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From Collective Memory to the Sociology of
Mnemonic Practices and Products

JEFFREY K. OLICK
1. Introducton

Like sociology in general, a sociology of retrospection is concerned with
how what we say and do—as individuals and together—is shaped by a not
often obvious—and always changing—combination ot rradirions, fanta-
sies, interests, and opportunities. One problem, however, has been tinding
useful concepts that do not deny important distinctions among kinds of
retrospection, whether these distinctions are epistemological, institutional,
or substantive. Intellectual frameworks and their attendant concepts have
proliferated in recent years. In France, for instance, the “history of men-
talities” has pursued a “collective psychology” approach to cultural his-
tory. Its aim—which it formulates in distinction to the high-mindedness
of intellectual history and the economic and demographic toct ot soctal
history—is to grasp “the imaginary and collective perceptions of human
activities as they vary from one historical period to another” (Chartier 27-
30). Commemoration and historical imagery, in this approach, are parts ot
“the whole complex of ideas, aspirations, and feelings which links rogether
the members of a social group” (Goldmann, gtd. in Chartier 32) and are
thus important topics for investigation.

In Germany, many historians and social scientists have revived an
older, philosophical concept of “historical consciousness™ (Geichichisbe-
wusstsern) to guide analysis (the most important contempotary tigure bemng
Jorn Riisen). In some versions—particularly those steeped in Hegelian
abstractions about historical spirits and cultural essences unfolding in
history—*‘historical consciousness’ is neatly synonymous with collective
identity per se. In other versions, “historical consciousness” refers more
narrowly to the production of, and debate over, images of the past in po-
litical processes (ctf. Lukacs). Here “historical consciousness” is often
linked to the label “the politics of history” (Gewchichtspolitik), which indi-
cates both the role of history in politics and the role of politics in history
(see, for example, Wolfrum; see also Meyer, this volume).

Yet another camp employs the awkward yet useful term “mnemohis-
tory,” which “[u]nlike history proper [...] is concerned not with the past
as such, but only with the past as it is remembered” (Assmann 8-9).
Mnemohistory calls for a theory of cultural transmission, one that helps us
understand history not as “one damned thing after another,” as Arthur
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Lovejoy put it, nor as a series of objective stages, but as an active process
of meaning-making through time, “the ongoing work of reconstructive
imagination” (Assmann 14). Indeed, according to the term’s inventor, “it
is only through mnemohistorical reflection that history [...] becomes
aware of its own function as a form of remembering” (Assmann 21).
Other terms include “political myth” (Tudor), “tradition” (Shils), “publi;
history” (Porter Benson, Brier, and Rosenzweig), “oral history” (Pa§serin1;
Thompson), and “heritage” (Lowenthal), among others. Each of these
terms has its own inflection of the issue, and several label distinct schol-
arly literatures. While many authors using these terms have adopted “col-
lective memory” as a more general term or label for an area of concern,
others have objected that collective memory’s conceptual contribution is
not positive. Gedi and Elam (30), for instance, call its use “an act of intru-
sion [...] forcing itself like a molten rock into an earlier formation |[...,]
unavoidably obliterating fine distinctions.” As we will see, I agree with ch€
charge that collective memory over-totalizes a variety of retrospective
products, practices, and processes. Nevertheless, as a sensitizing rather
than operational concept, I believe it raises useful questions when taken as
a starting point for inquiry rather than as an end point. _

Despite this array of different concepts and traditions—all useful in
their ways—the overwhelming majority of discussions in recent years has
proceeded under the rubsic of “collective memory.” Like “mentahty,”
“historical consciousness,” “mnemohistory” and other terms, “collective
memory”’—or, alternatively, collective or social remembering—directs our
attention to issues at the heart of contemporary political and social life,
including the foundations of group allegiance and the ways we make sense
of collective experience in time. But it does so, 1 think, in particularly
salutary ways, perhaps paradoxically because of its very breadth and im—
precision. Because of its general sensitizing powers, I use “collect'lve
memory” as the guiding concept for my own work (e.g., “Collective
Memory™; In the House of the Hangman). However, it is important to spend
some time exploring what kinds of sensitivities “collective memory”
creates, and why.

2. From Individual to Collective Memory

Memory, our common sense tells us, is a fundamentally individual phe-
nomenon. What could be more individual than remembering, which we
seem to do in the solitary world of our own heads as much as in conver-
sation with others? Even when we “reminisce,” we often experience this
as a process of offering up to the external world the images of the past

. . . - . . i1
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locked away in the recesses of our own minds. We can remember by our-
selves in the dark at night, as we drive alone along the highway, or as we
half-listen to a conversation about something else. By the samce token,
lesions of the brain—caused perhaps by Alzheimer’s discase or physical
injury—are surely internal rather than social defects preventing us as indi-
viduals from remembering. Memory—and by extension forgetting—thus
seems not just fundamentally individual, but quintessentially so, as primal
and lonely as pain. What can we possibly mean, then, when we refer 1o
social or collective memory?

Contemporary use of the term collective memory is traceable largely
to the sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, who published his landmark Soci/
Frameworks of Memory (Les cadres socianx de la mémoire) in 1925, Halbwachs’s
interest in memory combined insights from two important figures in late-
nineteenth-century France, philosopher Henti Bergson and sociologist
Emile Durkheim, both of whom were concerned—rthough in very ditter-
ent ways—with “advances” of European “civilization.” Halbwachs’s
Strasbourg colleague, historian Marc Bloch, also used the term collective
memory in 1925 as well as in a later book on feudal society. Memory, of
course, has been a major preoccupation for social thinkers since the
Greeks (see especially Coleman). Yet it was not until the late nincteenth
and early twentieth centuries that a distinctively social perspective on
memory became prominent. The first explicit use of the term 1 have ever
seen was by Hugo von Hofmannsthal in 1902, who reterred ro “the
damned up force of our mysterious ancestors within us” and “piled up
layers of accumulated collective memory” (qtd. in Schieder 2), though rthis
was a poetic allusion rather than the seed of a sociological theory of
memorty.

In the late nineteenth century, powerful forces were pushing to over-
come subjectivity, judgment, and variability in the name of science, or-
ganization, and control. Political and commercial clites, for instance,
viewed the diversity of local times as a growing problem: Like different
gauge railroad tracks, the diversity of times was an impediment 1o in-
creasingly complex and widespread commerce and political power (sce
especially Kern). As a result, elites worked hard to standardize time in
terms of homogeneous criteria. One good example was the establishment
of time zones and Greenwich Mean Time. Scientitic advances—which
discovered regularities behind apparent variations—lent support 10 these
unifying and standardizing projects. The philosophical tradition, more-
over, had long favored objectivist accounts, in which empirical varicty is a
mere illusion behind which lie perfect conceptual unities.

Influenced in part by Romantic perceptions that this new conceptual
universe was somehow sterile, the philosopher Henri Bergson rejected
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i jectivity 1s the t true

objectivist accounts, arguing that subjectivity is the only S(_)urceBo v
g , u s 7 i
philosophical knowledge. Like many other thinkers of the tme, berg

was concerned with increasing rationahlzad.on and the unifying force'o(i
science. Writers like Proust and Freud, for instance, be'came pr)e(;)ccufl;ih
with memory because it seemed to them that precls.ely in an ag(ci elrri1n\x ueh
history, biography, and other forms of record keeping were or fUlgcon_
torv in an increasingly objective and complete mannet, mc-anmg son-
ne&ions to our Pasts, personal or shared, seemed to bedwaglnkg (beerad'm%d
son; Terdiman; Kern). As a result,ﬂ Bergsqn ur;1 -.erFoo naor el
philosophical analysis of the experience of time, hlghl}g ting met hZ e
central feature. Against accounts of memory as passive storage,f :
acterized remembering as active engagement. Against gccounts o gnre;:: ?Sr
as the objective reproduction of the past, he characterlzag remem ein %ar,
fluid and changing. Bergson thus posed the problem o \Ter?{(i)srywoﬂl{ "
ticularly potent ways for Halbwnd.ls and other lla.tcr theoélb ti;een work on
memory drew Halbwachs’s attention to the difference ef veen o} ;r cctive
and subjective apprchcnsions of the pa‘st: \thréas ‘ne\y (1) 1;1if0rm o
keeping measured time and recorded hlstory. in %ncxeasmgglt iforn a0
standardized ways, individual memory was still highly Vaflad ¢, § nl, e
recording short periods in intense detatl an.d long)pe];loy ? ;r;socieznon_
vaguest outline. More recently, howevet, Eviatar Zcru axf:l mot
ctrated that this variable attention span chara.ctenzcs social memo yfor
well. TFollowing Bergson, the variable enperience of memory was
; achs the real point of interest. o .
Hmi\;}ljcc k1§crgson, lgurkheim too considered ob]ecnwstk gc'couilt(s:ai)efdngz
and space unjustitied. Unlike Bergsog, howevcr,.Durf c{)r.nct(i)ve ed the
variability of perceptual categories notin the vagaries O su )CWhere é)erg_
ence, but in differences among forms_ of social orgaflx-zauop. Where Bore.
son rejected objectivist and materialist accQunt5~ot t(limc 11111 accounts b
variability of Individnal expcricncc‘, Durkhelm rgf:fcte sucn . : counts
attending to the ways different soczefzes prboduce dlt ere_nt C.OfL P  Of e
Vorms of time, like other basic categorics, derive ne}thm r?m : no,t
dental truths nor trom material realities, but'are social flacts,‘varz(l)r:;gns o
according to subjective expetience but a;co§d1ng to the T'mngm]ég) urkheim,
social structure. Srandardization and ob;ectlvmm, according to L asm,
were central ways modetnizing socict}cs were respogdmg to .lg?reorde%
levels of differendation and individuatl('m.. lBy co_rmectmg lc)ogxlzllmiren et
(time percepton) with social order (division of labor), Durkhe

provided tor Halbwachs a socological framework for studying the variability

of memory raised by Bergson.
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3. Halbwachs’s Legacies

In his seminal work on collective memory, Halbwachs drew trom Berg-
son’s problematization of time and memory, but addressed the tssue
through Durkheim’s sociological lens (see also Marcel and Mucchiclli, this
volume). Of course, there are other paths to the contemporary interest in
collective or social remembering. Important examples include Russian
behaviorist psychology from the eatly twentieth century, including ihe
work of Vygotsky and Pavlov, among others (see Bakhurst), and the work
of the British social psychologist Fredrick Bartlett (see Douglas), to name
just a few.

Memory, for Halbwachs, 1s first of all framed in the present as much
as in the past, variable rather than constant. Studying memory, as a result,
is not a matter of reflecting philosophically on inherent properties of the
subjective mind but of 1dentifying its shifting social trames. Moreover, tor
Halbwachs memory is a matter of how minds work together in socicty,
how their operations are not simply mediated but are structured by social
arrangements: “[I]t 1s in society that people normally acquire their memo-
ries. It is also in society that they recall, recognize, and localize their
memories” (On Collective Memory 38). The forms memory ke vary e
cording to social organization, and the groups to which any individual
belongs are primary even in the most apparendy individual remembering.
But memory, following Bergson, is also a central part of social and psychic
life, not just an interesting aspect of social structure.

There are, nevertheless, a number of distinct aspects of collective re-
membering in Halbwachs, and different kinds of collective memory re-
search since then have emphasized various of these (see Olick, “Collecrive
Memory”; Olick and Robbins). First, Halbwachs argued that it is impossi-
ble for individuals to remember in any coherent and persistent fashion
outside of their group contexts; these are the necessary social pramenorks of
memory (see also lrwin-Zarecka). His tavorite examples include the i
possibility of being certain of any particular childhood memory: As adulis,
it is impossible to say whether the memory of a childhood experience is
more the result of stored features of the original moment or some kind of
compilation out of stored fragments, other people’s retcllings, and inter-
vening experiences. The social frameworks in which we are called on ro
recall are inevitably tied up with what and how we recall. Groups provide
us the stimulus or opportunity to recall, they shape the ways in which we
do s0, and often provide the materials. Following this argument, the very
distinction between the individual and social components of remembering
ceases to make absolute sense: “There is no point,” Halbwachs argued, “in
seeking where [...] [memories] are preserved in my brain or in some nook
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of my mind to which T alone have access: for they are recalled to me €x-
ternally, and the groups of which [ am a part at any time give me the
means to reconstruct them [...]” (On Collective Memory 38). All individual
remembering, that s, takes place with social matetials, within social con-
texts, and in response to social cues. [ven when we do it alone, we do so
as social beings with reference to our social identities.

[f all individual memory is socially framed by groups, however, groups
themseclves also share publicly articnlated images of collective pasts. FOr this rea-
son, Halbwachs distinguished between “autobiographical memory” and
“historical memory.” The former concerns the events of one’s own life
that one rememmbers because they were experienced directly. The lattet
refers to residues of events by virtue of which groups claim a continuous
identity through time. “Mistorical memory” of the Civil War, for instance,
is part of what 1t means to be an American, and is part of the collective
aarrative of the United States. But nobody still has “autobiographical
memory” of the event. This is the more authentically Durkheimian mo-
ment in Halbwachs’s theory: Durkheim developed a sociological approach
to what he called “collective representations,” symbols or meanings that
are propertics of the group whether or not any particular individual or
even particular aumber of individuals shares them. In this sense, very few
people may be able to identify key figures or events of the Civil Wat, but
those figures or events may nonetheless be important elements of Ameri-
can collective memory. Whereas survey researchers may conclude that 2
particular image or event not remembered by very many people is no
longer a part of the collective memory, for a true Durkheimian culture is
ot reducible to what is in people’s heads.

Representations themselves, from this analytical petspective, are not
to be evaluated in terms of their origins, resonance, ot distribution in any
particular population. Collective memoyy, in this sense, has a life of its
own, though this need not be as metaphysical as 1t sounds: Work empha-
sizing the genuinely collective nature of social memory has demonstrated
that there are long-term strucrutes to what societies remember or com-
memorate that are stubbornly impervious to the etforts of individuals to
escape them; powcrful institutions, MoOreover, clearly support some histo-
ries more than others, provide parrative patterns and exemplars of how
individuals can and should remember, and stimulate public memory in
ways and for reasons that have little to do with the individual or aggregate
nearological records. Withouat such a collectivist perspective, after all, it is
difficult to provide good explanations of mythology, traditdon, and heri-
tage, among other jong-term symbolic patterns.

Durkheimian approaches are often accused—and often rightly so—of
being radically ant-individualist, conceptualizing society 1n disembodied
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terms, as an entity existing in and of itselt, over and above the individuals
who comprise 1t’. Another mmportant teature of Durkheimian \"()ciuln‘u\
canibe an un]ustlﬁed assumption that these S()Cictics—umstitul&:d by (':l'\—
lective representations which individuals may or may not s]wail‘c%'11'é Qni
tary. A Durkheimian approach to collective n]clnol'\", thus, can l(“;kl us 7
attribute one ;ollective memory or set of memories t’<> cmhl* \A' ’l;)
b(f)unde(l socleties. (Like all such critiques, these are based on son;cll\‘)itn‘:
i)h a s;raw man versmg of Durkheim’s posiuons.) While not usll:l”\’:
CO(;lifmps(j)lf:rcytlr;)el?t‘i—c:lrtéciljclatcc.i ln‘ terms ot Durkheimian theory, m';my
nporar, scussions about cultural hertage share such as-
sumptions: Commemoration of certain historical evenrs 1s essential, so ll;c
atgument goes, to our sense of national unity; without substantial Lj(‘)ﬂ\\’l]:
51-13 on t}}c past, social solidarity i1s in danger. There is cither 11’ “dcm
structure” or storfid up legacy of shared culture which binds us togetl ~l"
without its pervasive influence, there is no “us” to bind B
plﬂciarllin\xglscthzf\x?s in many ways more g‘arcful Fhm} his great mentor,
Viduafjm o8t | fs emphasis on the muliple social trameworks of ndi-
Showmgih;(;r;isaﬁzzes:;jcr).: He charact?%‘izgd collective memory as plural,
showing that s arec. ()II)LS cz‘m bc eftective markers of social diffeeen
: vertheless, Halbwachs did lay the groundwork for a genuincly
C(?HCCUVC, in addition to socially framed individualist nppr(mchin n 'L '
oxy.’In some contrast (o his discussion in which wlmt) individuals re k'n}
Exe;nlsr;l.etjrméned by their group memberships but stll takes pl:m:c 1L11H:T1131u
symbOllsn ;’tua?:bz;‘ighfciao tl()cgs‘ed ‘(m [)L.lbhdy available commemorative
! the,se Sym\;ols e r;](.) ogies. .As I just noted, some later theorists
preat these symbo a } LPLCSCHIUIUOHS as a vast cultural storehouse; this
D 2 wise mo s smltc' '“e, items in a cultural §t()1'c11()Llsc are real. Onhers,
howeve ;uiaese Iziztzti;itxonﬁ step and hypothesize a deep cultural structure
t G , 'ns, and resources, that generates any particular repr -
sentation. In even more extreme versions, the structure of coll e
. ‘ ‘ 5 cetive
zfgsé?gxgizﬁtaézisa;nﬁzéssh;a\;,zéaé;]zre z:o//elc‘m'e, but as a “collective uncon
o , g e e
qeed not become a metaphysician, f:(b)t\leczlx'::\ i:>t({§l§ibA\F€er>*t() :) U“I\',): o
sion o.t .collcctive remembering that is organ’izcd wi:lutu: ]T'I'L* }\\ 1’1*51’“‘1““]
to individuals. et referanee
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narratives, and rituals), deep cultural structures (gcneragve systems of
rules or patterns for producing representations), social frzlxm?xfroxl\s
(groups and partterns of 1’nteractxog), anq culturally and social y rame

individual memories. The kinds of questions one.asks when tooking at
collective representations as collective repres_cnth()ns, after gll, are dis-
tinct from those one asks when looking at the individual reception of such
representations of at their productiol_q. Cogx}l.m.rc storage p'rorccsscs, xinofre—
over, are pretly obviously different from otticial story—-tclhng. f\r‘ld dif Cf‘
ent theories have shown how cultural patterns (e.g., tme consciousness)
produce social structures (e.g., strong national ident1t1§s), though other
theories show just as well exactly the opposite, that soc1.al structures pro
duce culiural patterns (c.g., memory is structured genganonaﬂy).

Bur are individual memory, social and cultural trameworkg and col-
lective representations really separate things? The term collecqvevn'qjm—l
ory—with its sometimes more, sometimes less.cwle:ar contrast to mdﬁw ua
memory—seems to imply just that! But only it we forget that‘?o ective
memory is metely a broad, sensitizing ulAnbr‘ella, and not a prec1§c opera-
tional definition. For upon closer examination, COHCCHV(;: memory r'eally
refers to a wide variety of muemonic products and practices, often quite c.hfferA
ent from one another. The former (products) include stories, r‘ltualg
books, statues, presentations, speeches, ilnaggs, pictures, ;gcords, histori-
cal studies, surveys, etc.; the latter (practices) include reminiscence, rccz%ll,
representation, commemoration, celebration, regret, renuncmtlon,v dl‘S‘—
avowal, denial, rationalization, excuse, acknow]cdgmept, and many others.
Mnemonic practices—though occurripg in an mﬁmty of contefcts'ag.d
through a shifting multiplicity of media—are always snngltaneously indi-
vidual and social. And no matter how concrete mnemonic products may
be, they gain their reality only by being used, 111terp1'§ted, and r‘eproguced
ot changed. To focus on collective memory as a variety of prodmfx and prac-
tices is thus to reframe the antagonism between mdlwduahsf and C()llcc_tlv—
ist appr()achcs to mermory more pr()ductlvely as a mz%tter of mor??finlt.S ina
dynamic process. This, to me, is the real message of Halbwachs’s diverse

insights.

5. Three Principles for the Analysis of Collective Memory

The foregoing excursus on Halbwachs and the or}gins ot the ciollccm.ve
memory concept may appear rather abst_ructf but it 'lcavcs us with quite
concrete principles about what to look for in d“i diverse la?décapcs of
memory, and about how to treat the materials we find there. First, despl{;e
the penchant of many politicians, commentators, and scholars for invok-
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ing the collective memoty of an entire society, collective memory is far
from monolithic. Collective remembering is a highly complex process,
involving numecrous different people, praciices, materials, and themes.
One need be careful, therefore, nor to presume at the outset that cvery
society has one collective memory or that it is obvious and unproblematic
how (and which) public memories will be produced. It is important 10
remember the different demands on participants in different discursive
fields, such as politics or journalism, religion or the arts, and to appreciate
subtleties of context and inflection. Doing so, of course, makes it difticult
to judge a whole epoch or a whole soctety. For me, this is no loss.

Second, the concept of collective memory often cncourages us o sce
memory either as the authentic residue of the past or as an entirely malle-
able construction in the present (see especially Schwartz; Schudson). “I'ra-
ditionalist” models, for instance, assimilate collective memory to heritage,
patrimony, national character, and the ke, and view collective memory as
a bedrock for the continuity of identitics. They often ask how collectiye
memoty shapes or constrains contemporary action. On the other hand,
“Presentist” models assimilate collective memory to manipulation and
deception, a mere tool in the arsenal of power. They ask how contempo-
rary interests shape what images of the past are deployed in contemporary
contexts and see memory as highly variable. Neither of these views, how-
ever, is a particularly insightful way to understand the complexities of
remembering, which is always a fhuid negotiaton between the desires of
the present and the legacies of the past. What pares past and present, his
tory and memory, tespectively play in this negotiation—and how they are
related—is as much an empirical question as it is a theoretical one. As
Barry Schwartz puts ir: “Sharp opposition between history and colleetive
memory has been our Achilles Heel, causing us to assert unwillingly, and
often despite ourselves, that what is not historical must be “invented” or
“constructed” —which transforms collective memory study into a kind of
cynical muckraking” (personal communication). ’

And third—though this may just be another way of stating the first
two principles—we must remember that memory
thing, a faculty rather than a place. Collective memory is something—or
rather many things—we ds, not something—or many things—we b, o
therefore need analytical tools sensitve ro its varieties, contradictions, and
dynamism. How are representations of and activitics concerning the pas
organized socially and culturally? When and why do they change? How
can we begin to untangle the diverse processes, products, and practices
through which societics confront and represent aspects of t

15 a process and not g

heir pasts?
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