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2. Historical Memory and
L —— Collective Memol‘y -

Autobiographical Memory and Historical
Memory: Their Apparent Opposition

We are not accustomed to speaking, even metaphorically, of a
“group memory.” Such a faculty, it would seem, could exist and en-
dure only insofar as it was bound to a person’s body and brain.
However, suppose that remembrances are organized in two ways,
. either grouped about a definite individual who considers them from
his own viewpoint or distributed within a group for which each is a
partial image. Then there is an “individual memory™ and a “collec-
tive memory.” In other words, the individual participates in two
types of memory, but adopts a quite different, even contrary, atti-
tude as he participates in the one or the other. On the one hand, he
places his own remembrances within the framework of his person-
ality, his own personal life; he considers those of his own that he
holds in common with other people only in the aspect that interests
him by virtue of distinguishing him from others. On the other hand,
he is able to act merely as a group member, helping to evoke and
maintain impersonal remembrances of interest to the group. These
two memories are often intermingled. In particular, the individual
. memory, in order to corroborate and make precise and even to cover
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the gaps in its remembrances, relies upon, relocates itsell within,
momentarily merges with, the collective memory. Nonetheless, it
still goes its own way, gradually assimilating any acquired deposits.
The collective memory, for its part, encompasses the individual
memories while remaining distinct from them. It evolves according
to its own laws, and any individual remembrances that may pene-
trate are transformed within a totality having no personal con-
sciousness.

Let us now examine the individual memory. It is not completely
sealed off and isolated. A man must often appeal to others’ remem-
brances 1o evoke his own past. He goes back to reference points de-
termined by society, hence outside himsell. Morsever, the individu-
al memory could not function without words and ideas, instruments
the individual has not himself invented but appropriated from his
milieu. Nevertheless, it is true that one remembers only what he
himself has seen, done, felt, and thought at some time. That is, our
own memory is never confused with anyone else’s. Both the individ-
ual memory and the collective memory have rather limited, but dif-
fering, spatial and temporal boundaries. Those of the collective
memory may be either more compressed or more extended.

During my life, my national society has been theater for a num-
ber of events that I say 1 “remember,” events that I know about
only from newspapers or the testimony of those directly involved.
These events occupy a place in the memory of the nation, but I my-
sell did not witness them. In recalling them, | must rely entirely
upon the memory of others, a memory that comes, not as corrobora-
tor or completer of my own, but as the very source of what I wish to
repeat. | often know such events no better nor in any other manner
than | know historical events that occurred before | was born. I car-
ry a baggage load of historical remembrances that | can increase
through conversation and reading. But it remains a borrowed mem-
ory, not my own. ['hese events have deeply influenced national
thought, not only because they have altered institutions but also be-
cause their tradition endures, very much alive, in region, province,
political party, occupation, class, even certain families or persons
who experienced them firsthand. For me they are conceptions, sym-
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re them pretty much as others do. I can imagine t};em,
ember them. 1 belong to a group v_vntb a part of my
lity, so that everything that has occurred within it as lo‘ng as
- en everything that interested and transformed it t_)e—
: bclonng——;V is in some sense familiar to me. But should I wish
fork o e __mcmbrancc of a certain event in its entirety, I would
g thc rio ether all the partial and distorted reproductions
have m'hn?tgthaf are held by all group members. By contrast, my
mnccrmlﬂg membrances are wholly mine, wholly in me.
rsﬁnacf;ie there 1s reason to distinguish two sgrts of memory.
Tl;r t:;i ht )be {abeled, if one prefers, internal or m‘ward MeEImory
o al memory, or personal memory and social memory. [
e lilm:;z:idcr more accurate ‘“autobiographical memory” and
::rl?'utorical memory.” The former would make use of the latter,
e our life history belongs, after all, to general history. Natu'ra}-
JHJC:_ torical memory would cover a much broader expanse of time.
11—‘;’dw}:vcr, it would represent the past only in a_condcnscd and scl_le—
matic way, while the memory pf f)tur own life would present a
i it with greater continuity.
m?fc:)f:) r;i:mal m%:mory islunderstood to be something thalaé \;e
“know only from within, while; the colh;ctwe memory wo;i 1e
known only from without, then the two will surely contrast sharply.

bols. I pictu
but 1 cannot rernl

I remember Reims because I lived there a whole year. But I also re-

member that Joan of Arc consecrated Charles VII there, because [
have heard it said or read it. The story f’f Joan of Arc has been prei
sented so often on the stage, on the movie screen, or else\‘thre Ivt[hat
truly have no difficulty imagining Joan of Arc at Reims. .Calllf-
while, I certainly know that I was not a witness to the event itselt,
that I cannot go beyond these words heard or read by me, that tfhcsc
symbols passed down through time are all'thal comes 10 m;t) ron:
that past. The same is true for every historical fact I know. Prope
names, dates, formulas summarizing a long sequence of details, oc-
casional anecdotes or quotations, are the epitaphs to those bygone
events, as brief, general, and scant of meaning as most tombstone
inscriptions. History indeed resembles a crowded cemetery, where
room must constantly be made for new tombstones.
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Were the past social milieu to live for us only in these historical
notations, and, more generally speaking, were the collective mem-
ory composed only of dates, arbitrary definitions, and reminders of
events, then it would most assuredly remain external to us. Many
citizens of our vast national societies never participate in the com-
mon interests of the majority, who read the newspaper and pay
some attention to public affairs. Even we who do not so isolate our-
selves may periodically become so absorbed that we no longer fol-
low “current events.” Later on, we may find ourselves reassembling
around such a period in our life the public events of that time. For
example, what happened in France and the world in 1877, the year
I was born? It was the year of the “16th of May,” when the volatile
political situation truly gave birth to the Third Republic. DeBroglic
was in power, and Gambetta declared that “he must resign or be
forcibly removed.” The painter Courbet died. Victor Hugo pub-
lished the second volume of Legende des Siécles. The Boulevard
Saint-Germain was completed in Paris, and construction began on
the Avenue de la République. The attention of all Europe focused
on Russia’s war against Turkey. Osman Pasha was forced to sur-
render Plevna after a long and heroic defense. I thus reconstitute a
rather spacious framework, in which I feel myself quite lost. I am
doubtless caught up in the current of national life, but I hardly feel
involved. I am like a passenger on a boat. As the riverbanks pass by,
everything he sees is neatly fitted into the total landscape. But sup-
pose he loses himself in thought or is distracted by his traveling
companions; he concerns himself only occasionally with what passes
along the banks. Later on, he will be able to remember where he
has traveled but few details of the landscape, and he will be able to
trace his route on a map. Such a traveler may recover some forgot-
ten memories or make others more precise, but he has not really
had contact with the country through which he passed.

Certain psychologists apparently prefer to imagine historical
events as auxiliary to our memory, functioning much as do the tem-
poral partitions of a watch or calendar. Our life flows by in a con-
tinuous movement. But when we look back at what has unrolled,
we always find it possible to assign its various portions to the de-
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marcations of collective time. Such temporal divisions are imposed
{rom outside upon every individual memory precisely because their

is not in any single one of them. A social time defined in this
way would truly be external to the lived duration of each conscious-
ness. We see this clearly in the case of a watch measuring astro-
nomical time. But the same is also true of those dates on the clock-
face of history: they correspond to the most noteworthy events of
national life, the occurrence of which we may be unaware of, the
importance of which we recognize only later. Our lives thus sit on
the surface of social bodies, merely observing their alterations and
putting up with their disturbances. An event takes its place in the
sequence of historical facts only some time after its occurrence.
Thus we can link the various phases of our life to national events
only after the fact. Nothing demonstrates better how artificial and
external is that operation that consists of referring to demarcations
of collective life for mental landmarks. Nothing demonstrates more
clearly that we really study distinct objects when we focus on either
individual memory or collective memory. The events and dates con-
stituting the very substance of group life can be for the individual
only so many external signs, which he can use as reference points
only by going outside himself.

Of course, the collective memory would play a very secondary
role in the fixation of our remembrances if it had no other content
than such sequences of dates or lists of facts. But such a conception
is remarkably narrow and does not correspond to reality. For that
very reason | have had difficulty presenting it in this way. How-
ever, such an approach was necessary, for this conception accords
with a widely accepted doctrine. The memory is usually considered
as a properly individual faculty—that is, as appearing in a con-
sciousness reduced solely to its own resources, isolated from anyone
else and capable of evoking by will or chance states previously ex-
perienced. Nevertheless, since it is impossible to deny that we often
replace our remembrances within a space and time whose demarca-
tions we share with others, or that we also situate them within dates
that have meaning only in relation to a group to which we belong,
these facts are acknowledged to be the case. But it is a sort of mini-

Historical Memory and Collective Memory 55

mal concession that does not impair, in the minds of those granting
it, the specificity of the individual memory.

The Real Interpenetration of
Historical and Autobiographical
Memory (Contemporary History)

As Stendhal observed:

Now as I write my life in 1835, I make many discoveries. . . . They
arc like great fragments of fresco on a wall, which, long forgotten,
reappear suddenly, and by the side of these well-preserved frag-
ments there are . . . great gaps where there’s nothing to be seen but
the bricks of the wall. The plaster on which the fresco had been
painted has fallen and the fresco has gone forever. There are no
dates besides the pieces of fresco that remain, and now in 1835, 1
have to hunt for the dates. Fortunately there’s no harm in an anach-
ronism, a confusion of a year or two. After my arrival in Paris in
1799, my life became involved with public events and all dates are
certain. . .. In 1835, I discover the shape and the “why” of past
events.’

Such dates and the historical and national events they represent
(for this is surely the sense in which Stendahl understands them)
can be totally external, at least in appearance, to the circumstances
of our life. But later on, as we reflect upon them, we “make many
discoveries”; we “discover the shape and the ‘why’ of events.” This
might be understood in various ways. When | page through a con-
temporary history and review the sequence of events in France or
Europe since my birth, during the first eight or ten years of my life,
I indeed get the impression of an external framework of which I
was then unaware and I learn to relocate my childhood within the
history of my times. Even though I clarify from outside this first pe-
riod of my life, however, my memory scarcely grows richer in its
personal aspect. I gain no revelations of my childhood; nothing new

' Stendhal, Vie d'Hennt Brulard, ed. Henri Martineau (Paris: Le Divan I, 1949), p.
151.






