouillot, an

abstract idea in following this power. In regards to tracking power, Trouillot states, “(it) requires

a richer view of historical production than most theorists acknowledge.” Problems arise2

regarding power as it is presented since we do not only have historians producing historical

theories, but rather fiction authors, attorneys, untrained educators, and many others. These

narratives of untrained, amateur historians create discrepancies of possible bias and/or incorrect

analysis of primary sources. Trouillot believes that such research creates the “silences” in

histories such as events related to the Haitian uprising, the Holocaust, and the

discovery/conquering by Christopher Columbus in the Caribbean.

According to Trouillot, the idea of silences enter the historical production at four

moments: fact creation, fact assembly, fact retrieval, and the moment of retrospective

significance. Silences are situated in historical references and sources typically to reinforce a3

particular belief. Trouillot believes that these silences are not treated equally, but rather are a

unique process and the focus is on the process of historical production. Another aspect of

historiography that Trouillot presents in his work is the notion of constructivism and positivism.

According to the text, constructivism “...stressed the overlap between the historical process and

3Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 26.

2Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History,
(Beacon Press, Boston, 1995), 25
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narratives about the process.” In positivism, “the role of the historian is to reveal the past, to4

discover, or approximate the truth.” These two competing ideologies create how history is5

presented, and analysis’ is approached. The focus for the constructivist will create that focus on

the process. The process would be more important than discovery. If the process is followed

rigorously, then the history will come forth, and narratives formulated.

The structure of Trouillot’s work focuses on the defining characteristics of historical

production. The book focuses on the conventions used in historical narrations. Chapter two

focuses on the Haitian Revolution, and the forgotten Sans Souci, a former slave, turned colonel

for Haitian independence from their European colonizers. Chapter three also focuses on the

Haitian Revolution, but from the perspective of Western historiography. Trouillout claims in this

section do not present any new information but focus on the neglected sources. Chapter four

evaluates the discovery/conquest of America and the role of Christopher Columbus in October of

1492.6

The impact of Silencing the Past has many applications in the field of public history and

history education. Within both disciplines, having the ability to uncover past events and present

them accurately is both historian’s and educators’ work. Historical events, such as the

discovery/conquest by Columbus, are a great example of Trouillot’s thesis’s importance

throughout the book. Previous historians and authors have left out portions of or entire events in

history for many reasons. French historians would leave out parts of the Haitian Revolution due

to the enslaved’s victory against their colonial masters. Public historians and educators need to

6 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 27-28.

5 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 5.

4 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 4.
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be able to “fill in the blank” of historical events to be able to tell the entirety of the picture

presented through narratives.

Then, there are events, such as the destruction of the native population of the Caribbean

due to disease, warfare, and enslavement by Christopher Columbus. In the twentieth century,

Italian-Americans were looking for historical figures to celebrate. There were many federal

anti-immigrant laws, and Italian-Americans were looking for individuals to observe. The Knights

of Columbus would lead the charge in making Columbus Day a national holiday. These7

celebrations are now being questioned due to the ongoing work in public history regarding the

treatment of native peoples in the Caribbean.

Silencing the Past is a phenomenal text for all historians, perspective historians, and any

history student. In this glowing text, Trouillot brings to life the intricacies and historical events.

He shows how the details matter in telling these events and how cognitive dissonance could

become a part of the narrative if historians do not focus on the “silences.” The last line of the

book is telling about his intent in writing the book. Trouillot states, “While some of us debate

what history is or was, others take it in their own hands.” The future of historical research and8

the narratives of storytelling in history could be placed into the hands of biased, partisan authors

with no formal training in historical research if protective measures are not identified to protect

those narratives.

8 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 153.

7 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 134.


