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34 Introduction

never resolved. The many enthusiastic readers of the poem evidently
felt that it mirrored their own beleaguered mentality, their own sense
of ambivalence about not only the present but also the future. This
also seems to account for the fact that the poem has lost influence
among the confident, optimistic generation of native-born Israelis.

The authors conclude by arguing that a society struggling for sur-
vival looks for examples in the heroic past that match present condi-
tions. If and when a society has a solid sense of basic existential secu-
rity, it no longer needs the sustenance that Masada conveys. One can
only hope that Israel will not need the Masada imagery for long in the
future.

Conclusion

Halbwachs was without doubt the first sociologist who stressed that
our conceptions of the past are affected by the mental images we em-
ploy to solve present problems, so that collective memory is essentially
a reconstruction of the past in the light of the present. Historians have,
of course, struggled with this problem ever since the Greeks. Now that
the long-neglected stepchild, historical sociology, gives evidence of re-
newed interest among American sociologists, one has reason to believe
that the unhappy divorce between sociology and history is about to
come to an end. When the two disciplines enter into a union in the
future, it is desirable that we sociologists can show that we do not
come to the wedding with empty hands, but that we can point to the
work of Halbwachs and his successors when we are asked what indig-
enous gift we can bring.

To sum up: Memory needs continuous feeding from collective
sources and is sustained by social and moral props. Just like God needs
us, so memory needs others. But those who are led to give an account
of the past in terms of present guideposts will generally be also aware
that history is made of continuity as well as change. Halbwachs could
perhaps afford to neglect the first by way of overplaying the second,
but 2 moment of reflection suggests that, especially in periods of his-
tory that are better documented than the events dealt with here, the
present generation may rewrite history but it does not write it on a
blank page.

THE SOCIAL FRAMEWORKS
OF MEMORY



Preface

Recently thumbing through an old volume of the Magasin Pittoresque,
I came across an extraordinary story. It was the story of a young girl
nine or ten years old who was found in the woods near Chélons in
1731. There was no way of finding out where she had been born or
where she came from. She had kept no recollection of her childhood.
In piecing together the details she provided concerning the various pe-
riods of her life, one came to suppose that she was born in the north of
Europe, probably among the Eskimos, and that she had been trans-
ported first to the Antilles and then to France. She said that she had
twice crossed large distances by sea, and she appeared moved when
shown pictures of huts or boats from Eskimo country, seals, or sugar
cane and other products of the Americas. She thought that she could
recall rather clearly that she had belonged as a slave to a mistress who
liked her very much, but that the master, who could not stand her, had
her sent away.!

1 reproduce this tale, which I do not know to be authentic, and
which I have learned only at second hand, because it allows us to
understand in what sense one may say that memory depends on the
social environment. A child nine or ten years old possesses many rec-
ollections, both recent and fairly old. What will this child be able to
retain if he is abruptly separated from his family, transported to a
country where his language is not spoken, where neither the appear-
ance of people and places, nor their customs, resemble in any way that
which was familiar to him up to this moment? The child has left one

The preface, chapters S, 6, 7, and the conclusion of Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire
have been fully translated—with one very minor exception. The first four chapters, deal-
ing respectively with (1) dreams and memory images, (2) language and memory, (3) the
reconstruction of the past, and (4) the localization of memories, are largely preparatory
for what is to come in the rest of the book. Only relatively brief central pages of these
chapters have been translated here.

1. Magasin pittoresque, 1849, p. 18. As references, the author mentions: “There is
an article written on this subject in the Mercure de France, Seprember 173- [the last
number is blank], and a little work from 1755 [of which he does not indicate the title]
from which I have borrowed this tale.”
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38 The Social Frameworks of Memory

society in order to pass into another. It seems that at the same time the
child will have lost the ability to remember in the second society all
that he did and all that impressed him, which he used to recall with-
out difficulty, in the first. In order to retrieve some of these uncertain
and incomplete memories it is necessary that the child, in the new
society of which he is part, at least be shown images reconstructing
for a moment the group and the milieu from which the child had
been torn.

This example refers to an extreme case. But if we examine a little
more closely how we recollect things, we will surely realize that the
greatest number of memories come back to us when our parents, our
friends, or other persons recall them to us. One is rather astonished
when reading psychological treatises that deal with memory to find
that people are considered there as isolated beings. These make it ap-
pear that to understand our mental operations, we need to stick to
individuals and first of all, to divide all the bonds which attach individ-
uals to the society of their fellows. Yet it is in society that people nor-
mally acquire their memories. It is also in society that they recall, rec-
ognize, and localize their memories. If we enumerate the number of
recollections during one day that we have evoked upon the occasion of
our direct and indirect relations with other people, we will see that,
most frequently, we appeal to our memory only in order to answer
questions which others have asked us, or that we suppose they could
have asked us. We note, moreover, that in order to answer them, we
place ourselves in their perspective and we consider ourselves as being
part of the same group or groups as they. But why should what ap-
pears to be true in regard to a number of our recollections not also be
the case for all of them? Most of the time, when [ remember, it is others
who spur me on; their memory comes to the aid of mine and mine
relies on theirs. There is nothing mysterious about recall of memories
in these cases at least. There is no point in seeking where they are pre-
served in my brain or in some nook of my mind to which I alone have
access: for they are recalled to me externally, and the groups of which
I am a part at any time give me the means to reconstruct them, upon
condition, to be sure, that I turn toward them and adopt, at least for
the moment, their way of thinking. But why should this not be so in
all cases?

It is in this sense that there exists a collective memory and social
frameworks for memory; it is to the degree that our individual thought
places itself in these frameworks and participates in this memory that
it is capable of the act of recollection. It will be clear why this study
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opens with one or even two chapters on dreams? if one realizes that
the person who sleeps finds himself during a certain period of time in
a state of isolation which resembles, at least partially, the state in
which he would live if he were in contact with no society. It is at this
moment that he is no longer capable—nor has need—of relying on
frames of collective memory. It is then possible to measure the opera-
tion of these frameworks by observing what becomes of individual
memory when this operation is no longer present.

But if we explain in this manner the memory of an individual by the
memory of others, are we not in danger of talking in circles? It would
in effect be necessary in this case to explain how others remember, and
the same problem would seem to come back again in the same terms.

If the past recurs, it seems of little importance to know whether it
does so in my consciousness or in the consciousness of others. Why
does it recur? Would it recur if it was not preserved? It is apparently
not at all illogical that the classic theory of memory, after a study of
the acquisition of memories, studies their preservation before giving
an account of their recall. Now, if one does not want to explain the
preservation of memories by cerebral processes (an explanation, by the
way, which is rather obscure and gives rise to serious objections), it
would seem that there is no alternative to admitting that memories as
psychic states subsist in the mind in an unconscious state and that they
can become conscious again when recollected. In this way, the past
falls into ruin and vanishes only in appearance. Each individual mind
would in this manner drag behind itself the whole array of its memo-
ries. One can now concede, if one so desires, that various capacities
for memory aid each other and are of mutual assistance to each other.
But what we call the collective framework of memory would then be
only the result, or sum, or combination of individual recollections of
many members of the same society. This framework might then serve
to better classify them after the fact, to situate the recollections of
some in relation to those of others. But this would not explain memory
itself, since this framework supposes the existence of memory.

The study of dreams has already provided us with serious argu-
ments against the thesis of the subsistence of memories in an uncon-
scious state. But it is necessary to show that, outside of dreams, in
reality the past does not recur as such, that everything seems to indi-

2. The first chapter, which was the point of departure for my research, appeared as
an article almost identical to this chapter in Revue philosophique, January-February
1923.



40 The Social Frameworks of Memory

cate that the past is not preserved but is reconstructed on the basis of
the present.? It is necessary to show, besides, that the collective frame-
works of memory are not constructed after the fact by the combina-
tion of individual recollections; nor are they empty forms where rec-
ollections coming from elsewhere would insert themselves. Collective
frameworks are, to the contrary, precisely the instruments used by the
collective memory to reconstruct an image of the past which is in ac-
cord, in each epoch, with the predominant thoughts of the society. The
third and fourth chapters of this book, which deal with the reconstruc-
tion of the past and the Jocalization of memories, are devoted to proof
of this thesis.

After this study, largely critical in nature, where I nevertheless set
out the bases for a sociological theory of memory, I turn to consider
collective memory directly and in itself. It is not sufficient, in effect, to
show that individuals always use social frameworks when they re-
member. It is necessary to place oneself in the perspective of the group
or groups. The two problems, moreover, are not only related: they are
in effect one. One may say that the individual remembers by placing
himself in the perspective of the group, but one may also affirm that
the memory of the group realizes and manifests itself in individual
memories. That is why the last three chapters deal with collective
memory as it manifests itself in the traditions of the family, of religious
groups, and of social classes. There obviously exist other societies and
other forms of social memory. But since I am obliged to limit myself, I
focus on those social groups which appear most important to me, and
wh‘ich my previous research has allowed me to study in greater depth.
This last reason explains why the chapter on social classes is longer
than any of the others. I have used here some ideas expressed else-

where and have attempted to extend this trend of thought in the pre-
sent work.

_ 3. Clearly, I do not in any way dispute that our impressions perdure for some time
in some cases for a long time, after they have been produced. But this “resonance” o%
Impressions is not o be confused at all with the preservation of memories, This reso-
nance varies from individual to individual, just as it undoubtedly does from type to type
completely aside from social influence. It relates to psycho-physiology, which has it;
domain, just as social psychology has irs own, ,

Dreams and Memory Images

No real and complete memory every appears in our dreams as it ap-
pears in our waking state. Our dreams are composed of fragments of
memory too mutilated and mixed up with others to allow us to recog-
nize them. This is hardly an astonishing fact, any more than that in
our dreams we do not find true sensations such as those which we
experience when we are not asleep. Such sensations demand a certain
degree of reflexive attention that is in tune with the order of natural
relations that we and others experience. Likewise, if the series of im-
ages in our dreams does not contain true memories, this is because, in
order to remember, one must be capable of reasoning and comparing
and of feeling in contact with a human society that can guarantee the
integrity of our memory. All these are conditions that are obviously
not fulfilled when we dream. . ..

Let us summarize this analysis and the results to which it has led us.
It is built entirely upon a fact which is opposed to a theory. This fact is
that we are incapable of reliving our past while we dream,! and that if
our dreams evoke images that have the appearance of memories, these
images are introduced in a fragmented state. Only detached shreds of
the scenes we have really experienced appear in dreams. There never
appears in dreams an event accompanied by all its particularities,
without a mixture of alien elements. There never appears in the eyes of
sleeping consciousness a complete scene of events that occurred in the
past. I have recorded examples that would seem to prove the contrary.
Some were too inexactly and incompletely reported to allow one to
make sense of them. In other cases one had grounds to suppose that
between the events and the dream the mind had reflected upon its
memories and, after having evoked them once or several times, had

This chapter’s excerpts have been translated from pp. 2829, 4849, and 5253 of Les
cadres sociaux de la mémoire —Ep.

1. Lucretius has observed this fact. During a dream, he says: . .. meminisse jacet,
languetque sopore (De rerum natura 4.746). Memory is so inert and drowsy that the
dreamer sometimes does not remember that a person who appears alive in the dream has
been dead for a long time. This passage has kindly been brought to my attention by Mr.
Pradines.
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42 The Social Frameworks of Memory

transformed them into images. Now is it the image or the memory that
preceded and occasioned it that reappears in the dream? One alterna-
tive appears as likely as the other. Finally, there is the example of mem-
ories of early childhood which are forgotten during the waking state
but appear in certain dreams: yet these are representations surely too
vaguely formed by the child to give rise to true memories. Further-
more, in all these cases and in all imaginable dreams, the actual per-
sonality—not the personality as it once was—is actively involved in 2
dream. If this is the case, it stands to reason that the general aspect of
events and persons reproduced is altered thereby. . . .

It is not in memory but in the dream that the mind is most removed
from society. If purely individual psychology looks for an area where
consciousness is isolated and turned upon itself, it is in nocturnal life,
and only there, that it will most be found. Far from being enlarged,
free of the limitations of waking life, and far from gaining in extensive-
ness what it loses in coherence and precision, consciousness appears
severely reduced and in a shrunken state in nocturnal life, Almost com-
pletely detached from the system of social representations, its images
are nothing more than raw materials, capable of entering into all sorts
of combinations. They establish only random relations among each
other—relations based on the disordered play of corporal modifica-
tions. They surely develop in a chronological order. Yet between the
dream’s row of successive images and a series of recollections there is
as much difference as that between a pile of rough-hewn materials
with superimposed parts heaped one upon the other, only accidentally
achieving an equilibrium, and the walls of an edifice maintained by a
whole armature, supported and reinforced by neighboring edifices.
The dream is based only upon itself, whereas our recollections depend
on those of all our fellows, and on the great frameworks of the mem-
ory of society.

Language and Memory

No memory is possible outside frameworks used by people living in
society to determine and retrieve their recollections. This is the certain
conclusion shown by the study of dreams and of aphasia—those states
where the field of memory is most characteristically narrowed. In these
two cases, the frameworks become deformed, changed, and partially
destroyed, albeit in two very distinct ways. Indeed, the comparison of
dreams and aphasia allows us to highlight two aspects of social frame-
works, or two kinds of elements of which they are composed.

There are many different forms of aphasia, many degrees of reduc-
tion of memories that are its effects. But it is rare than an aphasiac
forgets that he is a member of society. He knows well that the people
who surround him and who speak to him are as human as he is him-
self. He pays intense attention to what they say: he manifests, in regard
to them, sentiments of timidity and anxiety. He feels diminished and
humiliated, is distressed and sometimes irritated because he cannot
manage to keep or to recover his place in the social group. Moreover,
he recognizes persons and gives them a definite identity. In general, he
can recall the principal events of his own past (which is not the case
with amnesiacs). He can to some extent relive this past, even when he
does not succeed in conveying to others a sufficiently detailed idea of
it. Hence a whole part of his memory—the part which retains events
and remembers persons—keeps contact with the collective memory
and is under its control. He tries to be understood by others and to
understand them—like 2 man in a foreign country who does not speak
the language but knows the history of this country and has not forgot-
ten his own history. But he lacks a large number of current notions.
More precisely, a certain number of conventions no longer make sense
to him, even though he knows that they exist and tries in vain to con-
form to them. A word heard or read by him is not accompanied by the
feeling that he understands it sense; images of objects pass before his
eyes without his being able to attach a name to them—to recognize

This chapter’s excerpts have been translated from pp. 107-10 of Les cadres sociaux de
la mémoire.—ED.
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44 The Social Frameworks of Memory

Fheir nature and role. Under certain circumstances he can no longer
identify his thought with that of others or attain that form of social
representation which is exemplified by a notion, a scheme, or a symbol
qf a gesture or of a thing. Contact between his thought and the collec-
tive memory becomes interrupted at a certain number of detailed
points.

In the case of sleep, by contrast, the images that succeed each other
in the dreamer’s mind—each one taken separately—are “recognized”:
that is, the mind understands what they represent, understands their
sense, and feels empowered to name them. As a consequence, even
when they sleep people maintain the use of speech to the extent that
sp.eech is an instrument of comprehension. The dreamer distinguishes
things from actions and puts himself in the perspective of society to
distinguish them. One may imagine that a person who is awake and
finds himself among dreamers who express clearly what they see in
their dreams would understand these dreamers; there would exist a
kind of embryonic social life. It is true that the person who is awake
would not succeed in synchronizing the thought of one dreamer with
that of another. He could not, as Pascal puts it, make the dream in
company.' He could not create a dialogue out of two dreamers’ mon-
ologues. For this to take place, it would be necessary that the mind of
the dreamers not be content with operating upon notions borrowed
from the mind’s social milieu; their thoughts would have to flow ac-
cording to the order which the thoughts of society follow in their
course. In effect society thinks according to totalities; it attaches one
notion to another and groups these into more complex representations
of persons and events which in their turn are comprised in still more
complex notions. The dreamer can well imagine people and facts that
resemble those when he is awake. But in each particular case, he does
not evoke all the characteristic details which constitute for him the
personality of people and the reality of facts when he is awake. Those
that he constructs to the inclination of his fantasy have no consistency,
depth, coherence, or stability. In other words, the condition of thé
drefim seems to be such that the dreamer, while observing the rules
which determine the meaning of words as well as the meaning of ob-
jects and images considered in isolation, no longer remembers the con-
ventions that establish the relative position in space and in the social
milieu of places and events as well as of persons, and does not conform

1. “And who doubts that if we dreamed in company, and if the dreams by chance
ag}'eed, which is quite common, and if we were awake in solitude, we would believe that
things were inverted.” Pascal erased this point, which he had added 1o article 8, volume
1 of the Havet edition, p. 228, note. '
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to these conventions. The dreamer cannot escape from himself in that
he is not capable of considering, from the collective point of view, these
totalities—people and facts, regions and periods, groups of objects
and general images—which are in the forefront of the memory of so-
ciety.

Let me add immediately that this distinction is altogether relative.
These two aspects of memory, which present themselves in such disso-
ciated form in aphasia and in dreams, are nevertheless closely linked.
In the case of very pronounced aphasia it is difficult to know whether
there subsists a memory of events, and up to what point the patient
recognizes persons. In less severe cases of aphasia the patients, because
they cannot tell of their past owing to their lack of words, and because
their relations with others are diminished, are likely to maintain only
a vague sense of time, persons, and places. Moreover, if the dreamer
more or less recognizes the images which succeed one another in
dreams, he has nevertheless only a superficial and confused view. Our
dreams are so full of contradictions; we free ourselves in dreams of
physical laws and social rules to such an extent that there exists only a
rather distant relation between the ideas we construct even of isolated
objects, and the notions we have of them in a waking state. Finally,
where is the boundary between a simple and a complex notion, be-
tween an isolated object and a totality? The same group of facts or of
persons might well be considered under one aspect or the other de-
pending on the point of view. It is nevertheless true that if one loses
contact with collective memory in these two different ways, there must
exist in collective memory two systems of conventions which ordinar-
ily impose themselves on people and even reinforce each other through
association, but which can also manifest themselves separately. I have
shown that the dreamer is no longer able to reconstruct the memory of
complex events which occur over time and have an appreciable spatial
extension. This is the case because he has forgotten the conventions
that allow a waking person to encompass in his thought such totalities.
On the other hand, he is capable of evoking fragmentary images and
of recognizing them—of understanding their significance—because he
has retained the conventions that allow the waking person to give
names to objects and to distinguish one from the other by means of
their names. Hence verbal conventions constitute what is at the same

time the most elementary and the most stable framework of collective
memory. This framework is however rather slack, since it fails to en-
compass all memories that are even slightly complex and since it re-
tains only isolated details and discontinuous elements of our represen-

tations.



The Reconstruction of the Past

When one of the books which were the joy of our childhood, which
we have_ not opened since, falls into our hands, it is not withoxit a cer-
tain curlosity, an anticipation of a recurrence of memories and a kind
pf Interior rejuvenation that we begin to read it. Just by thinking about
it we believe that we can recall the mental state in which we found
our_selveg at that time. From our impressions of that time. what re-
mains within us before this moment and at the moment of discovery
¥ts§:1f? The general notion of the subject, some more or less character-
istic symbols, some particularly picturesque, moving, or funny epi-
sodes, sometimes the visual memory of an engraving, or even of a page
or of some lines might remain. In reality we would feel incapable of
mentall}i reproducing all the events in their detail, the diverse parts of
the t:flle In proportion to the whole, and the whole series of traits. in-
filcat}ons, descriptions, propositions, and reflections that progressi:/ely
inscribe a figure or a landscape in the mind of the reader, which allow
him to penetrate to the heart of the matter. This is so because we feel
what a gap continues to exist between the vague recollection of today
and the impression of our childhood which we know was vivid, pre-
cise, and strong. We therefore hope by reading the book again to ’com-
plete the former vague memory and so to relive the memory of our
childhood,

But what happens most frequently is that we actually seem to be
reading a new book, or at least an altered version. The book seems to
?ack pages, developments, or details that were there when we first read
it; at thg same time, additions seem to have been made because our
Interest is now attracted to and our reflections focused on a number of
aspects of the action and the characters which, we well know, we were
mcapable of noticing then. These stories moreover seem less, extraor-
dlqary to us, more formulaic and less lively. These fictions have been
stripped of a major part of their prestige: we no longer understand

This chapter’s excerpts have been translated
rom pp. 113, 114, 121, 140, 141, 14
144, 145, 148, 149, 150, 151, and 154 of Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire.—EDj >
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why and how they once communicated to our imagination such an
uplift. . . .

We preserve memories of each epoch in our lives, and these are con-
tinually reproduced; through them, as by a continual relationship, a
sense of our identity is perpetuated. But precisely because these mem-
ories are repetitions, because they are successively engaged in very dif-
ferent systems of notions, at different periods of our lives, they have
lost the form and the appearance they once had. They are not intact
vertebra of fossil animals which would in themselves permit recon-
struction of the entities of which they were once a part. One should
rather compare them to those stones one finds fitted in certain Roman
houses, which have been used as materials in very ancient buildings:
their antiquity cannot be established by their form or their appearance
but only by the fact that they still show the effaced vestiges of old char-
acters. . . .

It seems fairly natural that adults, absorbed as they are with every-
day preoccupations, are not interested in what from the past is now
irrelevant to these preoccupations. Is it not the case that adults deform
their memories of childhood precisely because they force them to enter
into the framework of the present? But this is not the case with old
people. These men and women are tired of action and hence turn away
from the present so that they are in a most favorable position to evoke
events of the past as they really appeared. But if these events recur is
this not because they were always there? Is this not a striking proof of
the preservation of memories that we believed to have been eradi-
cated? . ..

If there are, in Bergson’s sense, two kinds of memory—one made of
habits and turned toward action, and another which involves a certain
disinterest in present life—one would in effect be tempted to think that
the elderly, as they turn from the practical aspect of objects and per-
sons, and as they are liberated from the constraints imposed by profes-
sion, family, and active existence in society in general, develop the ca-
pacity to redescend into their past and to relive it in imagination. . . .

But in reality old people do not dream when they evoke their child-
hood past. One may rather say of the adult that when his mind, usu-
ally concentrated on present realities, is relaxed and allows itself to
follow the slope leading back to his first days, he resembles a man who
dreams, because there is in effect a lively contrast between his habitual
preoccupations and these images with no relation to what animates
his activities in the present. Neither the one nor the other dreams (in

the sense in which I have defined this term): but this kind of dreamlike



48 The Social Frameworks of Memory

activity, which is a distraction for the adult, comes to be a true occu-
pation for the old. Old people ordinarily are not content to wait pas-
sively for memories to revive. They attempt to make them more pre-
cise, ask other old people, go through old papers, old letters; above all
they tell what they remember, when they do not try to write it down.
In short, old people are much more interested in the past than are
adults: but it does not follow from this that the old person can evoke
more memories of this past than when he was an adult. Above all, it
does not follow that old images, buried in the unconscious since chijld-
hood, “regain the power to cross the threshold of consciousness” only
in the state of old age.

We can better understand what reasons awaken in the old person

this new interest in a period of his life that had been long neglected if
we put him back into the society of which he is no longer an active
member, but in which he nevertheless continues to have an assigned
role. In primitive tribes, the old are the guardians of traditions not just
because they absorbed them at an earlier point than others, but also
undoubtedly because they are the only ones to enjoy the necessary lei-
sure to determine the details of these traditions in their exchanges with
other old people and to teach them to the young during initiation. In
our society an old person is also esteemed because, having lived for a
long time, he has much experience and is full of memories, Why
should old people not then be passionately interested in the past, in the
common treasure of which they are the guardians? Why shoul,d they
not try quite consciously to fulfill the function which gives them the
only prestige to which they can now lay claim? . . .
' Society, by giving old people the function of preserving the traces of
Its past, encourages them to devote whatever spiritual energy they may
still possess to the act of recollection. If one sometimes makes fun of
those who take this role too seriously and abuse the right of the old to
tell of their past, this is only because every social function tends to have
a tendency to become exaggerated. . . .

Not only the old, but all people (depending, of course on their age
temperament, etc.) instinctively adopt in regard to times past the atti-’
tude of the Greek philosophers who put the golden age not at the end
of‘the world but at its beginning. Although there are periods of our
existence that we might willingly cut off—although we might not be
sure that we would like to relive our life in its totality—there is a kind
of retrospective mirage by which a great number of us persuade our-
selves that the world of today has less color and is less interesting than
it was in t‘he past, in particular regarding our childhood and youth. . . .

When it comes to the most somber aspects of our existence, on the

*
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other hand, it seems they are enveloped by clouds that half cover them.
That faraway world where we remember that we suffered nevertheless
exercises an incomprehensible attraction on the person who has sur-
vived it and who seems to think he has left there the best part of him-
self, which he tries to recapture. This is why, given a few exceptions, it
is the case that the great majority of people more or less frequently are
given to what one might call nostalgia for the past.

Where does this illusory appearance of the past originate? Is it in-
deed an illusion? As Rousseau has said, while the child and the young
man are weak absolutely, they are strong relatively: they are stronger
than the adult so long as their powers surpass their needs. This pleni-
tude of life brings in its wake a plenitude of impressions. When we
grow older, even though we may feel sufficient organic resources
within, we are animated in a variety of ways by the interests that are
born of social life so that we are forced to limit ourselves. Constraints
that originate externally are added to those which we impose on our-
selves. Our impressions yield to the forms that social life imposes on
them only at the price of losing a part of their substance. The yearning
for nature amidst society is essentially the yearning for childhood
among adults. . ..

We shall better understand the nature of this reshaping operation as
it applies to the past, and perhaps also to dreamlike states, if we do
not forget that even at the moment of reproducing the past our imagi-
nation remains under the influence of the present social milieu. In a
way, contemplative memory or dreamlike memory helps us to escape
society. It is one of the rare moments when we succeed in isolating
ourselves completely, since our memories, especially the earliest ones,
are indeed our memories: those who might read them in us as well as
we read them ourselves have either vanished or been dispersed. Yet, if
we flee in this way from the society of the people of today, this is in
order to find ourselves among other human beings and in another hu-
man milieu, since our past in inhabited by the figures of those we used
to know. In this sense, one can escape from a society only by opposing
to it another society. . . .

So it is that when people think they are alone, face to face with
themselves, other people appear and with them the groups of which
they are members. Our modern societies impose many constraints on
people. Without using the same authority and unilateral pressure that
primitive tribes employ in regard to their members, modern societies
nevertheless penetrate and insinuate themselves more deeply into their
members because of the multiplicity and complexity of relations of all
kinds with which they envelop their members. It is true that modern
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§0c!eFies pretend to respect the individual personality. Provided that
mfimduals perform their essential duties, they are free to live and to
think as it pleases them, to form their opinions as they wish. Society
seems to stop at the threshold of interior life. But it well knows that
even then it leaves them alone only in appearance——it is perhaps at the
moment when the individual appears to care very little about society
that he develops in himself to the fullest the qualities of a social being
What are the principal traits that distinguish our present societ;’
from the society in which we immerse ourselves in thought? First of
all, the latter does not impose itself on us and we are free to evoke it
whenever we wish. We are free to choose from the past the period into
which we wish to immerse ourselves. Since the kinds of people we have
known at different times either were not the same or presented varyin
aspects of themselves, it is up to us to choose the society in the mids%
of which we wish to find ourselves. Whereas in our present society we
occupy a definite position and are subject to the constraints that go
w1th 1t, memory gives us the illusion of living in the midst of groups
which do not imprison us, which impose themselves on us only so far
and so long as we accept them. If certain memories are inconvenient
or burden us, we can always oppose to them the sense of reality insep-
arable from our present life. But one can go still further. Not only can
we roam freely within these groups, going from one to another, but
}vnthm each of them—even when we have decided to linger with t,hem
in thought—we will not encounter this feeling of human constraint in
the same degree that we so strongly experience today. This is because
the people whom we remember no longer exist or, having moved more
or less away from us, represent only a dead society in our eyes—or at
least a society so different from the one in which we presently live that
most of it; commandments are superannuated,

There is incongruity in many respects between the constraints of
yeste;day and those of today, from which it follows that we can onl
imagine those of the past incompletely and imperfectly. We can evoki
places and times different from those in which we find ourselves be-
cause we place both within a framework which encompasses them all
But' how can we simultaneously experience various constraints of e;
social order when these constraints are incompatible? Here it is onl
one framework that counts—that which is constituted by the com}-(
mandments of our present society and which necessarily excludes all
th§ others. People form ties with each other and create bonds of friend-
ship and solidarity; but they also compete with each other. This creates
mu'ch suffering, fear, hostility, and hatred. Yet the competition we ex-
perience today has replaced that of yesterday and we are well aware
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that the one and the other are incompatible. People of today concern
us with the immediate or far away future. We may anticipate much
good but also much bad from the future: both the good and the bad
are undefined. People of the past, whose life and actions are now im-
mobilized in a clearly defined framework, may have once expressed
good or bad intentions in relation to us, but we now expect nothing
from them: they evoke in us neither uncertainty, rivalry, nor envy. We
cannot love them nor can we detest them. In short, the most painful
aspects of yesterday’s society are forgotten because constraints are felt
only so long as they operate and because, by definition, a past con-
straint has ceased to be operative.
But I believe that the mind reconstructs its memories under the pres-
sure of society. Is it not strange then that society causes the mind to
transfigure the past to the point of yearning for it? Rousseau has said
that of the Christian religion: “Far from binding the hearts of citizens
to the state, it detaches them from it as from all the things of this earth.
I know nothing that is more opposed to the social spirit.” May I not
paraphrase and say that the cult of the past, far from binding the
hearts of people to society, in fact detaches them: there is nothing more
opposed to the interest of society? But note that, whereas the Christian
prefers to terrestrial life another which for him is at least as real and
which he locates in the future, people well know that the past no
longer exists, so that they are obliged to adjust to the only real
world—the one in which they now live. They look back only intermit-
tently at vanished time and they never linger there for long. Moreover,
how can one fail to see that if people in society were always like a
stretched spring, if their horizons were limited to the groups of their
contemporaries (indeed of those contemporaries whom they find
around them), if they were constantly forced to behave in conformity
with their customs, tastes, beliefs, and interests, they might well bow
before the social laws but they would endure them only as a harsh and
continued necessity? Would they not consider society only as an in-
strument of constraint and not exhibit any generous and spontaneous
enthusiasm for it? . .

Society from time to time obligates people not just to reproduce in
thought previous events of their lives, but also to touch them up, to
shorten them, or to complete them so that, however convinced we are
that our memories are exact, we give them a prestige that reality did

not possess.



The Localization of Memories

What.mal'(es recent memories hang together is not that they are contig-
uous in time: it is rather that they are part of a totality of thoughts
common to a group, the group of people with whom we have a rela-
tion at this moment, or with whom we have had a relation on the
preceding ‘day or days. To recall them it is hence sufficient that we place
ourselves in the perspective of this group, that we adopt its inteP;ests
and follow the slant of its reflections. Exactly the same process occurs
whep we attempt to localize older memories. We have to place them
within a totality of memories common to other groups, groups that
are narrower and more lasting, such as our family. To cali to mind this
totality it is again sufficient that we adopt the attitude common to
members of this group, that we pay attention to the memories which
are al“{ays in the foreground of its way of thought. Based on such
memories, the family group is accustomed to retrieving or reconstruct-
ing all. its other memories following a logic of its own. In this respect
there is no difference between older memories and more recent oies
Th‘ere s no need here to speak of association effected by similarity, just’
as in the case of recent memories there is no need to speak of asso;cia-
tion effected by contiguity. To be sure, family memories resemble each
other in that they refer to the same family. But these memories differ
accordl'ng to many other relationships. In the case of the family grou
the similarity of memories is merely a sign of a community of interestlz
and thoughts. It is not because memories resemble each other that sev-
eral can be _ca}led to mind at the same time. It is rather because the
same group s interested in them and is able to call them to mind at the
same time that they resemble each other.

The reason psychologists have imagined other theories to explain
the locghzatnon of memories is that, just as people are membegs of
many different groups at the same time, so the memory of the same
fact can be placed within many frameworks, which result from distinct
collective memories. Limiting themselves to the individual level, they
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have found that memories could become associated in the individual’s
thought in many different ways. They have then classified such asso-
ciations in some very general groupings under the rubric of similarity
and continuity—which is no explanation. Or they have accounted for
the diversity of associations in terms of the diversity of individuals as
to their natural or acquired physiological dispositions. This is a very
complicated hypothesis which is difficult to verify and which leads us
away from the psychological domain. It is in fact no more than a state-
ment. It is correct that in reality memories occur in the form of sys-
tems. This is so because they become associated within the mind that
calls them up, and because some memories allow the reconstruction of
others. But these various modes by which memories become associated
result from the various ways in which people can become associated.
We can understand each memory as it occurs in individual thought
only if we locate each within the thought of the corresponding group.
We cannot property understand their relative strength and the ways
in which they combine within individual thought unless we connect
the individual to the various groups of which he is simultaneously a
member.

To be sure, everyone has a capacity for memory [mémoire] that is
unlike that of anyone else, given the variety of temperaments and life
circumstances. But individual memory is nevertheless a part or an as-
pect of group memory, since each impression and each fact, even if it
apparently concerns a particular person exclusively, leaves a lasting
memory only to the extent that one has thought it over—to the extent
that it is connected with the thoughts that come to us from the social
milieu. One cannot in fact think about the events of one’s past without
discoursing upon them. But to discourse upon something means to
connect within a single system of ideas our opinions as well as those of
our circle. It means to perceive in what happens to us a particular ap-
plication of facts concerning which social thought reminds us at every
moment of the meaning and impact these facts have for it. In this way,
the framework of collective memory confines and binds our most inti-
mate remembrances to each other. It is not necessary that the group be
familiar with them. It suffices that we cannot consider them except
from the outside—that is, by putting ourselves in the position of oth-
ers—and that in order to retrieve these remembrances we must tread
the same path that others would have followed had they been in our

position,



