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The Sacralization of Memory

Barbara A. Misztal
UNIVERSITY OF LEICESTER, UK

Abstract
This article argues that today’s search for identity, in the context of the rise
of a new spirituality and the decline of authoritative memories, facilitates
the forging of a new connection between soul and memory and enhances
the importance of traumatic memories. Consequently, we witness the sacral-
ization of memory which in unsettled times, when memories tend to become
fixed and frozen, can undermine intergroup cooperation. The article asserts
that an ethical burden, prompted by viewing memory as the surrogate of
the soul and the overrating of the importance of the politics of identity, can
result in the displacement of public concerns with private ones. It stresses a
need to rethink what kind of memory is compatible with a just, pluralist and
cohesive democratic system.
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Introduction: Passion for Memory and a New Spirituality

This article argues that today’s spiritual battles are frequently fought on the
terrain of memory. Combining Hacking’s argument that ‘the sciences of memory
have become surrogates for the soul’ (1995: 73) with Smith’s (1986: 19) words
‘ethnic nationalism has become a “surrogate” religion’, it will be argued that we
are witnessing the sacralization of memory. This situation results from two trends
of rather paradoxical nature. The first process is connected with the expansion of
passion for memory in our amnesiac societies (as argued by Nora, 1989; Huyssen,
1995; Hervieu-Léger, 2000), while the second points to the emergence of a new
wave of spirituality in our supposedly secular societies (Heelas, 1996; Wuthnow,
1998).

The first trend, the astonishing burst of interest in social memory, can be illus-
trated by the popularity of commemoration ceremonies in the 1980s and 1990s,
the increase in the genre of autobiography and the growing importance of sites
of remembrance for tourism and heritage movements. This expansion of the
interest in memory is explained by such factors as the impressive number of civic
anniversaries, the end of the Cold War and the growing recognition of memory
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as both a constitutive component of political culture and an important basis for
collective identities. Increasingly, it is believed that democracy’s health depends
upon social remembering of the past and this view expresses itself in the growing
interest in groups’ memories and in the reassessment of national pasts and
cultures.

Despite the fact that today’s society is commonly conceptualized as being
‘terminally ill with amnesia’ (Huyssen, 1995: 1), the ‘recent passion for memory’
(Nora, 1996: 3) has established memory as one of the main discourses that is
used strategically not merely to explain the group past but also to transform it
into a reliable identity source for the group present. The decline in the role of
national and religious memories as stable sources of identity reopens the space
for search for both authentic identities and useable pasts. Consequently, as collec-
tive amnesia erodes the comprehensive (national or traditional religious) identi-
ties, the need for identities tends to be absorbed by groups’ memories. The high
status of memory in society characterized by the cultural demise of the authori-
tative memory seems to lead to the spread of community-based small memories,
which results in the pluralization and problematization of memory (Hervieu-
Léger, 2000). We have become a society of ‘memory groups’, where one’s claim
to group membership typically refers to a group past, which is at the same time
defined by the assumed identity (Prager, 1998: 63–6). Even more importantly,
with the increased use of the past as a screen into which different groups can
project their contradictions, controversies and conflicts, traumatic memories
assume a crucial role in the group self-image. This significance of the past suffer-
ing, as a source of categories through which a group constructs its identity, has
been additionally reinforced by a growing interest in a new spirituality.

This brings us to the second trend responsible for the sacralization of memory,
namely, the emergence of a new wave of spirituality. The expansion of interest in
the new spirituality can be seen as a result of the fact that the traditional spiritu-
ality of ‘inhabiting sacred places’ gives way to a new ‘spirituality of seeking’, and
a new sense of sacred emerges (Wuthnow, 1998). The ‘spirituality of seeking’
expresses a new understanding of the sacred that reflects the shift from ‘an
imagery of dwelling’, which was suited to settled times, to ‘an imagery of journey’,
which is conducive to our present unsettled times. By assuming that a sacred place
is where the soul is, the new spirituality has facilitated the return of the old idea
of soul. This new faith emphasizes the spirituality of the self and insists that ‘the
initial task is to make contact with the spirituality which lies within a person’
(Heelas, 1996: 5). In the New Age language of ‘self-spirituality’, the main
assumption is that ‘the Self itself is sacred’, while the idea of soul, viewed as ‘the
feeling self ’, is used mainly in a metaphorical way (Heelas, 1996: 2). As new
spirituality becomes more concerned with the quest for personal identity, or a
search for the authentic self, it insists on the process of examining who we have
been and where we are headed; hence ‘New Agers are inclined to go back to the
past’ (Heelas, 1996: 41). In other words, today, ‘as our new spirituality matures,
it sends down roots into the historical past. It starts to ask questions about what
brought it to birth and came before it’ (Tacey, 2000: 15). In many areas that

European Journal of Social Theory 7(1)6 8

04 Misztal (jr/t)  18/12/03  9:27 am  Page 68

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 by daniela koleva on November 25, 2007 http://est.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://est.sagepub.com


appear to be giving rise to a new spirituality, the concept of soul is discussed in
combination with the notion of memory.

While the increased interest in memory in societies without living memory
has placed past sufferings at the heart of group identity, the new spirituality has
granted a sacred status to identity rooted in memory. When ‘grassroots spiritual
renewal’ manifests itself in a field encompassing the terrain of memory, or, in
other words, when the two trends (the increased interest in memory and the
expansion of the new spirituality) come together, we witness the process of the
sacralization of memory. This process of the sacralization can be illustrated by a
discourse that – through exposing how different segments of society are linked
with a forgotten, often traumatic, past – connects a ‘quest for soul’ with a search
for an identity. In Australia, for example, a great number of works, with such
titles as Reconciliation: Searching for Australia’s Soul (Habel, 1999), Edge of the
Sacred (Tacey, 1995), A New Imagination: Towards an Australian Spirituality
(Kelly, 1990), ReEnchantment (Tacey, 2000), proclaim the merging of ‘mysticism
with history’ (Tacey, 2000: 13). The first underlying assumption of such a
discourse, which says that ‘to rob us of memory is to destroy a part of us, some-
thing essential to who we are, something arguably as crucial to our identity as
our physical person’ (Booth, 1999: 258), grants pivotal significance to memory.
Second, this approach, after enhancing the links between identity and the recol-
lection of the crucial past experiences, often establishes a connection between a
group’s identity and its most painful incidents of victimization. Whereas
traditionally memory and soul were linked through the general idea of ‘inner life’,
it seems that now they are connected via the shared claim to a specific basis of
identity, namely past sufferings. The link between memory and soul has gained
a new visibility and a new meaning as a result of the new spirituality’s message
that a sacred place is where the soul is and the attribution of a kind of iconic
status to the past.

To sum up, my argument is that the shift from a ‘spirituality of dwelling’ to
a ‘spirituality of seeking’ (Wuthnow, 1998), in the context of the pluralization
and problematization of memory, results in the sacralization of memory. It seems
that a shared focus of the main discourses on a group’s identity, whether it is from
the perspective of memory or spirituality, has been reactivating an old link
between memory and soul, this time via a traumatic and/or repressed past. In
order to support its main argument, the article, after a brief presentation of the
most prevalent assumptions in the literature about links between memory and
soul, will examine recent processes responsible for assigning the crucial role in
the perfection of the group self-image to traumatic memories. The consequences
of the cultivation and politicization of painful memories of previously marginal-
ized groups who establish such recollections as not only a source of a sense of
lineage and inheritance, but also as identities’ sole justification and legitimiza-
tion, will be discussed in the final section.
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Changes in the Relationship between Memory and Soul

The idea that memory and soul are connected is a very old one as both notions
have always been perceived as highly important elements in the account of what
it is to be a person. The persistence of the vision of memory and soul, as the
central and connected means through which identities are constituted and
expressed, suggests the strength and centrality of the idea of ‘inner life’ as
sustained by the depth of memory. In this foresight it is assumed that, on the one
hand, a ‘successful dissociation of the self from memory would be a total loss of
the self and thus of all the activities to which a sense of one’s identity is import-
ant’ (Nussbaum, 2001: 177). On the other, it is also argued that the soul refers
to the whole of our being and that it expresses the inexpressible core of an indi-
vidual, to which, it is claimed, we should assign a great respect, care and consider-
ation (Bettelheim, 1983; Tacey, 2000).

Through the centuries the complexity of remembering and the depth of soul
have been better defined and located with the help of metaphors. However, while
metaphors illustrate the richness of both the notions and their power to enchant,
they also increase difficulties in addressing these ambiguous terms systematically.
The soul ‘undoubtedly makes us think of religion’ as it is the basis of many
religious beliefs that visualize it as an intelligent force, part of God and some-
thing transcendental and immortal (Hacking, 1995: xi). In all religion, accord-
ing to Durkheim (1971: 52), the idea of the soul is of cardinal importance and
is always connected with cults of memory of the ancestors because ‘it is death,
which brought about the apotheosis, it is the dead, to the souls of ancestors, that
the first cult known to humanity was addressed.’ Since the soul is the object of
cults, as through death it is transformed into spirit, the first rites were funeral
rites and thus the dependence of people was on these spiritual forces.

The strong link between memory and soul can also be found in ancient Greek
mythology, where both ideas enjoyed sacred status, with memory, seen as the
goddess Mnemosyne, mother of nine muses, symbolizing the power of imagin-
ation, and with the soul as the goddess Psyche, being depicted as a beautiful girl
with the wings of a butterfly. According to Plato, in whose work memory is
viewed as a function of the soul, the journey of the soul that ‘remembers’ pure
forms of goodness and beauty, with which it was familiar ‘face to face’ in another
existence, are mythical ideas, similar to the concept of Nirvana in Buddhism. In
the Platonic tradition, the soul is more important than the body, which is the
shadow or ‘a ghostly’ reflection of the soul. The ‘gift of memory’ is placed in the
soul, which, when it functions properly, ensures a virtuous and just life
(Murdoch, 1992). Here, recollection is the essence of learning, since by ques-
tioning we can have direct contact with the knowledge, forgotten at birth,
accumulated during the soul’s journeys in another existence. In contrast to Plato’s
concepts of memory and soul is Aristotle’s belief that wisdom is continually
renegotiated through enlightening experiences, that learning and new knowledge
transform people, helping them to perfect themselves and enrich their choices.
Although Aristotle, like Plato views the soul as the basis of an organically unified
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mode of being (Le Goff, 1992: 64–5), unlike Plato, he stresses not a recollection
and the duty to retrain the true knowledge, but rather the fact that people are
‘created and recreated, made and remade through practical reasoning in the
process of history’ (Bloch, 1996: 220). These two perspectives on the link
between memory and the soul, and, consequently, on the concepts of the person
and morality, have determined to a large extent the thought patterns of Western
philosophy.

Memory, as a faculty of the soul, was also admired by many neo-Platonist
Christians, for example, St Augustine stresses the spiritual dimensions of
memory, and writes: ‘the power of the memory is prodigious, my God, it is a
vast, immeasurable sanctuary. Who can plumb its depths? And yet it is faculty of
my soul’ (1996: 7). Also Cicero’s conceptualization of memory, as an essential
subpart of Prudence, contributed to the medieval admiration for memory. The
ethical status of memory was further enhanced by Albertus Magnus’ and Thomas
Aquinas’s discussion of memory as a part of Prudence (Yates, 1966). Thus, in pre-
modern Europe, memory, because of its identification with prudence, rigorous
discipline and the highest pursuits, was highly valued and continuously recom-
mended as the important factor in the formation of moral character and securing
the soul’s passage to heaven. Since memory was seen as the essential element of
the virtues, it became ‘the instrument for keeping in mind liturgies and saints,
heaven, hell and purgatory’ (Draaisma, 2000: 41). Christianity, by joining
together memory and spirituality, as illustrated by Christian hagiography’s
examples of holy men’s exceptional capacity for recollection, seen as manifes-
tations of their ‘soulful’ disposition, established a new relation between memory
and religion.

This new links between memory and religion, reinforced by the nature of
Christianity and Judaism, by the Bible’s insistence on the duty to remember and
by Christian rituals of commemoration of saints, resulted in ‘a circular liturgical
memory’ (Le Goff, 1992: 68). By the 17th century, with the increasing dissem-
ination of printed historical texts, the philosophical status of the soul and
memory was linked to the quest for human immortality, and thus both had a
religious significance. At this period many philosophers still followed the general
neo-Platonic path; they denied the physicality of memory and placed memory
within the soul. However, with the development of experimental science, the
problem of locating ‘a non-spatial entity like the soul, in relation to a spatial and
material memory’ (Draasima, 2000: 62) began to be highlighted.

A new way of thinking about memory came with the further development of
science in the late 19th century. Positivist science tried in a systematic way to
uncover facts about memory, now seen as ‘essentially a biological fact’ (Ribot,
quoted in Hacking, 1995: 209). Studies of the functioning of memory, in neuro-
biology, in anatomy and statistics, in experimental psychology, in pathological
psychiatry, as well as in experimental studies of recall, all contributed to the
development of empirical investigations of memory, and established memory as
the instrument through which positivist science sought to secularize the soul
(Hacking, 1995). Their underlying assumption, that there is objective scientific
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knowledge about memory, have profoundly influenced Western culture as it has
led to the replacement of moral and spiritual reflection on soul with empirical
facts about memory. ‘Memory already regarded as a criterion of personal identity,
became a scientific key to the soul by investigating memory one would conquer
the spiritual domain of the soul and replace it by a surrogate, knowledge about
memory’ (Hacking, 1995: 198).

When positivist science of the 19th century proposed to withdraw the soul
from religion and turn it into a science by developing scientific laws about
memory, it not only secularized memory, but also psyche, which ceased to belong
solely to God and priests, and became the subject of discussion among doctors
and scientists (Draaisma, 2000: 68). In the reverse of the conventional Christian
imagery, the soul became ‘the prison of the body’ (Foucault, 1979: 30) as the
body was analysed and constituted by systems of knowledge in their quest for ‘an
impartial truth’ rooted in the assumption that a disciplined and hygienic body is
the sign of a correct subjectivity. At the same time, artists, who always have some-
thing to say about the soul, ‘rediscovered’ the idea of soul, and this is visible in
Romantic poetry’s fascination with the dialectic of self and soul, which intro-
duced a new perspective on the notion of subjectivity. Romanticism was attracted
to the mutual interaction of mind and heart, the soul and the soul’s links with
memory. In Romantic literature, the self and soul are seen as identical, while
popular memory seems to be a synonym for the notion of the soul or the ‘inner’
character of the nation. By stressing the role of imaginative power of the past for
both individual and national identity, the Romantics were the first to link these
two types of identities. In short, central to Romanticism was a focus on the
imaginative capacities of memory, seen as a power of the soul.

In the context of scientific progress and innovation, Romantic nostalgia for
the past and the destruction of tradition testified to modernity’s indecisive
affiliations with memory. With the past being appreciated as a lost mentality, on
the one hand, and rejected, on the other, at the end of 19th century a memory
crisis occurred (Terdiman, 1993). In general, modern science liberated itself from
the guardianship of memory and in social sciences an orientation towards the
future and dislike of tradition became the dominant discourse, yet interest in
memory grew in some disciplines. In psychoanalysis and in philosophy (Bergson)
the most influential works on the topic of memory were written at this time. For
psychoanalysis memory has been both the problem as well as the core of its
solution (Terdiman, 1993: 240–1) since it is forgetting rather than remembering
that has been seen as the factor that ‘forms our character, our personality, our
soul’ (Hacking, 1995: 209). Thus, at the end of the 19th century psychoanalysis
started ‘not with memory but with forgetting’ (Mitchell, 1998: 100).

Psychoanalytic interest in the absence of memory, combined with the then
prevalent explanation of mental problems by an earlier trauma, resulted in the
assumption that painful experiences are constituted as repressed memories.
Freud’s idea of the unconsciousness as a repository of repressed memories has
shaped trauma studies by introducing the idea that it is precisely what cannot be
remembered that is decisive for the subject (Hacking, 1995). The issue whether
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psychoanalysis made the notion of soul defunct by challenging the ancient
dualism between the body and the soul has been a source of continuous dispute.
Some writers argue that both controversies are results of the English translations
of Freud’s work which were misled by a preference for ‘clean’ scientific language,
and which translated Seele and Psyche as ‘mind’ rather as than ‘soul’ (Bettelheim,
1983; Murdoch, 1992; Kristeva, 1996). According to these writers, Freud evokes
the image of the soul quite frequently to emphasize our common humanity.
Despite that fact that he does not give us a precise definition of the term ‘soul’,
Freud’s indirect descriptions speak about the soul as the seat of both the mind
and the passions. Moreover, he probably chose the term because its ambiguity
‘speaks for the ambiguity of the psyche itself, which reflects many different,
warring levels of consciousness simultaneously’ (Bettelheim, 1983: 77). Kristeva
also argues that we ‘must reinstate a notion of a psyche and the soul’ (1996: 86)
and proposes an idea of the soul that stresses the importance of an inner life,
because only such a conceptualization ‘shields us from biological fatalism and
constitutes us as speaking entities’ (1995: 7). Murdoch (1992) likewise claims the
need to incorporate the soul in order to emphasize a humane, even religious,
dimension of Freud’s work.

As psychoanalysis sought to penetrate the most obscure regions of the soul, it
established the connection between traumatic memories and the soul as the
reoccurring, although not so well defined, topic of many of its writings. The link
between traumatic memory and the soul is frequently presented as being detri-
mental to the soul. For example, in his book Soul Murder Revisited: The Effects of
Childhood Abuse and Deprivation, Shengold (1999) shows the lasting conse-
quences of actual trauma suffered by children at the hands of adults and presents
the traumatic past is presented as ‘soul murder’. Another link between the soul
and suffering is emphasized in such works as Muller’s (1992) Legacy of the Heart:
Spiritual Advantages of Painful Childhood. In this perspective suffering is the most
fundamental of all feelings, and is therefore the basis of the soul. As the soul is
the telos of the self ’s development, it is argued that the specific feeling that trans-
forms a self into a soul is suffering. The idea that the basis of the soul is suffer-
ing is endorsed, for example, by Kristeva (1995: 28), who, in support of her view,
quotes Proust’s hero, Jean Santeuil as saying ‘Those who suffer feel closer to their
soul.’ Another literary example comes from Oscar Wilde’s later writing, where
suffering and sorrow are seen as making the self into a distinctive soul: ‘It were
still wiser to say that behind sorrow there is always a soul’ (Wilde, quoted in
Black, 2001: 15). Since soul-making and soul-murder are also seen as ‘two sides
of the same coin’ (Black, 2001: 16), we can conclude that the concern with soul
and the soul salvation, one way or another, was perceived as being connected with
suffering and traumatic experience.

However, it was also noticed, for example, by Max Weber (1978: 223), that
such a focus on the welfare of the soul and the salvation of the soul could under-
mine the concern with the general public good. Today, as we witness attempts at
the sacralization of memory and as matters of the soul are sought along the path
of politics, this warning has acquired a higher degree of urgency. Claims to past
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sufferings, especially when such memories are frozen into ‘permanent forms that
cannot be changed without cries of sacrilege’ (Todorov, 2002: 21), can serve the
particular interests of their defenders. In order to understand why this happens,
we need to explain the new status of traumatic memories and their role in
defining a group identity.

Trauma as a Source of Identity in a Society of ‘Memory
Groups’

Identity and memory are always dependent upon each other, their relations are,
however, particularly important in less settled times. Following Swidler’s (2001)
arguments that culture works differently in settled and unsettled times, we can
say that when individual and collective identities are taken for granted, the past
is not an issue, yet, with the weakening of the theoretical and the practical
importance of religious and national beliefs as stable sources of identity, memory
assumes an enormous importance.

The nature of the relationship between memory and identity has been further
changed due to the decline in the comprehensive (national or religious) memory
(Hervieu-Léger, 2000). The denationalization of memory – which occurs,
according to Levy and Sznaider (2002), due to globalization, and which is further
enhanced by the increasing diversification and fragmentation of social interests,
together with large-scale migrations and demographic shifts – has provided the
basis for the proliferation of group-based memories. In other words, in the
context of both the increasing need for collective identity and the decline of
comprehensive memory, the spread of group-based small memories follows. As
‘the memory craze and uncertainty concerning identity go together’ (Megill,
1999: 43), we become a society of ‘memory groups’ (Hervieu-Léger, 2000). The
spread of memory groups can be illustrated by the fact that since the 1980s
memories have occupied the foreground in the wide-ranging identity debates
over gender, sexuality and race. As this trend further enhances the problematiz-
ation and fragmentation of identities, memory seems to be assigned an even more
vital role in providing the identity of the group and in supporting identities that
might otherwise be seen as insufficiently justified. In the age of globalization,
ideological uncertainty and the decoupling of collective memory and national
history the mutual recognition of the history of the other becomes the central
mnemonic event.

When memory is employed as a stabilizer of, and justification for, the self-
designation that people claim, two important consequences follow. First, we
witness the growing reliance on the specific content of a group memory to legit-
imize the group’s claims, and, second, the process of the politicization of memory
ensues. As the first trend progresses, that is, as remembering becomes over-
shadowed by what is remembered, traumatic memories acquire a new status.
Trauma, representing the extremities of human experience, is the occasion in
which collective identities are most intensively engaged, therefore their memories
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are of interest to researchers of culture and society as well as the individual psyche.
This extreme condition experienced by a group as a result of disruptive events
can be seen as a ‘social fact’ in the classical, Durkheimian sense of the term; ‘it is
shared and widespread among the members of a certain group. It acquires facility
or externality with respect to each of them’ (Sztompka, 2000: 458). The last
century, because of its technologies of mass destruction and because its atrocities
‘contrast with the expectations, at least in Europe, with the twentieth century’
(Glover, 1999: 3), is commonly perceived as one of the most traumatizing epochs
in human history. Hence, although the whole of human history includes wars,
massacres and sufferings, thanks to the atrocities of the last century, it can be
argued that ‘our epoch has been uniquely structured by trauma’ (Klein, 2000:
138). With the transformation of the Holocaust into a metaphor for the end of
modernity, it is now recognized that not only the victims must be remembered
but that also the memories of the past sufferings should become a measure of
humanistic and universalistic identification (Alexander, 2002).

As our interest in the past has intensified, traumatic memories have been
employed by the politics of identity movements as a source of group empower-
ment, as a vehicle for reclaiming the past and as a means of readdressing past
injustices. The importance of memories of trauma in restoring a sense of moral
community is perhaps nothing new, as periods of national crisis normally tend
to be accompanied by much talk of reviving the national soul in its various mani-
festations. Three times in our recent history, according to Herman (1992: 9),
various forms of trauma have attracted public attention and each time ‘investi-
gation of trauma has flourished in affiliation with the political movement’.
Memory of hysteria, shell shock and domestic violence have been respectively
employed by the French Republicanism, the anti-war and the feminist move-
ments in order to foster their respective constituencies. Today’s visibility of trau-
matic memory of collective injustice has surfaced in connection with the politics
of identity, and these two factors, by working together, make the group’s reason
for being, and the individual’s identification with it self-evident (Prager, 1998:
67). Furthermore, the probability that traumatic experience will lead to collec-
tive organization is connected with the nature of such feelings. For example, ‘the
more trauma touches the core of collective order – the domain of main values,
constitutive rules, central expectations – the stronger it will be felt’ (Sztompka,
2000: 457), and, by the same token, the higher the likelihood of the emergence
of social movements. In general, with the decline of living memory, when a
common past is more about the duty to remember rather than about real
memories, the past sufferings can be transformed into the icon of identity and
the instrument of community of spiritual renewal. Trauma, seen as a collective
phenomenon, a memory of which is shared and widespread among the members
of a certain group, acquires externality by relying on cultural vehicles for its
expression. Since memory of trauma demands certain narrative forms, we witness
the growing importance of cultural memory, which assists the construction of the
central role of trauma and victimization through cultural means and cultural
forms. These cultural forms are distributed across social institutions and cultural
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artefacts such as films, monuments, statues, souvenirs, and so on. Cultural
memory is embodied also in regularly repeated practices, commemorations, cere-
monies, festivals, rites and narratives.

The second consequence of employing memory as a stabilizer of collective
identity is the growing politicization of memory. As many groups that compete
for public legitimization base their plea for recognition from the state on their
common memory of suffering, victimization and exclusion, they not only
enhance both memory’s new status as ‘an authentic mode of discourse among
people of color’ (Klein, 2000: 138), but also a more politically effective organiz-
ation of their members. Thus, when a group identity is constituted around the
sacrality of that group memory, it can be used to serve the particular interest of
its members. As the group members identify with the past suffering, their moti-
vation to organize politically is assisted by the nature of democratic politics which
is ‘ bound with both how people identify themselves and what they therefore
want’ (Gutmann, 2003: 15). Democratic political systems, by providing a space
for minority groups to organize themselves and to compete with the dominant
official memory, reinforce such groups’ aspirations to act collectively in a pursuit
of their sectarian interests. Furthermore, the ‘mutual identification and the collec-
tive pursuit of an instrumental interest are mutually reinforcing. When identity
groups pursue instrumental interests of their members, they encourage more
people to see their identities as bound with a group’ (Gutmann, 2003: 15).

The growing importance of politics of identity can also be seen as a result of
the increasing importance of discourse of human rights as it legitimizes minority
groups’ claims for the political recognition of the truth about their painful past
and for rights to equal treatment and support of their heritage. In the context of
value pluralism, multiculturalism, postcolonial and post-Holocaust discourse,
‘the prospect of any universal discourse of identity is very much in question’
(Delanty, 2000: 3), thus the multiplicity of narratives and memories and, based
on them, claims for recognition and redistribution. Yet, claims by memory groups
for equal freedom, respect and taking into account rather than disregarding their
cultural identities, present a multicultural democracy with a challenge. Demo-
cratic governments, while securing the survival of minorities’ cultures, need also
to ensure citizens’ freedom of choice and to protect citizens’ rights against oppres-
sive groups (Gutmann, 2003).

Finally, apart from the nature of democratic politics and the increasing
importance of discourses of human rights, the politicization of memory has also
been facilitated by the process of globalization. Politics of identity can be seen as
a defensive reaction against globalization as it enhances communal resistance
against delocalized cultures (Castells, 1997). As the decline of national memory
is assisted by the emergence of extra-territorial global memories, which are facili-
tated by ‘the speed and imagery of the new global communications’ (Levy and
Sznaider, 2002: 91), memory of a local group is seen as ‘a force in conflict with
the counter-force of repression’ (Antze and Lambek, 1996: x). As memory
becomes a locus of struggle over the boundary between distinct interest groups,
in which power becomes the operative factor and as struggles for minorities’
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rights are organized around questions of memory, debates over the notion of
identity are further politicized (Huyssen, 1995: 4–5). The explicit practice
demanded by politics of identity, in turn, assists groups in their construction of
the spiritual essence of themselves, or the group soul.

Memories of past sufferings have only recently, due to modern societies’
attempts to recover and make visible the painful memories of previously margin-
alized groups, become an essential element of public non-religious memory. As
Judaism and Christianity are ‘religions of remembrance’, through the centuries
expression of the faith in both religions has been taking place in the context of a
collective affirmation of the memory of trauma (Le Goff, 1992; Perkins, 1997).
Yet the secular memory of trauma has found its place in the context of civic
discourse only relatively recently. Although memory always has political and
ideological overtones and although starting from the late 18th century, the
political demands on memory have been strong in all Western European coun-
tries, the construction of memory was monopolized by the state and memories
of trauma, painful experiences and past wrongdoings were banished to the private
realm (Vidial-Naquet, 1992). The mass production of traditions in late 19th-
century Europe served to legitimize national institutions and to assist the state in
its attempt to construct an official memory (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983). As
the nation-state replaced ‘the sacred liturgical memory with the secular liturgical
memory – days of remembrance, flags, and monuments’, national historians
enjoyed the status of ‘cultural priests’, and their work, even professional work,
was ‘read by a wide stratum of the educated public [which] made the symbols
concrete’ (Funkenstein, 1993: 20). The state rarely confessed its past wrong-
doings, and some governments (as, for example, the Nazis) were engaged in a war
‘against memory’. Therefore, it was not until the second part of the 20th century
that people have been provided with a public space to retrieve traumatic
memories and to keep painful pasts from fading into the oblivion of history. Only
with the general recognition of the emotional and social value of recalling trau-
matic memories, has a public space for both counter-memories structured around
trauma been created.

Counter-Memory and the Consequences of its
Representation of Traumatic Events

The idea of counter-memory illuminates the connections between the hegem-
onic order and official historical representations, and provides the possibility of
accounting for subordinated voices from the past. Foucault (1977) defines
counter-memory as a political force of people who are marginalized by universal
discourses, whose knowledges have been disqualified as inadequate to their task,
insufficiently elaborated or as naïve knowledges, located low down in the hier-
archy. These elusive group memories, which are frequently in a sharp contrast to
the dominant/official representation of the past, provide a group with a reper-
toire of categories for enacting social divisions. Counter-memory illuminates the
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issues of the discontinuity of traditions and the political implications of alterna-
tive narratives.

Counter-memory, or the memory of people whose voices have not been heard
in history and whose recollections differ from official recollections, constitutes a
given group as a ‘community of fate’ (Booth, 1999). The core meaning of group
identity, namely a sense of sameness over time and space, is sustained by counter-
memory, which, as a source for continued confrontation with and reflection
about the past, provides a unique representation and interpretation of traumatic
events. By placing trauma at the heart of counter-memory, what is remembered
gains in moral weight as, in order to preserve the moral order, it becomes a duty
to remember the past horrors. The duty to remember consists not only ‘in having
a deep concern for the past but in transmitting the meaning of the past events to
the next generation’ (Ricoeur, 1999: 9). It is a duty to keep alive the memory of
suffering by the persistent pursuit of an ethical response to the traumatic
memories. In other words, the ethical dimensions of remembering are more
important than the historical ones. As the use of trauma of past injustices ensures
that counter-memory is treated as a critical source of empowerment, and as what
is remembered is defined by the identity which is ‘often shaped by defensiveness
or victimology’ (Huyssen, 1995: 5), a question can be asked whether such high
status of counter-memory of trauma does not shift our attention away from the
importance of the general public good.

An answer to this question is not straightforward as memory of trauma, when
it obtains externality and therefore becomes a ‘compelling means of establishing
recognition’, can play a dual role (Antze and Lambek, 1996: xxix). On the one
hand, it can empower individuals and lead to collective organizing as well offer
narrators a transformative break from the past. On the other, the memory narra-
tive of trauma, which is characterized by closure, can constrain actions because
it can reduce a group’s creative use of culture. Generally, it can be said that the
consequences of the preoccupation with traumatic memory and claims to past
events as a basis for collective identities depend on the degree of openness of such
memories and on the nature of historical time. Such consequences tend to
become more serious in unsettled times and in cases where groups memories are
frozen, when people, in some sense, have fixed their sense of self in relation to
the world, and when they are socially more isolated. If we distinguish a
continuum of the memory openness ranging from closed or frozen memories to
open-ended and often shared across group lines memories, it can be said that the
first type of memory can subordinate just treatment of individuals (members and
non-members) to the identity and interest of the group. In other words, this type
of memory, which is characterized by the sacred and fixed vision of the past and
demands loyalty and regulates obligation, may lead to the sacralization of the
past, which is ‘not the best possible way of making it live in the present’ (Todorov,
2002: 21). In contrast to this uncompromising position of the first type of
memory, the second type of memory does not impose such exclusive practices
and assists people to articulate wider meaning and to cultivate links with a larger
community.
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The ethical burden brought by the acceptance of the frozen past in political
identities results in many ambiguities and in difficulties of weighting claims that
cannot be objectively balanced. Recent developments, for example, in the former
Yugoslavia, suggest that a past can be an extremely powerful weapon, wielded in
various ways to generate political attachments to groups, movements and causes.
Groups that turn towards their past in order to glorify specific aspects of it, foster
pride in some of their communal traditions and demand a recognition of suffer-
ing, can run the danger of allowing memory to be used as a political instrument
that legitimizes myths and nationalist propaganda. Such remembrance can easily
result in contestations about whose memory and whose past are remembered or
forgotten. Therefore, it can lead to social conflicts as it enhances ‘the collective
narcissism of minor differences’ which forms ‘the basis of feelings of strangers and
hostility’ between people (Block, 1998: 33). Thus, some writers have warned that
remembrance, which is not accompanied by knowledge and thought, is emptied
of all responsibility and may endanger others (Megill, 1999). Others point out
that we should be suspicious of any attempts to constrain groups’ identity within
a narrow, self-referential world as the duty to remember can all too quickly degen-
erate into kitsch. According to many observers, this type of abuse of the memory
of trauma is illustrated by the banalization of the Holocaust, variously referred
to as the ‘Holocaust industry’, ‘the marketization of the Shoah’, ‘the Ameri-
canization of the Holocaust’ or the ‘commercialization’ of the Jewish suffering
(Novick, 1999).

Even more importantly, as argued by Maier (1993), today’s fascination with
memory acts as an obstacle to democracy because focusing such group memories
on narrow ethnicity results in groups competing for the recognition of suffering,
and thus undermining the democratic spirit of cooperation. Such conflicts can
act not only as an obstacle to democracy, but also as a threat to the advancement
of a particular group’s interest. In the case of ‘the politicization of group identi-
ties, where the basis of the common identity is claimed to be cultural’, group
members may suffer from material deprivation, lack of equal opportunities and
discrimination because of ‘the systematic neglect of alternative causes of group
disadvantage’ (Maier, 1993: 305) other than their distinctive memory (Barry,
2001: 5, 305). Hence, while recognizing that identity group politics as a whole
‘cannot fairly be said to undermine a political distribution’ (Gutmann, 2003: 23),
we should be suspicious of groups that elevate their identities above democratic
standards of equal freedom and opportunity for all.

Counter-memory, when we hold it sacred, can also be a very dangerous instru-
ment because it may undermine the concern with the general public good. The
fact that memory is widely called upon to legitimate collective identity questions
the universalistic principle, often seen as ‘the sacred principle’ because it ‘conse-
crated democracy’ (Kristeva, 2000: 99–100). This ‘sacred principle’, as estab-
lished in political legislation in the form of universal citizenship, has, of course,
‘revealed many limits’, such as the exclusion of strangers and women (Kristeva,
2000). Many of these shortcomings of the universal principle have been and still
can be further corrected by acceptance of the sacred status of counter-memory.
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However, the dilemma of a postnational, post-traditional political identity has
brought new problems, connected with the tension between the vision of a
‘rational identity’ centred around universal norms and an identity laden with the
responsibility of remembrance, the legacy of the past. This friction between an
openness and diversity (the imperative placed on the agenda by immigration), on
one hand, and the ethics of remembering and responsibility, on the other, is
indicative of the most important dynamic of modernity.

To sum up, memory, especially traumatic memory, has established itself as a
source of group identity due to the growing acceptance of memory as a criterion
of authenticity of the collective selves, the vehicle for establishing collective rights
and voicing collective demands. Followings Gutmann (2003: 3, 23), we can say
that organizing politically on the basis of group identity ‘is not a good or bad
thing in itself ’ because the ideology of such groups ‘is so diverse as to defy the
generalization that it is either antiuniversalist and antiegalitarian, or the reverse’.
Yet, we also need to be aware of some potential negative consequences of
founding group identity on memory because a collective identity organized
around the sacred and fixed vision of the past can lead to the acceleration of inter-
group conflicts, and can, therefore, undermine the importance of formal criteria
of citizenship and democracy. Furthermore, while the truth about the past is an
essential element of our rights, we should also realize that a longing for truthful-
ness redeems nothing. The past itself cannot save us from anything, although it
never gives up, so we cannot escape from the truth about the past injustices
(Sebald, 2002). On the one hand, attempts to simply ‘draw a line’ under the past
satisfy nobody and attempts to silence oppositional memory have often actually
had the opposite effect. On the other, we cannot rely solely on memory to render
perfect justice, as it cannot capture the total complexity of history. Since memory,
viewed as the representation of the past in the present rather than really the past,
is always subject to change and can be irrational, subjective, inconsistent as well
as self-serving, we should aim to achieve a balance between memory, which
requires a narrator whose credibility can be always questioned, and a critical,
scientific and objective distance by checking documents and archives which
inform us of the ‘facts’ of what happened. What happened can be discovered only
under conditions of diversity and discourse, by relying ‘not on a single narrator,
but rather on a plurality of contending voices speaking to one another’ (Sennett,
1998: 14) and by enhancing the civility of rules in the management of these
voices.

Such attempts at solving tensions between multiple memories, between the
particularism of the realm of memory and the universalism of democratic rights
are indicative of the dilemma of a pluralistic democratic identity. This dilemma
is connected, on the one hand, with the limits to the level of abstraction from
particularity that can be achieved, and, on the other, with particularism’s threat
to the openness of universal democratic structure. While accepting that memory
is important for democratic community, we should be aware of the difficulties
faced by pluralistic democracy in ensuring citizens’ rights, while at the same time
enhancing solidarity and justice (Gutmann, 2003). In the Durkheimian
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tradition, it can be argued that in order to be cohesive and just, modern societies
need symbolic dimensions of a modern form of sacred, that is, a moral concep-
tion of the individual. In other words, if one wants to safeguard the role of the
sacred within the context of an updated reflection on social solidarity, it requires
the promotion a new culture of human rights as well as solidarity. Now, in the
context of the declining role of the nation-state as a source of unity (Nora, 1996),
we ought to sustain group memories because of the value of the solidarities that
they nourish, while, at the same time, we should create conditions for the foster-
ing of reflective memories and cooperative links with other groups. Hence, if the
sacralization of memory is to be accompanied by enhancement in intergroup
cooperation and well being, it should aim not to reject the universal but to recast
it by inflecting it towards plurality.

Conclusion

The dilemma of how and what we should remember to ensure a good society or
individual perfection has been discussed since Plato, who urges us to detach
ourselves for the past, to change our orientation, to redirect our desire and refresh
our energy (Murdoch, 1992: 25). This Platonic view of memory was rejected by
Aristotle who assumes that we ought to progress not through the dissociation
from the past but by remembering it and by using what we remembered. Now,
we are a long way from the pre-modern mythologization of religious imagery. Yet
today’s search for identity, in the context of the rise of a new spirituality and the
decline of authoritative memories, facilitates the forging of a new connection
between soul and memory and enhances the importance of traumatic memories.

Assigning a new value to traumatic memory, in a society that encourages
people to search for their authentic identities, enhances the sacred status of
memory. If what we witness now is the sacralization of memory, the ethical
burden prompted by viewing memory as the surrogate of the soul and the over-
rating of the importance of the politics of identity can result in the displacement
of public concerns with private ones. We need to ask ourselves what kind of
memory is compatible with a just, pluralist and cohesive democratic system.
Whereas the culture of forgetting ultimately threatens democracy because, as
Adorno (1986) argues, democracy requires a self-critical working through of the
past, the fascination with memory is equally problematic since it can undermine
our concern with the public good. The most recent support of this position has
been voiced by Avishai Margalit (2002), who says that we must remember horrors
committed against humanity because they aim to undermine morality itself –
they challenge the very idea that we have duties to others simply because they are
human. It is our responsibility to make sure that the Holocaust, the Gulags and
Hiroshima are remembered as warning signposts in human moral history.
However, at the same time, he argues for adopting a policy of forgiveness. Yet,
forgiveness should be based on ‘disregarding the sin rather than forgetting it’
(Margalit, 2002: 197). Since ‘what is needed for successful forgiveness is not
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forgetting the wrong done but rather overcoming the resentment that accom-
panies it’ (Margalit, 2002: 208), there is no general duty to forget, while remem-
bering crimes against humanity is essential for sustaining solidarity and
nourishing of mutual care. Such a policy means simultaneously providing space
for the truth of groups’ painful memories and facilitating intergroup cooperation.
This requires thinking in terms of openness and closedness of memory, or, in
terms of ‘memory as the mastering of reality and memory as the compulsive repe-
tition of gestures and clichés, memory as the mastering of that which is painful,
and memory as the masochistic turning of the screw of pain’ (Josipovici, 1998:
2). In other words, we should side firmly with the Aristotelian understanding of
the links between the soul and memory, rather than with Plato’s vision, as the
former stresses active seeking, deliberating and making choices about past events,
and therefore it provides a better perspective for policies of remembering and
forgetting.
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