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doorknob, a feather, or a laptop computer if we so wish. By the s

token, we can designate mere pieces of otherwise-useless pap
being worth $100 (or even thousands of dollars in the cas¢
checks) precisely because, unlike milk or eggs, for example, xxlo{lfY’
valuable only as a means of exchange and is therefore intrinsicall

el

worthless!”
Such cognitive flexibility, in fact, is one of the great advantages e

have over other animals, which, being seriously constricted semiot”
cally by the fixed meanings of the signs they use, are clearly 44>
to transcend their strictly indicative function. A lion cannot decidt
what a particular roar it produces would mean. And while dogs C‘:”]
certainly respond to words we teach them (sit, stay, no) as indicator™
hey obviously lack the cognitive ability to actively determine (%
0ssibly even change) their meaning, which we, of course, are fr¢¢ w
o with those same words as symbols,”

Reifying the meaning of symbols essentially reduces them to nwl“C
dicators and therefore implies a readiness to give up the greates
vantage that being able to use symbols offers us. It basically means
ding the cognitive freedom that typically comes with flexible:
ndedness™ for the inevitably constrictive way of thinking P'"
ted by the rigid mind. Given the virtually unlimited sign”}’i'lg
ential of symbols, it also means a terrible waste of our distin®
y human capacity to think creatively,”
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Social Memories

Not only does our social environment influence the way we men-
, it also affects the way we remember the
past is to some extent also part of a social
ing absolutely objective, nonetheless
and is shared by others around us.

As evident from the universalistic tendency of those who study
y focus primarily on the formal aspects of the
s of organizing, storing, and accessing memories which we

argely interested in how humarns remember past
actual contents of

and focus on

tally process the present
past. Like the present, the
reality that, while far from be
transcends our own subjectivity

memory today tc
processe
all share, they arce ]
events. And yet, when they come to examine the
mories, they usually go to the other extreme
re is this individualistic bent more glaringly

those me
ost exclusively with

the individual. Nowhe
evident than in psychoanalysis, which deals alm
inctly personal memories.

a relatively unexplored intellectual ter-
ying some-

our dist

Once again one can identify
‘remembrance environments” I
rsonal and the absolutely universal.

rain made up of various *
for example, the family, the

where between the strictly pe
These environments (which include,
workplace, the profession, the fan club, the ethnic group, the religious
community, and the nation) are all larger than the individual yet at
the same time considerably smaller than the entire human race.

Admittedly, there are various universal patterns of organizing,
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storing, and accessing past experiences that indeed cluu:acterize 11/1.
human beings and actually distinguish human memory'trom that of
dogs, spiders, or parrots. At the same time, it is also qufte clear that
we each have our own unique autobiographical memories, made up
of absolutely personal experiences that we share with nobody el‘st‘v
Yet we also happen to have certain memories which we share with
some people but not with others. Thus, for example, there are.cer-
tain memories commonly shared by most Guatemalans or art histo-
rians yet only by few Australians or marine biologists. By the same
token, there are many memories shared by nearly all Beatles fans,
stamp collectors, or longtime readers of Mad Magazine, yet !?)' no
one else besides them. The unmistakably common nature of such
memories indicates that they are clearly not just personal. At the
same time, the fact that they are almost exclusively confined to #
particular thought community shows that they are not entirely uni-
versal either.

Such memories constitute the distinctive domain of the sociology
of memory, which, unlike any of the other cognitive sciences, focuses
specifically on the social aspects of the mental act of remembering.
In doing so, it certainly helps us gain a finer appreciation of the con-
siderable extent to which our social environment affects the way we

remember the past.

The work on memory typically produced by cognitive psychologists
might lead one to believe that the act of remembering takes place in
a social vacuum. The relative lack of explicit attention to the social
context within which human memory is normally situated tends to
promote a rather distorted vision of individuals as “mnemonic
Robinson Crusoes” whose memories are virtually free of any social
influence or constraint. Such a naive vision would be quite inappro-
P"iﬂk‘ even within the somewhat synthetic context of the psycholog-
ical laboratory, where much of the research on memory today (with
the notable exception of “ecologically” oriented work)' typically
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takes place. It is even less appropriate, however, within the context of
real life.

Consider the critical role of others as witnesses whose memories
help corroborate our own.” No wonder most courts of law do not
give uncorroborated testimony the same amount of credence and
official recognition as admissible evidence that they normally give to
socially corroborated testimony. After all, most of us tend to feel
somewhat reassured that what we seem to remember indeed hap-
pened when there are others who can verify our recollections and
thereby provide them with a stamp of intersubjectivity. The terribly
frustrating experience of recalling people or events that no one else
seems to remember strongly resembles that of seeing things or hear-
ing sounds which no one else does.”

Furthermore, there are various occasions when other people have
even better access to certain parts of our past than we ourselves do
and can therefore help us recall people and events which we have
somehow forgotten. A wife, for example, may remind her husband
about an old friend of his which he had once mentioned to her yet
has since forgotten.' Parents, grandparents, and older siblings, of
course, often remember events from our own childhood that we
cannot possibly recall. Tn fact, many of our earliest “memories” are
actually recollections of stories we heard from them about our
childhood.” In an odd way, they remember them for us!

Yet such social mediation can also assume a somewhat negative
form, since such “mnemonic others” can also help block our access
{6 certain events in our own past, to the point of actually preventing
some of them from becoming memories in the first place! This is
particularly critical in the case of very young children, who still
depend on others around them to define what is real (as well as
“memorable”) and what is not. A 35-year-old secretary whose boss
tells her to “forget this ever happened” will probably be psychologi-
cally independent enough to store that forbidden memory in her
mind anyway. However, a five-year-old boy whose mother flatly
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(hence the appeal for some students of African-American and
Women’s Studies programs in universities, for example). Familiariz-
ing new members with their collective past is an important part of
groups”and communities’ general efforts to incorporate them, Busi-
ness corporations, colleges, and army battalions, for example, often
introduce new members to their collective history as part of their
general “orientation.” Children whose parents came to the United
States from Ghana, Ecuador, or Cambodia are likewise taught in
school to “remember” Paul Revere and the Mayflower as part of their
own past. From Poland to Mexico, from Israel to Taiwan, the study
of national history plays a major role in the general effort of the
modern state to foster a national identity.”

At the same time (and for precisely the same reasons), exiting a
group or a community typically involves forgetting its past. Chil-
dren who are abandoned by one of their parents, for example, rarely
carry on the memories of his or her family. Children of assimilated
immigrants likewise rarely learn much from their parents about the
history of the societies they chose to leave, both physically and psy-

chologically, behind them.

Given its highly impersonal nature, social memory need not even be
stored in individuals’ minds. Indeed, there are some unmistakably
impersonal “sites”” of memory.

It was the invention of language that first freed human memory
from the need to be stored in individuals’ minds. As soon as it
became technically possible for people to somehow “share” their
personal experiences with others, those experiences were no longer
exclusively theirs and could therefore be preserved as somewhat
impersonal recollections even after they themselves were long gone.
In fact, with language, memories can actually pass from one person
to another even when there is no direct contact between them,
through an intermediate. Indeed, that has always been one of the
main social functions of the elderly, who, as the de facto custodians
of the social memories of their communities, have traditionally



Social Memories /93
served as “mnemonic go-betweens,” essentially linking historically
separate generations who would otherwise never be able to mentally
“comnect” with one another.

Such “mnemonic transitivity” allows for the social preservation of
memories in stories, poems, and legends that are transmitted from
one generation to the next. One finds such oral traditions™ in prac-
tically any social community—from families, churches, law firms,
and college fraternities to ethnic groups, air force bases, basketball
teams, and radio stations. It was thus an oral tradition that enabled
the Marranos in Spain, for example, to preserve their secret Jewish
heritage (and therefore identity) for so many generations. It was
likewise through stories that the memory of their spectacular
elevcnth-century encounter with America was originally preserved
by Icelanders, more than a century before it was first recorded in
their famous sagas and some 950 years before it was first corrobo-
rated by actual archaeological finds in Newfoundland.™

Furthermore, ever since the invention of writing several thousand
years ago, it is also possible to actually bypass any oral contact, how-
ever indirect, between the original carrier of a particular recollec-
tion and its various future retrievers. Present-day readers of Saint
Augustine’s Confessions can actually “share” his personal recollec-
tions of his youth despite the fact that he has already been dead for
more than fifteen centuries! Doctors can likewise share patient his-
tories readily, since the highly impcrsona\ clinical memories cap-
tured in their records are accessible even when those who originally
recorded them there are not readily available for immediate consul-
tation.” That explains the tremendous significance of documents in
science (laboratory notes, published results of research), law (affi-
davits, contracts), diplomacy (telegrams, treaties), business (receipts,
signed agreements), and bureaucracy (letters of acceptance, minutes
of meetings), as well as of the archives, libraries, and computer files
where they are typically stored.’® It also accounts for the critical role

of history textbooks in the mnemonic socialization of present and
future generations.
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affects not only what and who we remember but also when we
remember it!

Commemorative anniversaries such as the 1992 Columbus quin-
centennial, the 1995 fiftieth anniversary of the end of World War 11,
and the 1976 American bicentennial are classic manifestations of
such mnentonic synchronization. Yet we also “co-remember” past
events by associating them with holidays and other “memorial days”
which we jointly celebrate on a regular annual™ (or even weekly, as
in the case of both the Sabbath and the Lord’s Day)™ basis. Fixed in
a mnemonic community’s calendar, such days ensure members’
synchronized access to their collective past. Indeed, keeping certain
past events in our collective memory by ensuring their annual com-
memoration is one of the main functions of the calendar.”

Thus, on Easter, millions of Christians come to remember their
common spiritual origins together, as a community. By the same
token, every Passover, Jews all over the world jointly remember their
collective birth as a people. The annual commemoration of the
French Revolution on Bastille Day and of the European colonization
of New England on Thanksgiving Day play similar “co-evocative”
roles for Frenchmen and Americans, respectively.

That also explains various attempts throughout history to remove
certain holidays from the calendar in an effort to obliterate the col-
lective memories they evoke. The calendrical dissociation of Easter
from Passover, for example, was thus part of a conscious effort by
the Church to “decontaminate” Christians” collective memory from
somewhat embarrassing Jewish clements,™ whereas the calendar of
the French Revolution represented an attempt to establish a
mnemonically sanitized secular holiday cycle that would be devoid

of any Christian memories.” Given all this, it is also clear why the
recent political battle over the inclusion of Martin Luther King Jr’s
birthday in the American calendar was actually a battle over the

place of African Americans in America’s collective memory.
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