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Abstract

Memory has become an increasingly popular subject of study within the humanities and

social sciences within recent years and especially so within the disciplines of archaeology

and history, where it has been part of studies into more general attitudes to the past.
However, the field of ‘memory studies’ suffers from a lack of both methodological
precision and theoretical clarification. Within history and archaeology in particular, there
1s a danger that the concept of memory has come to be applied too widely to carry any
real meaning. This thesis aims to investigate the usefulness of memory theory within the
field of archaeology, with particular reference to Anglo-Saxon England. It examines the
theoretical background for such studies by analysing major approaches to memory within

psychology and sociology, as well as how these approaches have been applied by

historians and archaeologists to date. From this, it argues that metaphors of construction
and technology are particularly useful for archaeological studies of memory and applies
them to two case studies conceming the remembrance of the dead in Anglo-Saxon
England. The first of these centres around the way grave goods acted as a technology that

allowed memories of the dead to be shared with the community, enabling mourners to

deal with their grief and fashion a lasting identity for the deceased. The second case study

examines how the layout of the cemetery and the placing of the dead within it was related
to ongoing processes of remembering the dead within the community. Together, these

two case studies allow conclusions to be drawn regarding the ways in which memory

changed over the period and the influences at work upon it.
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Chapter 1: Theories of memory

Introduction

‘Every once in a while’, state Gedi and Elam (1996, 30), ‘there emerges a new innovative
term [in the social sciences], like a bright shining star, with some great promise of
clearing up old controversies and shedding new light on an all too familiar field of
knowledge.” One such term that has come to prominence in recent years 1s memory,
especially in the guise of ‘social’ or ‘collective’ memory, which has been seen as opening
up new avenues of research across the humanities and social sciences. Memory
undoubtedly carries great importance. It is an essential part of everyday life for
individuals and groups, providing the means by which people are able to function as
members of society, and forming the basis both for self-identity and for relationships
between people and communities. Loss of memory through accident or disease makes 1t
impossible for the individual to act effectively within society, while memories of past
Injustices, real or imagined, fuel conflict between groups. Despite its pervasive nature,
interest in memory has only been a relatively recent phenomenon. In fact, prior to the

1980s, memory was in decline, barely warranting mention in academic textbooks and

dictionaries, let alone forming a primary subject of study (Connerton 2006). Within the

last twenty-five years, however, memory has boomed, both as a subject of academic
research and as a matter of public interest. Dozens of studies have been produced into
memory's function and importance within philosophy, cultural studies, architecture,
sociology, psychology and literature, film and media studies (Radstone 2000), while at

the same time there has been a popular reclaiming of memory through the archiving of



personal memories of national events, the massive upsurge in genealogy and the recent

appearance of web-logs.

The recent interest in memory has seen it elevated to an almost heroic status but at the
same time 1t is seen as increasingly under threat. Memory was chosen as the theme of the
1988 Wolfson College lectures at Oxford out of a concern that it was endangered
worldwide by both governmental suppression and deterioration in public education
(Butler 1989, vii-ix). Similarly, Nora (1989; 1992) saw memory as disappearing along
with certain social groups, such as the peasantry. For him, ‘[w]e speak so much of
memory because there is so little of it left’ (1989, 7). Memory has been seen as a way of
making the past more ‘democratically accessible’ (Laqueur 2000, 2), allowing the
oppressed to produce their own narratives of the past which may contradict ‘official’
history (Connerton 2006). The upsurge in interest in memory as a topic of study has led to
new challenges 1n its relationship with history, with each being blamed for eradicating the

other (e.g. Nora 1989; 1992 for the threat posed by history; Klein 2000 for that by

memory'). Whereas before, memory was considered a part of history, the two are now

seen as fundamentally opposed (Gedi and Elam 1996). This may go some way to

explaining why historians are increasingly approaching memory as a topic of study 1n its
own right, rather than simply as a source of evidence. Most recently, and with particular
importance for this thesis, the subject has also been taken up within archaeology, with

several studies applying theories of memory developed within the social sciences to

archaeological material.

-“-——-———-_____—_—_

1 :
Hutton (19?9) 1s among those who see the rise of memory as associated with the decline of history as a
grand narrative, although is less concerned with apportioning blame.



It would be reasonable to assume that the study of memory in past societies might raise
specific 1ssues and debates. However, both historians and archaeologists have drawn
heavily upon theories developed within the social sciences, showing little concern for
their usefulness in interpreting the remains of the past. This is of concern for a number of

reasons. The recent boom in memory studies has been variously attributed to Bourdieu’s
theory of “practice’ and the importance of historical context for meaning (Olick and
Robbins 1998, 108), the end of the Cold War and the rise of ethnic conflict in Eastern
Europe (Cairns and Roe 2003a), and disillusionment with modernity’s faith in progress
and objectivity (Thelen 2001; Radstone 2000, 3).* As these explanations of its new
importance suggest, the concept of memory can be put to many uses and the approaches
to explaining it vary enormously within as well as between disciplines. So much so that in
their review of the major sociological theories of memory, Olick and Robbins (1998, 105)
go so far as to describe memory studies as ‘a non-paradigmatic, transdisciplinary,

centreless enterprise’. This lack of direction in memory theory within the social sciences
1s further compounded by the variety of definitions that, as will be discussed below, range

from the concrete to the abstract and differ according to the paradigms of the individual

discipline.

As the concept of memory seems self-explanatory, archaeologists and historians seldom

trouble to define it in their work. Yet the variations in definition within memory theory
should make this a priority. Given the nature of the evidence with which they work,
archaeologists and historians should be circumspect about the way they select and apply

memory theory. In developing memory theory, social scientists have depended heavily on

Interviewing and testing volunteers, usually drawn from a Western, middle class

—__———-———__—___-

22This represents just a few examples of possible explanations offered; see also Klein 2000; Connerton
006.



background, within a formal academic situation. Although they claim that testing
universals such as language or brain function make their arguments cross-culturally

applicable, they themselves propose that social context has a strong influence on the way
memories are formed (as will be discussed below). The experimental situation can itself

affect results, with the aims and assumptions of both experimenter and participants
influencing the outcome. The fact that archaeologists and historians are not dealing with

living test subjects who can be questioned about their responses and whose behaviour

cannot be observed in controlled conditions means that social science theories should be
carefully examined before being applied. Although the concept of memory may reveal
much in the study of past societies, so far few studies in this area have reached their full
potential. This thesis aims to investigate how memory theory might be applied to the
study of the medieval period, with particular focus on its applicability to archaeological
remains. It will firstly examine psychological and sociological theories of memory to
determine their usefulness when applied in other disciplines. Secondly, it will review

previous applications of such theories within medieval studies and develop a specifically

archaeological theory of memory to apply to the material remains of this period.
Subsequent chapters will apply the results of this to two case studies focusing on the
mortuary evidence of Anglo-Saxon England in the fifth to tenth centuries. Finally, this

evidence will be used to discuss how memory formed the basis of life — and death —in

different communities and to examine how memory in general, and remembrance of the

dead in particular, changed over the course of this period.



Theory in the social sciences

Mind and memory

The extent to which memory is an individual trait or a social phenomenon has major
repercussions for the way it is studied, both in the social sciences and in history and
archaeology. The approaches taken within memory studies can be placed on a spectrum
ranging from those that see memory as an internal function centring on biological

processes to, at the other end of the scale, those that maintain the influence of society is so
great there can be no such thing as individual memory. Psychological interest in memory

began in the late nineteenth century, with researchers utilizing the experimental method to

focus on the learning, retention and recall of material (Ebbinghaus 1885 is the classic
carly study). The aim of cognitive psychologists was to identify the different types of
memory and develop models of the way the brain processed and stored information and to
explain what happened when that process failed — when forgetting occurred. A Student’s
Dictionary of Psychology (Hayes and Stratton 1993, 113) reveals the mechanistic way in
which memory is often viewed in this field by defining it as ‘the general term given to the

storage and subsequent retrieval of information’. Gross (1992, 309), the standard A level

textbook, takes a more abstract view when he refers to it as a hypothetical construct that is
inseparable from the equally abstract concept of learning but still views it as a function of

the brain linked to the three interrelated processes of registration, storage and retrieval.

Early studies examined the relationship between short-term memory (STM) and long-

term memory (LTM), a distinction that was later criticized as false as it did not take



account of the different types of long-term memory (e.g. Craik and Lockhart 1972). Later

researchers made qualitative distinctions between the types of information that an

individual can hold in their LTM. Tulving (1972) subdivided LTM into semantic and

episodic memory. The former serves as a store of general knowledge about the world,

including concepts, rules and language, as well as of personal information such as your

age. In contrast, episodic memory is seen as forming a ‘record’ of personal experiences

drawn upon when the individual wishes to relive past events. Unlike semantic memory,
which can be used without reference to where and when that knowledge was acquired,
episodic memory is inseparable from its spatial-temporal context. Tulving (19835) later

1dentified a third category, procedural memory, which contains information about how to

perform physical tasks that cannot be identified consciously or described verbally to

others, such as the knowledge of how to ride a bike. This model of the different types of

long-term memory has received support from outside the laboratory through case studies

of people whose amnesia from brain damage or disease causes them to experience

difficulties with specific types of memory (Hayes 1994; Engel 1999). These indicate that
memory 1S not so much one process as several. For instance, recent studies have shown
that when people suffer damage to the hippocampus and connected areas of the medial
temporal lobes they will find it almost impossible to recall specific events but seem able
to learn new skills. On the other hand, patients whose basal ganglia have been damaged

sufter the opposite symptoms, their episodic memory remains intact but their ability to

learn is affected (Schacter 1995). This distinction between different types of memory
raises the question of how we should define memory and whether we should distinguish
between memories of personal experience and knowledge of the memories of others.

Episodic memory is qualitatively different from semantic and procedural memory

(Schacter 1996) so that learning about World War I1 in school produces different kinds of



memories to those of someone who actually lived through it, even though a pupil’s
knowledge about the experiences of war may be more wide-ranging. Memory and
learning have been defined as two sides of the same coin (Gross 1992), as proof of

learning always involves remembering and much of what is remembered in everyday life

will have been learned, even if unconsciously. However, this distinction between
memories of learned knowledge and those of personal experience is an important one for

the study of memory in past societies and will be developed more fully below (see 30-33).

Although these theories of the different types of memory have found strong support
through case studies, they have been criticized for their artificial approach and for their
misleading assumption that memory is a simple matter of storage and retrieval (Schacter
1996). Various different models have been developed to explain how learning and recall

actually works, which centre around issues of attention and rehearsal (e.g. Craik and
Lockhart’s (1972) Levels of Processing model and Baddeley and Hitch’s (1974) Working

Memory model; see Eysenck (1984; 1986), Gross (1992) and Hayes (1994) for a review
of both). However, as our own experience can attest, the remembering or forgetting of

different kinds of material can occur independently of any intention on the part of the

individual. The issue of forgetting has been characterized within cognitive psychology as
the failure of the biological process of memory, whether through the decay of the

‘memory trace’, the interference of other material within memory, or the effects of brain
damage or disease (Gross 1992; Hayes 1994). Outside this approach, in psychoanalytical

theory, forgetting has been seen as the result of repression, a defence mechanism that

protects us from traumatic memories (Freud 1896a; 1896b; 1900; 1915).3 Freud explained

e et ——————

It has been noted that there is much less interest in forgetting than in memory within the humanities and

social sciences but nevertheless lack of space prevents a full treatment of it here. See Forty and Kiichler
1999; Connerton 2006.



all forgetting as the result of repression, as even apparently innocuous memories could
lead through a chain of associations to bad memories (ibid.; Hayes 1994). The 1dea that
repression is the cause of all, or even any, forgetting has proved controversial, as the
results of experiments to test this hypothesis can be interpreted in different ways (Gross

1992). However, other psychologists have looked at the influence of factors outside the

individual to explain remembering and forgetting.

Memory as a constructive process

From early on in the psychological study of memory, it was clear that accurate recall 1s

the exception and not the rule. Bartlett (1932), who along with Ebbinghaus is considered

one of the founding fathers of psychological memory research, spent many years studying

the effects of social context on remembering. He found that the definitive moment in
remembering occurs not at the time of learning but when the information or experience 1s
being recalled. Bartlett realized that several factors influence the way memory works. The
influence of these factors on remembering means that memories are not retrieved whole
from a kind of perceptual store; they do not form an objective record of events. Instead,
memories are constructed anew at the time they are needed; they are created in the present

rather than the past and suit contemporary needs. This has been supported by recent

psychophysiological studies into remembering in which electrical recordings of the brain
have shown that the pattern of nerve impulses for recalled information is never exactly
the same as that associated with the initial reception of the stimulus (Fischbach and Coyle
1995). Memories are therefore representations of how we experienced an event, not the
event itself (Schacter 1996). Reality and imagination can combine to differing degrees in

these constructions and while memory is usually mostly accurate, it is not unusual in



everyday life for an apparently accurate recollection to be shown to be false. Indeed, it 1s

now known that the neural mechanisms that lead to memory are very similar to those used

in imagination. This suggests that there is a physiological basis for the incorporation of

Inaccurate material in recall (Engel 1999, §; cf. Casey 1977).

Bartlett’s experiments showed that memory was strongly linked to emotions and
preconceived ideas. When his subjects were asked to remember he found that their
attitude towards the material was the first thing that emerged. What was recounted was
shaped by that attitude and usually served to justify it. Their recall of learned material
tended to fit 1n with their preconceived ideas of what that material ought to be like.
Accurate recall was far more likely when the material fitted in with the subjects’ prior
knowledge and expectations. The result was that the stories the subjects were asked to
learn became rationalized, shorter and more stereotyped. The material was altered during
recall to suit the individual. For Bartlett, ‘Remembering...is an imaginative
reconstruction, or construction, built out of the relation of our attitude towards a whole
active mass of organized past reactions or experience, and to a little outstanding detail
which commonly appears in image or in language form’ (1932, 213). The results of
Bartlett’s studies have been repeated by other researchers over the years (e.g. Neisser

1967; Schudson 1995; see also Engel 1999) showing that memory is highly selective and

dependent upon the individual interests of the person doing the remembering.

Bartlett’s experiments also revealed a much stronger influence on recall, the social
Situation in which remembering occurs. The intentions and personalities of rememberer

and listener and the reason the memory is being recounted will have a formative effect on

the memory itself (Cohen 1989; Engel 1999). However, society’s influence on the



construction of memory does not stop at the context within which memornies are
recounted. Remembering is informed not just by the presence of other people and within
the context of a conversation but against a background of social norms, institutions and
networks of communication (Schudson 1995; Devine-Wright 2003). Bartlett argued that

the data he had collected over several years showed that the manner and matter of recall 1s
often predominantly determined by social influences. The specific aspects of group
culture directly stimulate the response of individuals within that group, with group

interests providing a framework by which individuals construct their memories. Bartlett’s

studies showed that social effects can even occur when no member of the group 1s

present. When he asked his subjects to learn and then remember a non-Western folk-story

entitled The War of the Ghosts he found that the story was transformed in line with social
conventions and beliefs current in the social group to which the subjects belonged. The
story became conventionalized to a Western style of narrative and much of the phrasing
used while retelling the story became journalistic. Bartlett argued that in everyday life the
importance of social factors on the form remembering takes can only be intensified. For

him, ‘the passing fashion of the group, the social catch-word, the prevailing approved

general interest, the persistent social custom and institution set the stage and direct the

action’ of remembering (Bartlett 1932, 244).

Memory and society

In contrast to Bartlett, for whom memory could only ever be a psychological function,

other researchers within the social sciences have argued that the influence of society is so

strong that the notion of individual memory is a fallacy that tells us nothing useful about

the way memories are formed and used (e.g. Gaskell and Wright 1997). Instead, they

10



maintain that memory can only function and have meaning within a group context. This

research has been carried out under numerous different terms including collective, social,
historical, cultural and shared memory and there are many different definitions. Some
writers use one term, others draw distinctions between two or more, and still others regard

them as interchangeable (Cattell and Climo 2002). For instance, Basabe, Gonzalez and
Paez (1997) distinguish between social memory (‘the influence of social factors on

individual memory’, which can be equated with Bartlett’s arguments) and collective

memory (‘the distributed processes of memory or transactive memory with social
functions’).* Some argue that terms like ‘collective memory’ are too general and prefer
more specific terms, e.g. official memory, vernacular memory, public memory, popular
memory, family memory, historical memory, or cultural memory (Olick and Robbins
1998). This variety of terms and definitions has created a complex situation in memory
research. Vinitzky-Seroussi (2001) has argued that the state of memory studies means that
scholars may confuse the different ways memory works “and in turn be confused, when

they cannot distinguish between collective memory, collected memories, a collection of

memories, cultural memory, historical memory, technological memory, personal memory

and commemoration.’ It has also been pointed out that there is an inherent danger in
adding words like ‘collective’ or ‘social’ to terms better used to describe individual

conditions, as doing so can only create terms that are essentially meaningless (e.g. Burke

1989; Gedi and Elam 1996; Hacking 1999).°

Despite the lack of theoretical order and a coherent methodology (Gedi and Elam 1996),

M

;Kuj 1t (2001, 86) even refers to ‘individual and collective social memory’, though without explaining the
1stinction.

5 . : ] . _ _ :
In this section, ‘collective memory’ will be used to refer to all these different types of memory, as it

emphasi_zes t-he focus on the group that is central to all these studies. It should be noted though that not all
the studies cited here necessarily use this specific term, unless explicitly stated.

11



these studies have underlined the influence of the social group on memory. This goes

beyond Bartlett’s discoveries on the effects of the immediate context in which

remembering occurs to argue that remembering is not the preserve of individuals but of

the social groups to which these individuals belong. We know that a significant

proportion of remembering takes place in a social context, with people sharing,

constructing and negotiating their memories with others (Engel 1999). Sharing memories

in this way is an important part of developing and maintaining social relationships.

Studies have also revealed that people within a given social group can possess memories

of shared experience and that these memories share many common features. Several

studies by Schumann and colleagues (1989; 1992; 1997; 1998, all cited in Devine-Wnght

2003) found evidence that different generations have unique group memories of

significant twentieth-century historical events (see discussion below, 21). They argued
that 1t 1s adolescence and early adulthood that are critical for the formation of these group
memories. Other studies have revealed that the way we learn the skill of remembening 1s
also very much a social process (Neisser and Fivush 1994). According to Vygotsky’s
(1962 [1934]) theory of child development, by participating in adult-guided conversations
about their experiences, children leamn the culturally appropriate narrative forms for
talking about the past. The influence of the adult in teaching the child how to remember

has been further revealed in a study by Fivush (1994) who showed that the way parents

talked to their children about the past was gender-specific and that children’s own mode
of recall later depends on the style to which they had been exposed. The type of memories

recalled, the manner in which they are recounted and the social situations in which they

are considered appropriate are learmned at a young age.

12



However, while the influence of society and social groups has been widely recognized,

researchers differ in both how strong this influence is and the means by which 1t exerts

itself. Two major approaches can be distinguished here, those who see memory as social

because of the way it is formed and structured, and those who see memory as social
because of its content. Many psychologists and sociologists see memory as formed
through language and conversation and therefore as a process that must be social rather

than individual in nature. For instance, Bastide (1970, cited in Wachtel 1986) sees

Interaction between people within a group context as providing the structure that shapes

memory. Conversation is seen as the social mechanism that guides remembering and
influences the way memories are organized and recalled in the future (Banasik and

Pennebaker 1997). Pennebaker (1997) defined collective memories as involving ‘the
ongoing talking and thinking about the event by the affected members of a society or

culture’. Similarly, Middleton and Edwards (1990a; 1990b) focus upon conversational

discourse as the sole process of remembering and forgetting. In this approach, what is
important is not the truth of what happened in the past but the way versions of events are
constructed 1n conversation, how they are shaped and fitted to context. This type of study

focuses on the content of the conversation revealing that multiple interpretations of the

past are possible. They argue that conversation is more than just a window upon mental
processes but provides the environment in which thoughts are formulated, justified and

socialized. These types of study have revealed much about the ways people can work

together to remember the past and the influence this has on what they remember and the

form those memories take. However, many of their conclusions about the importance of

conversation for shaping memories are inescapable given the nature of their
investigations. It is hardly surprising that they conclude memory is formed through

language when they ask people to recall a past event verbally in a group (a point that has

13



also been made by Baddeley 1992). Although this is an important part of memory, there

are other aspects too that these types of studies overlook. For instance, these studies

seldom take account of the way two people recounting shared experiences differs to when

one person 1s sharing memories unknown to the other (Engel 1999). In addition, these

studies tend to over-emphasize consensus between people, on account of the types of

tasks the participants have to carry out such as reconstructing the plot of a film. These
types of studies do not take account of contentious memories, especially in oppressive

state societies where elements of the past are effectively closed to discussion.

The language approach to memory takes the view that memory is social because it is
constructed and recalled in a group situation. In contrast, other researchers (e.g. Basabe,
Gonzalez and Paez 1997) take the view that collective memory is defined by its content
rather than 1ts formative process. In these approaches, collective memory refers to
memories held by individuals within a group that refer to events relevant to the group as a
whole and which have caused them to modify their institutions, beliefs and values, and

which therefore have a formative effect on society. While retained memories are of
relevance to the whole group, all members of that group will not necessarily have

experienced them personally. This approach is echoed by Bellelli and Amatulli (1997)

who argue that collective memory is more than simply the sharing of knowledge between

Individuals. Its significance derives from the meaning that is ascribed to that past
knowledge through negotiation and discussion between those individuals. Similarly,
Crumley (2002) has suggested that social memory is the means by which information 1s

transmitted among individuals and groups and from one generation to the next.
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A third approach that seems to unite these two approaches is the work of Connerton
(1989) on habit memory. Connerton argues that if there is such a thing as social memory

we will find it in performance and bodily habit. He divided memory into three kinds. The

first two, personal memory and cognitive memory, are equivalent to episodic and
semantic memory, respectively, as discussed above. Connerton describes this third type of

memory as ‘the ability to reproduce a certain performance’. He defines this as being able

to carry out a physical performance whenever necessary, such as being able to ride a bike,

which cannot be described verbally to others and which does not require a spatial-
temporal context. Although he claims that this type of memory has been briefly touched
upon by early twentieth-century philosophers such as Bergson (1911) and Russell (1921)
and then ignored, this type of memory is clearly identical to Tulving’s (1985) discussion
of procedural memory (see above). What makes Connerton’s study important 1s that,
having defined memory thus, he then goes on to discuss something different. Connerton’s
work discusses the physical performance of commemorative ceremonies and bodily
practices in a variety of historical contexts. His case studies differ from his definition of
habit memory in that the performance carried out in such situations can be verbally
described to others. Secondly, in the case of ceremonies, although it is not necessary to
remember previous performances in order to repeat them, they do inherently refer to
earlier ceremonies. The important elements in Connerton’s case studies are the social
aspects of the behaviour. A person can ride a bike in any social context and the method of
how to do so never varies. However, certain bodily practices are only relevant in certain
contexts and at certain times and places. Moreover, while the way of carrying out a
ceremony can be verbally described to someone else, the meaning of that ceremony may
be harder to explain. Connerton’s arguments are useful because they provide a way of

seeing memory as social in terms of both its structure and its content. It also provides a
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link between the mental recollection of an event and the behaviour or actions that follow

from this.

All researchers who work in the area of social or collective memory base their approach

on the work of Halbwachs (1992), a French sociologist and a student of Durkheim who
questioned the assumption that memory resides in the individual. Durkheim (1912, cited
in Devine-Wright 2003) had introduced the concept of ‘collective representations’, which
referred to a set of beliefs and sentiments common to the average members of a single
society. Halbwachs adapted this concept, arguing that remembering took place only

within the context of the group. He argued that memories are organized according to the
social group to which they relate. To call to mind these memories, he says, we must adopt
the attitude common to members of this group, putting ourselves in the perspective of the
group’s attitudes. As a result, Halbwachs maintained that individual memory could not be
understood without reference to collective memory, as it is our membership of certain
social groups that organizes our recollections and provides us with the state of mind and
attitude to recall them. Indeed, he goes so far as to argue that no memory is possible
outside the frameworks of society as it is this structure that determines what is to be

remembered.

Halbwachs’ work has been mined by sociologists to provide support for different types of
studies, which, as has been discussed above, use varying definitions of social and
collective memory. Perhaps part of the problem is that Halbwachs does not set out to
define the concept of collective memory (as also noted by Gedi and Elam 1996) but rather

to discuss how he sees memory as working in the real world. This discussion takes place

within the functionalist perspective of Durkheim, who believed that the social group
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constitutes a genuine psychical unit and is possessed of nearly all the characteristics of the
human individual (Bartlett 1932). However, Halbwachs also had an early interest in
individual psychology, which as Lewis Coser (1992) notes in his introduction to the

translation of Halbwachs’ work, continued to influence his work throughout his life. It 1s

this contrast between two very different theoretical approaches that produces the

ambiguity in Halbwachs’ work (as has also been noted by Vromen 1986) and it is notable

that for almost every researcher, in history and archaeology as well as sociology, there 1s

a different interpretation of his work. On the one hand, Halbwachs speaks of collective
memory as something that happens on the group level, for example, ¢...the various groups
that compose society are capable at every moment of reconstructing their past’ (1992,
182). Nevertheless, inherent in his discussion is the role of the individual in remembering
and this is often highlighted at times when he attempts to cut the individual out. For
instance, he maintains that individual memories cannot exist except where a given person
is the unique product of a particular intersection of groups. But this in itself shows that an
individual can hold memories that are unique to them. Similarly, he argues that memory
is collective because there are many facts that the individual would forget if others did not

keep the memory alive for them. While it is true that people know more together than

they do separately, this in itself does not provide evidence for a collective memory.

Instead, 1t again highlights the importance of individual memory.

Halbwachs’ supporters insist he is not talking about some mystical ‘group mind’ (e.g.
Burke 1989; Coser 1992; Basabe, Gonzalez and Paez 1997; Cattell and Climo 2002) and
there are many instances in his work that show he is not. He argues, ‘While the collective
memory endures and draws strength from its base in a coherent body of people, 1t 1s

individuals as group members who remember’ (1992, 48). It is the mind that reconstructs
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memories but under the influence of society, which provides the framework for recall.

Indeed, while Halbwachs initially insisted that the only real memory was collective
memory, his conclusion suggests rather that individual and collective memory are two

different but complementary ways of remembering (1992; see Gedi and Elam 1996). Gedi

and Elam (ibid.) see this retreat as something of an intellectual cop-out and both they and

Misztal (2006) have criticized Halbwachs for failing to explain the relationship between

individual and collective memory. However, as the idea that society can remember for
itself has been untenable to most, if not all researchers, this does not seem much of a loss

and the implications for this will be further developed below (24, 29, 36, 41). Where
Halbwachs’ work really falls down, though, is in its tendency to over-emphasize

consensus in remembering, failing to take account of individual variations in group

memory, especially over time, and to explain why some memories are privileged over

others (Wachtel 1986; Boyarin 1994; Misztal 2006).

Memory and identity

The way people remember the past has repercussions for their lives in the present, most

especially in terms of their identity. As has been recognized in anthropology, psychology
and sociology, memories define who we are as individuals and groups (Cattell and Climo

2002). As identity has been a central concern among archaeologists, this relationship
needs to be explored further. Psychologists have demonstrated that a strong link exists
between memory and self-identity. The self, as discussed by psychologists, is a product of
memory. The self is what a person believes themselves to be, based on memories of their
past thoughts and actions (Cohen 1989; Olick and Robbins 1998). Self-identity is

therefore seen as being closely linked to episodic memory (see above) and to
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‘autobiographical memory’, which can be equated with accumulated episodic memory
(Baddeley 2001).° However, as memory is highly selective, there is no straightforward

connection between past experience and present self-identity. Not all of an individual’s

experiences are remembered and of those that are, only some add to their self-concept.
The individual unconsciously selects what aspects of the past are integrated into the self,

discarding others (Archibald 2002). Nor is self-identity fixed or static; it is constantly
being re-negotiated and re-formed as new experiences occur and old experiences are

reinterpreted or forgotten (Barclay 1994; Archibald 2002).

Narrative plays an important part in the conceptualising of the self. It is a feature of
human nature, at least in Western culture, that people describe their past through stories
about themselves (Bruner 1994; Neisser 1994; Cattell and Climo 2002). When people
remember an event in their life it is usually within the context of a conversation (Gergen
1994; Engel 1999). The conversation provides the framework for what memories are
recalled and how they are described. The self is not therefore an entity located in memory
that can be brought forth when needed. Conteﬁt defines content and mediates
understanding through shared cultural knowledge; the social setting shapes the stores told
(Cattell and Climo 2002). Knowledge, skills, emotion, intention and auaience (either real
or imagined) collaborate to create and re-create the self (Barclay 1994). However, this
also has a reflexive effect on identity. For the selection and retelling of memories not only

influences how we see ourselves but also helps shape the view that others hold of us. This

® ¢ Autobiographical memory’ is another contentious term within memory theory as its definition can vary
between researchers. For example, Conway (1997) equates autobiographical memory with Tulving’s
episodic memory, though in a later work (2001) he distinguishes between episodic memory as relatively
recent expenences and autobiographical memory as the longer term accumulation of personal knowledge.
For Neisser (1994) autobiographical memory represents those aspects of episodic memory that played a
significant part in the life of the rememberer. Cohen (1989) in contrast, suggests autobiographical memory
can be subdivided like memory in general into declarative (e.g. where you went to school) and experiential

(1.e. episodic). It can be specific, such as a memory of eating at a particular restaurant, or generic, such as
the memory of family dinners. However, these variations in definition need not be of concern here.
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is important because the sharing of personal memories helps in the establishment and

maintenance of social relationships through the co-constructing of autobiographical

memories and joint personal histories (Barclay 1994). The self is therefore not an entity
that can stand alone from society. Davies (1997) sees the self as consciousness within

particular social networks, embedded within a particular language. He shows how 1t 1s

relationships between individuals, as members of families and society, that help foster the

sense of who we are and our purpose in the world.

While psychological approaches follow the modern Western emphasis on the individual,
seeing the self as distinct from its social context, other cultural traditions, regard self-
identity as firmly rooted within culture and social relationships (Hayes 1994). It 1s
therefore likely that the construction of identity in pre-modern times would place the self
in the context of family and community relations. Sociological theories of memory and
1dentity move beyond memories of personal experience to take in aspects of the group’s
past as well. Boyarin (1994) has noted how for Halbwachs (1992) collective memories
are reminiscences about the past that link a given group of people with a shared identity,
allowing them to maintain that identity over the course of a lifetime. Frijda (1997) argues
that appropriating the (general) past is an element in the construction of a person’s
1dentity. Everything that adds to the history of the group may influence an individual’s
sense of self. He sees commemorative events as being especially important in this, as they
can link individuals to past events they may themselves have not experienced by
including them in present rituals. This is echoed by Cattell and Climo (2002), who argue
that everyone is socialized into ‘mnemonic communities’ where they learn to remember

much that they did not personally experience and to develop their ‘sociobiographical

memories’. These sociobiographic memories cross time and space, linking individuals
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within and between generations with a common group identity. Indeed, Hobsbawm

(1972, cited in Olick and Robbins 1998, 122) argues that, ‘To be a member of any human
community is to situate oneself with regard to one’s (its) past, if only by rejecting 1t’.

Therefore, an individual’s identity can in part be constituted by second-hand memories of

past events that continue to affect the group in the present.

However, social identity can also be created by the way that the group’s concerns

structure what is remembered and incorporated by individuals. Mannheim (1952 [1928]

cited in Olick and Robbins) argued that the identity of a generation is shaped by the social

and political events that they expenence during their formative years. His arguments were

developed by Schumann and Scott (1989, cited in Olick and Robbins 1998; also see
above, 12) who asked different age cohorts to rank various historical events in terms of

their perceived importance. They discovered strong generational differences in the way

important events were perceived and remembered, with events from adolescence and
early adulthood generally being considered the most important. Studies such as this

suggest that group identity can be formed based on memories of shared experiences. Such

shared reminiscences can bind people together in time, as in the generational studies, or in

space, as with communities that live or work together. Again, as with individual identity,
the importance of narrative can be seen (Hallam and Hockey 2001). Bellah et al (1985,

153, also cited in Olick and Robbins 1998, 122) write that ‘Communities...have a history

~1n an important sense are constituted by their past — and for this reason we can speak of

a real community as a ‘community of memory’, one that does not forget its past. In order

not to forget that past, a community is involved in retelling its story, its constitutive

narrative’. As identity based on past experience is context-derivative, based on current
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social and cultural frameworks, the content and structure of such memories should differ

widely according to the culture within which they occur (Barclay 1994).

However, while memories of the past can provide a basis for present group identity 1t can

also be a source of conflict and struggles for power. Alonso’s (1988) discussion of the
role the past plays in the construction of social groups shows how there is seldom one
version of the past in existence at a particular time. She shows how a ‘popular’ version of
the past can be constructed in response to the conditions in which members of a group
live and that these “alternative’ histories can hark back to an even older time than
‘official’ histories in order to gain credence. However, her work also reveals that the
notion of two (or more) different strands of history at odds with each other is too
simplistic. It should not be assumed that ‘popular’ memory is a coherent whole
formulated in opposition to an ‘official’ memory. Rather, the two are entwined, each
informing the other. Being created and recreated to answer each other’s claims, they make
sense only when taken together. This relationship between different versions of the past,
whether between dominant and popular versions as in Alonso’s analysis or between two
communities of more equal power, does not remain fixed but is constantly being
renegotiated. This has implications for discussing medieval views of the past, as written
texts can give the appearance of a fixed version of the past when it might have been just
one of many strategies to claim the past and the power that went with it. Although Alonso
was writing specifically on the complexities of versions of the past in a modern nation-
state, which potentially can contain many such dissenting voices by virtue of its size and
the existence of mass media, the importance of varying perspectives on the past should

not be overlooked in the study of the past.
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The importance of dissenting voices in shaping memories of the past and the impact of
this on identity really comes to the fore in studies of modem ethnic conflict. Mack (1983,
cited in Devine-Wright 2003) has shown how the past can be used as a resource in

conflict because of the emotional and motivational force associated with collective

memories. Studies have shown that memories of victimization can contribute to the
construction of an idealized group identity in the face of a dehumanized ‘other’. Here, 1t 1s
clear that how a group remembers its past can directly influence how it perceives itself
now and how it interacts with other groups. Cairns and Roe (2003a) for example have
discussed how memories of the past can influence present conflict, especially in
prolonging it. People interpret their present experiences in the light of past ones; they
define who they are and interpret how people act towards them in terms of the events of
the past. For example, Mellor and Bretherton (2003) found that when asking Australian
aborigines about their own experiences of racism, the interviewees would consistently
reframe the question to talk about the expenences of their parents and grandparents,
which they would then extend generically to refer to all aboriginal experience. Therefore,
whatever their own personal experience, they still saw racism as an integral part of all
abonginal experience, including their own. Within aboriginal communities, social
memories of experiences of dispossession, attempted genocide, removal of children and

social dislocation constitute ‘our story’, which is passed on verbally and social identity 1s

built around them (ibid.).

Conclusion

That memory pervades all aspects of life is self-evident. Its nature is fluid and variable;

the way it works is inextricably linked to its objective. Memory’s purpose has a direct
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influence on how it works and the form it takes. As a result of this fluidity, memory can
be all things to all people. Its nature enables it to be moulded to fit all aspects of life and
human interaction and in the same way a variety of explanations can be applied to explain
its form and its function. Part of the problem with these explanations lies in their nigid

definitions of memory. An example of this can be found in the attempts by psychologists
to set strict definitions for different types of memory. As will be seen later in this chapter,
such precise types of memory are of little value. Although early twentieth century
researchers, such as Bartlett (1932) and Halbwachs (1992) speak of memory 1n very
broad terms, more recently researchers have investigated only one aspect, over-
emphasising its importance as a defining characteristic. This has resulted in a fragmented,

disjointed body of literature with no overall defining purpose in its approach.

The main area in which researchers are at odds concerns the extent to which memory is
the result of individual differences or collective experiences. This is a contentious i1ssue as
researchers and theorists tend to argue their case simply from their own standpoint and
not from the findings of a large body of research. So is it appropriate to speak of memory
as a collective phenomenon? It is clear that there are inherently social aspects to memory.
As Halbwachs has argued and Bartlett’s experiments have shown, the individual cannot
be isolated from the society in which they live. Culture and social context have a
formative effect on what is remembered and the form those memories take. However, to
go beyond this and argue that a ‘collective memory’ exists that is something over and
above the individual pasts that comprise it is erroneous. As has been seen above, memory
has an important role to play in the formation of identity, both of the individual and the

group. So to say that there is no such thing as individual memory is akin to saying that

there is no such thing as the individual. In the same way though, it is equally impossible
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to remove the memories of the individual from their social context. When the concept of

memory is removed from the research labs and placed in the real world, ‘individual

memory’ and ‘collective memory’ are the same thing, with researchers emphasising

particular characteristics according to their research aims and the paradigms of their

discipline.

Memory theory in history and archaeology

Historians and archaeologists are increasingly seeing the potential of memory theory for

their own studies. Recent studies in this area have revealed much about the way memory

worked in the past and how people at the time perceived their own history. This 1s
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