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Abstract

This dissertation is concerned with the relationship between cultural memory and literature.
Focussing on the memory of the Cold War-period, the present work examines a piece of
contemporary German literature, namely Thomas Brussig’s 1999 novel Am kiirzeren Ende
der Sonnenallee, and analyzes it according to three central research questions: First, how is
life in the GDR represented in Brussig’s novel? Second, what are the narrative, stylistic and
linguistic tools, motifs and themes through which this very representation is achieved? And
finally, how does the novel and its representation of the GDR contribute to the
cultural/collective memory of this specific moment in time and space?

In order to be able to conduct a well-grounded analysis of the literary object, a
thorough theoretical and methodological framework has to be established. Following Mieke
Bal’s approach on cultural analysis, the cultural memory concept is discussed by taking into
consideration different perspectives and conceptualizations surrounding it, including early
theoretical approaches on collective memory as well as contemporary insights.

After taking into consideration the most important theoretical aspects of the cultural
memory concept, the interlink between memory and literature is further explored. Literature,
and fictional literature in particular, is examined as a medium of memory, and the essential
characteristics of the literary representation of memory contents are pinpointed. Finally, the
question of how literature impacts contemporary memory culture will be at the center of
interest, for these theoretical reflections guide the following literary analysis.

The second part of the dissertation is dedicated to the analysis of the literary object.
In order to be able to evaluate the novel’s contribution to memory culture, a structural
analysis as well as an analysis of the novel’s content are conducted, taking into consideration
the central plotlines, motifs and narrative techniques the novel’s representation of the GDR
is based on. The outcomes of the analysis are then brought together with the memory
concepts established in the theoretical section of the work in order to be able to assess the
interplay between cultural memory dynamics and the novel’s characteristics. Finally, the
results of the literary analysis are summarized and final conclusions regarding the novel’s

impact on memory culture are drawn.

Keywords: Memory, Cultural Memory, Collective Memory, Literature,
Cultural Memory Studies, German Literature, GDR, Identity
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1. Introduction

The research interest:

“All dates are conventional, but 1989 is a little less so than some” (Latour, 1993: 8). With
these words, Bruno Latour opens a chapter of his work We Have Never Been Modern entitled
“1989: The Year of Miracles”. And it was a miraculous year indeed: The year which brought
an end to almost a century of war and global conflict, the year in which the Iron Curtain fell,
and a country which had been torn apart for so long was finally reunited.

While the Cold War had tremendous impact on all nations of the world, no other
country experienced the divide between East and West the way that Germany did. A country
which was still recovering from the destruction of two World Wars was once again at the
center of conflict when the allies decided to canton the defeated territory into four sectors.
However, it soon became clear that the four victors of the Second World War had drastically
different opinions on how the future of the world, and of Europe in particular, was going to
look like. Eventually, those tensions could no longer be appeased on any common ground:
In 1961, a wall was constructed which was to tear in half a city, a country, and finally Europe
itself.

For almost three decades, Germany was deeply divided, ideologically as well as
geographically, and while the western part of the nation slowly recovered from the horrors
of the war, the eastern part was once again suffering under the firm hand of an extremist
regime. In the shadows of the wall, people could only imagine what life on the opposite side
must be like. This political divide indicates that the Iron Curtain had not only ripped apart
lives, families and friends, but it had extinguished the country’s capability of identifying as
a unit of belonging, of shared history and of commonly coming to terms with the experiences
of the horrific past.

Only the year of 1989 — the year of ‘miracles’ — brought an end to this bipolar era
of disruption. When the Berlin Wall fell in October 1989, people were overwhelmed by what
they were facing on the other side: On a personal level, long lost family members and friends

were reunited after decades of separation. On a collective level, however, the end of the



bipolarity between East and West unleashed something entirely different: After years of
suppression, all the nations that were merely categorized as ‘East’ and ‘West’ for decades,
now brought forward a number of individual cultural traditions, practices and memories
which had been silenced by the dominant cultural narratives of their suppressors and hence
had been ‘frozen’ for many years during the Cold War (Assmann, 2010a: 62). In addition to
that, the long period of separation had created new memories within each of the divided
parts, memories that no longer fostered a sense of community, as they were lacking a
common ground of experience. For the young nations emerging after the downfall of the
Iron Curtain and the collapse of the Soviet Union, these circumstances caused some serious
issues in terms of the construction of a new, common notion of identity: With so many
different narratives of the past, which one should become the new dominant one? Which
version of history, which memories and cultural practices should be chosen as the ones
redefining the renaissance of Europe and of Germany as a nation of union, a place where
everybody could belong again and where people that were physically and ideologically
divided for three decades could find their way back together? How can one decide which
past, which memories, which traditions and which experiences are the ones to rely on?

Walter Benjamin, who wrote much on issues of history, comes to the conclusion that
a ‘multiplicity of histories’ is key to understanding the past. He suggests that “the
multiplicity of ‘histories’ is closely related, if not identical, to the multiplicity of languages.
Universal history in the present-day sense is never more than a kind of Esperanto”
(Benjamin, 1940: 404). For Benjamin, every single historical moment is constituted by a
large amount of details, different perspectives and elements that only together bring about a
single moment in time. This ‘dialectical image’ emerging from this moment can never be
the same for two people, and it can never be the same twice in history (ibid.: 390f, 403).
According to this reflection of Benjamin, history is something entirely subjective and
subjugated to reconstruction and constant alteration according to the conditions of the
present (ibid.: 391). Therefore, Benjamin advocates that there is not one past, not one history,
not one memory, just like there is no one universal language in the world.

If Benjamin’s reflections are right, however, how is it possible for a large group of
people — a nation or a culture, for instance — to share a common identity based on a
universally agreed on past which brings them together as one? Interpersonal exchange of

individual experiences and personal history-versions are insufficient, according to what



Benedict Anderson concluded in 1983 in his attempt of defining the origins of nationalism.
For Anderson, the key characteristic of nations is that they foster a feeling of unity and
belonging despite the fact that the members of these communities never actually meet in
person, as certain groups are way too large for everybody to be personally acquainted with
one another. For this reason, Anderson introduces the term ‘imagined communities’ in order
to describe these social groups: Even though the members do not know one another
personally, they still share a sense of identity which binds them all together, ultimately to
the extent of sacrificing their lives for their nation (Anderson, 1983). This almost unshakable
sense of belonging has to be grounded in something strong; something like a dominant
narrative of a shared past which enables the members of these ‘imagined communities’ to
act, feel and remember as one. So, how can the idea of the subjectivity, flexibility and
‘multiplicity of histories’ Benjamin puts forward be brought together with the obvious need
of a common ground that allows large communities to identify as one unit, as one collective?
The concept we need to take into consideration here is ‘collective’ or ‘cultural
memory’. Bringing the two previously considered aspects together, Cultural Memory
Studies try to shed light on the issue of how cultures and social groups collectively remember
while taking into account both the role of history as well as the role of the individual
memories of the members of the group, which eventually all contribute to what can be called
the ‘memory of the collective’. This concept lies at the very core of this dissertation.
Nevertheless, as the ambivalence of the two positions presented above indicates, a
collective sense of remembering is nothing naturally given, as an ‘imagined community’ of
people cannot actually possess a biologically shared cognitive ability of remembering (more
on that later). What those communities do have are individuals with this very cognitive
ability through which they can contribute to the figurative ‘memory’ of the group. But in
order for the individuals of the group to be able to participate in a shared act of memory, a
medium of transmission of the content which ought to be (collectively) remembered is
necessary. Cultural memory relies on media. While individual memory can be exchanged
through direct communication, collective memory contents can only be passed on through a
source of transmission which many members of the community have access to in order to
widely share and compare experiences and thus nourish a common feeling of belonging,
identity and memory. In the course of this work, one medium of collective memory will be

explored in depth, namely the medium of literature.



Literature can be considered a medium of memory for the exact purpose stated above.
Through literature, a large group of people gets the chance to participate and share an
experience they would perhaps otherwise not be able to identify with. Therefore, literature
has the power of bringing the members of a community together in a way that they usually
could not, may it be because of geographical distance, a generational gap or any other reason.
Literature endures over time, it is a way of capturing and sharing thoughts, feelings, and
experiences — all of which finally lead to the creation of memory. In the case of this
dissertation, literature will be explored as exactly that: a place in which individual and
collective memory can be nourished, altered and shared, eventually leading to a shared sense
of remembrance and identity among people who do not all share the same personal
experience, but yet share the memory of what happened to others. This work in particular
will explore the Cold War-period as an example of how literature can achieve precisely that:
a notion of shared memory, even when there is no common ground of experience.

As a medium of cultural memory, literature is a way of passing on real-life
knowledge and personal experiences to people who have not actually had a first-hand
experience themselves. Yet, when it comes to fictional literature, the case becomes a little
more difficult: The question at stake here is whether fictional literature is able to convey
historical (or factual) knowledge and hence contribute to the collective memory of a culture
at a specific moment in time and space. According to Theo de Boer, literature does indeed
possess this ability. In his attempt of identifying the key aspects of cultural analysis, de Boer
pinpoints functions and meanings of cultural analysis on different levels of reality; one of
which is the level of fictional reality. According to his reflections, literature is a way of
examining reality, as through fictional literature “we can institute an investigation of ethical
situations that would not be possible in reality” (de Boer, 1999: 281). For de Boer, fiction is
not the opposite of reality, but it is instead an intensified desire to explore reality by
comparing what has really happened to the possibilities of what could have happened (ibid.:
282). Through this intensification, fictional literature provides a concentrated meaning, but
yet its bond to reality remains intact. It is merely the distance to reality that is increased and
through which fictional literature allows for a more thorough analysis of reality (ibid.: 282f).
As the authors of fiction cannot side with one perspective only, a polyphony of voices and
perspectives is present in fiction which eventually reveals a “greater reality than daily

experience” (ibid.: 283). Concluding his reflections, de Boer writes:



The experience transformed by imagination is purified experience, suspended
experience [...] that brings about the most concentrated view of reality. By intensifying
reality, then, we mean a reality whose meaningful content has been enhanced at the
expense of factuality, but not at the expense of truth. (ibid.)

Taking into account de Boer’s reflections, fictional literature plays a crucial role in
the representation of reality as well as in the representation of the past. The goal of this
research project is to explore this very representation of the past, namely the representation
of the former GDR, in a contemporary piece of German literature, trying to determine to
what extent the selected novel contributes to the collective remembrance of this specific

moment in history.

The object:

The object chosen for this purpose is Thomas Brussig’s novel Am kiirzeren Ende der
Sonnenallee, which was first published in 1999. The author himself was born in 1964 and
grew up in East-Berlin, which also serves as the setting for the novel to be discussed
throughout this work. Most of Brussig’s novels deal with the events and memories of the
German division, the most famous of which remains his second work called Helden wie wir
(Eng.: Heroes like us, 1995). In Am kiirzeren Ende der Sonnenallee, Brussig incorporates
the memories of growing up in East-Berlin into a fictional plot within a real-life setting.
‘Sonnenallee’ is the name of a street in Berlin in which the story takes place and which has
been divided by the wall into a longer part (west) and a shorter part (east), a circumstance
from which the title of the novel derives. The protagonists of the novel, a group of teenage
friends, do not know anything other than their lives in the East, but as they grow up side by
side with the wall, the omnipresent temptations of the West soon turn out to become a
constant reminder of what they are lacking and of what they desire more than anything else
in the world — getting to know the taste of freedom and life outside the cage which the wall
has become to their young and enthusiastic spirits.

This dissertation will take into account three central research questions: Firstly, how
is life in the GDR represented in Thomas Brussig’s novel Am kiirzeren Ende der
Sonnenallee? Secondly, what are the narrative, linguistic and stylistic tools, motifs and
themes through which this very representation is achieved? And finally, how does the novel
and its representation of the GDR contribute to the cultural/collective memory of this
specific moment in time and space? Summing up, this paper will explore to what extent the

novel at stake provides a space of collective remembrance, how individual and collective



memory are interlinked, and what role literature plays in capturing, conveying and altering
memory.

The fact that this work focusses on the Cold War-period as a historical framework
for the analysis is no coincidence. The fall of the Berlin Wall is about to come to its 30t
anniversary this year. I myself believe that this historical anniversary offers an excellent
opportunity to recapture the events of the past and to reevaluate the changes that were
brought upon society through this major historical event thirty years ago — may they be
cultural, social, or political. For the field of Culture Studies in particular, I consider these
dynamics to be of crucial relevance, as today the former division of the country appears to
be not fully overcome yet. Even though Germany has been reunited for almost three decades,
the Iron Curtain seems to have left a scar which has led to cultural as well as social and
political differences which are not easily bridged within the German society. Up until today,
East-Germany seems to be particularly vulnerable to social riots, and the political landscape
differs significantly from the one in the West. Most of these disturbances appear to be
originating from right-wing movements which tend to emerge in the East of the country, a
dynamic which might be interlinked with the fact that social inequality — for example in
terms of wages and employment rate — still constitutes a major issue in the eastern part of
Germany. Some examples which make these circumstances more concrete are the
reoccurring PEGIDA-protest in Dresden, the riots in Chemnitz in 2018 as well as the
outcomes of the German national elections in 2017, in which the rather recent right-wing
party AfD (Alternative fiir Deutschland) scored remarkably higher results in the eastern
states of Germany than it has in the West. These dynamics were furthermore conformed in
the reginal elections in September 2019, when the AfD was elected second-strongest
political force in Sachsen and Brandenburg, two states in the eastern part of the country.

This discrepancy in cultural and social practices between East- and West-Germany
almost thirty years after the fall of the Berlin Wall makes the issue of the collective
remembrance of the German division and its representation all the more interesting to the
field of Culture Studies. As Walter Benjamin has put forward, the past is continuously
reconstructed depending on the circumstances of the present, while the present is filled with
the ‘echo’ of the voices from the past (Benjamin, 1940: 390, 395). Therefore, no

contemporary cultural practice can be analyzed without at the same time taking into account



the relationship between the present and the past which continuously condition, shape and

alter one another.

The researcher:

Finally, I find myself having a personal concern regarding the topic of this dissertation. Born
and raised in West-Germany, I grew up learning about the division of the country from an
early age; but however, I am also part of the first generation of Germans who cannot rely on
personal experience when it comes to the memory of East and West. Born almost a decade
after the end of the Cold War, I, just like all members of this ‘post-memory’ generationi,
have to rely on external sources in order to be able to participate in the act of remembering
this historical period we have not personally experienced — and so will every future
generation of Germans. Therefore, I find it a crucial task for our ‘post-memory’ generation
to be aware of the ways and the media through which memory is passed on from one
generation to the next, as well as of the circumstances that condition the way we remember
certain periods of time that we have never actually experienced ourselves.

My decision to work on the medium of literature, and on Brussig’s Am kiirzeren Ende
der Sonnenallee in particular, can be easily explained: When I was in high school, this novel
was part of my compulsory German curriculum, and it has drastically shaped the way in
which I ‘re-member’ the GDR, despite having no first-hand memory of it myself. It has
therefore struck me as an indispensable task to take a closer look at this very novel, to
analyze the kind of representation that Brussig constructs regarding life in the GDR, and to
consequently be able to draw conclusions about to what extend the novel contributes to

conveying contents of cultural memory to the generations that follow.

The text:

This dissertation is divided into two major parts. In Part I, the conceptual framework — which
will later be crucial for the analysis of the novel — will be established. The focus here lies
on the concept of ‘cultural memory’, its origins and current state of the art as well as its
connection to literature and the several important sub-concepts surrounding it. Furthermore,
this first part takes into consideration the specific methodological framework necessary for

the analysis of the literary object. Part II contains the results of the close-reading and the

L A term coined by Marianne Hirsch (1997).



interpretative analysis of the novel. The outcomes of the analysis will be presented and the
novel’s value and means regarding its contribution to the collective remembrance of East-

Germany will be conclusively summarized.

Theoretical & methodological considerations:

This paper relies greatly on theoretical approaches developed within the context of German
academia. Two of the central researches this dissertation draws from, Astrid Erll and Aleida
Assmann, both work within the German research tradition, meaning that many of their
publications were originally written in German. As the present dissertation is written in
English, 1 have attempted to include most sources in their translated version whenever
possible, but however, due to reasons of accessibility and authenticity, other sources were
incorporated in their original German version. For [ am no Translation Studies scholar, I did
not attempt to translate the quotations, but a rough explanatory translation into English is
always provided in the text before or after the quotations, so that the paper can be read
without knowledge of the German language. However, the cultural object this work is
concerned with has not been translated into English yet, which is why the original German
edition will be used.

The theoretical and methodological framework is very important for this research
project, resulting in the fact that the first part of this work is very elaborated. Following the
reasoning of Mieke Bal, I find a thorough theoretical consideration indispensable when
working with a concept as broad and diverse as cultural memory, for only a productive
dialogue between the different theoretical conceptualizations of memory allows for an in-
depth analysis of the cultural object at stake (Bal, 2002). In order to be able to analyze an
object — in this case, a work of literature — according to its value for memory culture, it is of
crucial importance to first determine what exactly cultural memory is, where the concept
originates from and how it has developed over time into the diverse and plural field of
Cultural Memory Studies. Only after considering the concept of memory in all its facets will
a conclusive and valid analysis of the cultural object at stake be possible.

For the research project at hand is a MA dissertation and thus submitted to limitations
in terms of time and space, some theoretical approaches that were too voluminous or
impossible to access are being quoted according to secondary sources in the following.
However, this dissertation relies on original sources whenever possible, and all secondary

sources are listed in the bibliography for the purpose of verification.
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Albert Einstein
2. Conceptual Framework: State of the Art

2.1. What is Cultural Memory?
2.1.1. Difficulties, Definitions and Critique

Defining ‘cultural memory’ is a difficult task. Since the 1920s, scientific research in the field
of Memory Studies has significantly increased, which has eventually led to a plurality of
concepts and terms whose similarities and differences are by no means obvious, as Astrid
Erll explains in her introductory work Kollektives Geddichtnis und Erinnerungskulturen
(2017). Following this observation, Erll makes an attempt to define collective memory, and
even though her considerations are rather broad, they suit the conceptual approach of this
research project well and shall therefore further be explored and adapted throughout this
definitional chapter. First, however, some of the central difficulties in defining cultural
memory shall briefly be examined.

The ‘memory boom’ (Erll, 2017: 4) of the past decades has not only led to an
immense amount of research attempts and results in the field of Cultural Memory Studies,
but it has also led to the fact that almost all disciplines of the Humanities and the Social
Sciences have come to take interest in issues of memory. This interdisciplinary research
activity has intensified the need of defining cultural memory, as every discipline not only
formulates its own definitions of the concept, but also applies their own methods and
theoretical approaches to the issue according to their own research traditions. As a result of
these complicated dynamics, some researchers are convinced that cultural memory research
today is a “nonparadigmatic, transdisciplinar, centerless enterprise” (Olick/Robbins, 1998:
106), while others merely believe that those heterogeneous concepts depending on
discipline-specific methods form one of the biggest challenges of contemporary memory
research (Erll, 2017: 4).

Another factor which aggravates the definition of cultural memory is the growing
internationalization of the discourse, and in particular the language-based definitional
problems that emerge from it. Early memory concepts derived from the French research

tradition, including for example Maurice Halbwachs’ ‘Mémoire collective’ and Pierre



Nora’s ‘Lieux de mémoire’, two concepts which will be further explored at a later point of
this work. Only later did the memory issue gain increasing popularity in German and
English-speaking academic contexts, which has led to a large variety of memory terms and
concepts based on the linguistic characteristics of each of those research traditions. As this
dissertation will greatly rely on concepts developed by German researchers, some of these
terminological differences between the German and the English tradition need to be clarified
at this point.

The German language distinguishes between the terms Erinnerung and Geddchtnis,
a distinction which is not per se possible in English, as both of these terms technically
correspond to the word memory. Astrid Erll attempts to explain the difference between the
two as follows: “Uber die Disziplinen hinweg besteht weitgehend Einigkeit, dass Erinnern
als ein Prozess, Erinnerungen als dessen Ergebnis und Gedéichtnis als eine Fahigkeit oder
eine verdnderliche Struktur zu konzipieren ist” (ibid: 6). According to this distinction, Erll
defines Erinnern as the process of remembering, Erinnerung as the outcome of this process
and hence the actual object associated with a memory, and Geddchtnis as the capability of
remembering and hence the condition of the memory act. Erll stresses in this context that
Geddchtnis itself cannot be observed, as it is merely a cognitive ability which can only be
examined through the analysis of concrete memory acts within specific sociocultural
contexts. By observing these concrete acts of remembering, research can hence draw
conclusions about how Geddchtnis functions and which role it plays within the cultural
practices of remembering (ibid.).

The conclusion Erll draws from these considerations is that ‘Kollektives Gedéchtnis’
is the focus of scientific curiosity in Culture Studies, while concrete cultures, traditions and
acts of remembering are its objects of investigation: “Kollektives Gedéichtnis ist der Fokus
kulturwissenschaftlicher Neugier, Erinnerungskulturen sind ihr Untersuchungsgegenstand”
(ibid.).

Now that the central difficulties regarding the terminology of cultural memory have
been examined, a first definition can carefully be attempted. At this point I would like to
briefly get ahead of myself by mentioning something we shall uncover shortly in the course
of this work: Defining cultural memory is only useful to some limited extent. At this point
of the work, however, I consider it necessary in order to provide a more concrete idea of

what exactly we speak of when using the ‘cultural memory’ term. Astrid Erll’s definitional
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attempt strikes me as suitable for this purpose, as she takes into consideration the importance
of the different disciplinary takes on cultural memory. According to her understanding,
memory has to be understood as a discursive construct which constitutes itself differently
depending on the contexts in which it is used (ibid.: 5). As this dissertation will draw from
both Culture Studies’ and Literary Studies’ research traditions, finding a definition which
includes both contexts is of essence at this point. Erll understands collective or cultural

memory as following:

Das ‘kollektive Gedéchtnis’ ist ein Oberbegriff fiir all jene Vorgidnge biologischer,
psychischer, medialer und sozialer Art, denen Bedeutung bei der wechselseitigen
Beeinflussung von Vergangenheit, Gegenwart und Zukunft in kulturellen Kontexten
zukommt. (ibid.)

In essence, the collective memory term describes all biological, psychological, medial and
social processes which play into the reciprocal interference between past, present and future
within specific cultural contexts.

This definition is useful for several reasons: Firstly, it stresses the importance of the
correlations between single phenomena in memory cultures (ibid.). In terms of this work,
the correlations between the social and the media-based memory processes will be
particularly relevant, as well as their effects on and their meaning for past, present and future
cultural contexts. Secondly, this definition displays the important interlink existing between
the memory of the individual and the memory of the collective, as the former is always part
of a larger context, namely the context of collective or cultural remembrance. For the

conceptual framework of this dissertation, the following observation is crucial:

Wer individuelle Erinnerung, die Geschichtsschreibung oder den fiktionalen Text aus
dem kollektiven Gedéchtnis herausrechnen mochte [...] wird die Verbindungslinien
nicht erkennen konnen, die zwischen solchen Phinomenen verlaufen. ‘Kollektives
Gedichtnis’ ist nicht die Alternative zu — oder ‘das Andere’ der — ‘Geschichte’, es ist
auch nicht der Gegenpol zur individuellen Lebenserinnerung, sondern es stellt den
Gesamtkontext dar, innerhalb dessen solche verschiedenartigen kulturellen Phéinomene
entstehen. (ibid.: 5f)

Aspects such as individual memory, historiography and fictional literature cannot, Erll
argues, simply be excluded from the concept of collective memory, as only together do they
reveal the phenomenon of memory in its wholeness. Collective memory is therefore never
the opposite of history or individual memory, but it is the general context in which those

individual phenomena come into being.
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This association between individual and collective memory as well as history will be
one of the central concerns in this research project, as it suggests that collective memory is
a construct of a plurality of individual memories, which opens up a discourse regarding the
subjectivity of collective memory and — to some extent — the subjectivity of history itself.
Following the previously introduced reflections of Walter Benjamin, history can only be
sufficiently analyzed when taking into consideration the possibility of a ‘multiplicity of
histories’; a dynamic which appears to be strongly dependent on the interaction between
memory acts of the individual and the collective (Benjamin, 1940). How this ‘multiplicity
of histories’ manifests itself concretely and what role literature plays in this very process
shall be explored throughout this research project.

In this context of subjectivity, Astrid Erll stresses the constructive character of
memory, a criterion which most of the otherwise heterogeneous conceptions and definitions
of the memory term seem to have in common. In addition to her definitional attempt, she
underlines the subjective, selective and reconstructive character of memory, which appears
to be somehow contradictory to the objective claim of traditional historiography. She states

that:

Erinnerungen sind keine objektiven Abbilder vergangener Wahrnehmungen,
geschweige denn einer vergangenen Realitét. Es sind subjektive, hochgradig selektive
und von der Abrufsituation abhéngige Rekonstruktionen. Erinnern ist eine sich in der
Gegenwart vollziechende Operation des Zusammenstellens (re-member) verfiigbarer
Daten. Vergangenheitsversionen dndern sich bei jedem Abruf, geméf den verdnderten
Gegenwarten. (Erll, 2017: 6)

By bringing forward this aspect, Erll’s understanding of memory appears to be very much
in line with Benjamin’s claim of the irretrievability and constructiveness of the past, as he
states that “the true image of the past flits by. The past can be seized only as an image that
flashes up at the moment of its recognizability, and is never seen again” (Benjamin, 1940:
390).

These predications raise the question of how history and memory shape and
constitute one another, as one often appears to persistently defend its objectiveness, while
the other is clearly subject to a variety of circumstances which continuously alter the
perception and the content of the remembered. The observations by Benjamin and Erll make
it clear that memory can never be an exact representation of the past, but it can however

indicate how an individual or a collective feel about past events depending on present or
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future contexts. The focus of cultural memory research is therefore directed at the present of

the memory act rather than on the remembered past per se:

Individuelle und kollektive Erinnerung sind damit zwar nie ein Spiegel der
Vergangenheit, wohl aber ein aussagekriftiges Indiz fiir die Bediirfnisse und Belange
des Erinnernden in der Gegenwart. Die erinnerungskulturwissenschaftliche Forschung
richtet ihr Interesse folglich nicht in erster Linie auf die jeweils erinnerten
Vergangenheiten, sondern auf die Gegenwarten des Erinnerns. (Erll, 2017.: 6f)

The fact that memory itself is a reconstructive and subjective process which
continuously changes depending on time and contexts indicates that the memory concept is
closely connected to another term which shall briefly be introduced at this point, namely the
concept of ‘forgetting’. Amongst other researchers, Astrid Erll stresses that Geddchtnis,
Erinnerung and Vergessen are strongly interlinked on an individual level as well as on a
collective one (ibid.: 6). Adapting the argument of Friedrich Nietzsche, who has advocated
the importance of forgetting in his 1871 work Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie fiir das
Leben, Erll agrees with his position that forgetting is a fundamental condition for individual
as well as for collective memory, as a ‘total recall’ — the remembering of everything — can
be understood as an act of total forgetting instead. Forgetting is hence not only a condition
of remembering, but also a necessity for the economy of memory (ibid.:7). Nietzsche’s
arguments shall once again return at a later point, as well as forgetting as a crucial aspect
within every memory discourse.

In this section, the main difficulties of pinpointing cultural memory have been
examined and a preliminary definition has been established. It was stated that the broad
character of this definition is particularly useful, as it underlines the importance of
interdisciplinary approaches, the interlink between individual and collective memory as well
as the correlation between different phenomena of memory cultures. However, the broadness
of the memory term and the challenges that go along with its definition have also experienced
critique from more skeptical researches. Those critics question whether all the different
disciplines working on Memory Studies are actually considering one and the same object
when they speak about memory. They raise the concern that the disciplines might actually
be considering very different phenomena which are simply made into one general category
due to the broad and heterogeneous nature of the memory term (ibid.:4f). For those critics,

the fact that the concept of cultural memory is often being defined in an all-inclusive, broad
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and undetermined manner bears the danger of overstretching the original term, which could
lead to a drastic homogenization of actually very diverse objects of study (ibid.: 5).

However, bearing in mind the difficulties and risks that go along with the broad
definition of the memory term, this research project will focus on more optimistic positions
regarding new and diverse research possibilities in the field of Cultural Memory Studies due
to the inclusive nature of the concept of memory. For instance, Aleida Assmann, one of the
leading German researchers in the fields of culture and memory, elects memory as a potential
guiding principle for contemporary research in Culture Studies. She sees the correlations
between culture and memory — even though surrounded by blurry boundaries — as a chance
and a potential new strategy of understanding problem-relations which have been previously
considered unrelated and can now be examined under a new light and thus under a new
inclusive, transdisciplinary and progressive research-paradigm (Assmann, 2002: 40; also
Erll, 2017: 96).

Based on the now established overview of what ‘cultural memory’ means, the
following sections will be concerned with pinning down more specific characteristics of the
concept. Different usages of the memory term will be taken into consideration, as well as
original theories, specific modes of remembering and the interlink between memory and

literature as one of the key media cultural memory depends on.

2.1.2.  Why study Memory in Culture Studies?

Before further specifying the concept of ‘cultural memory’, let us briefly examine why issues
of memory are being studied in the academic context of Culture Studies, and why memory
today is a particularly important cultural issue.

In an essay entitled “Kultur als Lebenswelt und Monument” (1991), Aleida Assmann
divides culture into two areas. According to the author, one side of culture is dealing with
contemporary everyday experiences, hence with the ‘life-world’ of people living in a
specific moment in time and space. This aspect of culture, so Assmann believes, finds its
purpose in connecting people of the same generation, it lacks objectivity and is based on
social actions and interactions as well as communication within this social group. Assmann

calls this side of culture Lebenswelt (Eng.: life-world2) (Assmann, 1991: 11f).

2 My translation.
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The other side of culture, however, has a very different agenda at its center. This
second aspect of culture, which Assmann refers to as Monument, does not link people of the
same generation, but people of different generations together. Communication with the
ancestors is at the core of this cultural practice. Its language differs significantly from the
everyday language of people’s life-world, as monuments intend to convey a specific
message to their observer, while the documents of people’s life-world can be understood as
quiet traces that do not communicate with the same intentionality and perseverance as
monuments do (ibid.: 11, 13).

With the turn of the century, historiography has undergone a paradigm-shift:
Historians were now concerned with the everyday practices of past generations. They were
no longer merely focussing on the intentional messages from the past conveyed by
monuments, but they were increasingly interested in the reconstruction of life-worlds,
particular meaning-structures and individual experiences which are instead found as traces
in documents and other unintentional media of past generations. Aleida Assmann considers
this shift from ‘history’ to ‘histories’ as crucial for contemporary historiography: “In der
Riickkehr von der Geschichte zu den Geschichten besteht der wohl wichtigste
historiographische Paradigmenwechsel unseres Jahrhunderts™ (ibid.: 12f).

This paradigm-shift is one indicator for the reasons why the study of memory has
gained increasing significance throughout the past decades. Unlike monuments, the life-
worlds of past generations are not always well-documented. Neither are they objective, in
fact, they can only be observed through a careful reconstruction of individual clues that
eventually show an image, a representation of what past generations have felt, seen and
experienced.

For the study of culture, the shift away from well-documented cultural traditions,
festivities and monuments toward an investigation of individual, private cultural practices
demands new forms of access to this specific past. New sources need to be taken into
account; hidden sources, almost forgotten and less easy to reconstruct (ibid.: 13).
Documents, letters, archives, diaries, art and literature are all potential access points in
following the traces of long lost life-worlds — and furthermore serve as media of memory.
This angle of Culture Studies is one of the central concerns of Raymond Williams, who
already suggested the importance of literature in the reconstruction of past life-worlds in his

1961 work The Long Revolution. Coining the term of the ‘structure of feeling’, Williams
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assumes that literature can be a powerful tool to trace people’s thoughts, emotions and
personal experiences at any specific moment in history (Williams, 2013).

With the ‘experienced life’ becoming more and more important for the study of
cultural practices, traces of memory which could interlink individual experiences to the
‘lived reality’ of a generation became one of the key concerns of Culture Studies. According
to Astrid Erll, the formation of the modern understanding of culture and the emergence of
collective memory theory are strongly related, and memory is therefore considered a
condition, a part and/or a product of cultural processes in almost all contemporary
approaches regarding cultural memory (Erll, 2017: 71).

This development is one of the reasons why studying memory is a highly important
pursuit in the field of Culture Studies, and yet, it is not the only one. Another crucial aspect
is the fact that memory today has an impact on almost every area of cultural practice:
Literature and art cover issues of remembering and forgetting, politics and public discuss the
importance of remembrance (for instance, in the course of anniversary celebrations) and the
monuments and historical sights we visit for entertainment are constant reminders of the role
that memory plays in our everyday lives. Memory has therefore become a ‘cumulative
cultural phenomenon’ (ibid.: 1) which brings together not only different disciplines and
national academic traditions, but also the large variety of independent practices which all
ought to be considered cultural. The concept of memory is hence building a bridge between
the objects of investigation in Culture Studies and therefore facilitates the dialogue when
analyzing different objects under the premise of culture (ibid.: 1f).

In addition to the factors introduced above, there are a number of reasons why the
study of memory has gained increasing relevance in contemporary Culture Studies. Two
characteristics of our time are particularly influential at this juncture: First of all, the media
landscape has evolved drastically over the past years. The almost infinite capacity of data-
storage adds new tension to the question of what is being — or more importantly: what should
be —remembered and what forgotten (Echterhoff/Saar, 2002: 13f). Social Media furthermore
reshape the way the past is being represented and hence introduce new forms of social
remembrance. These changing dynamics raise the question of the role that media play in the
suggestion of the authenticity of representations and to what extent they shape the image of

the past (Erll, 2017: 3).
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The second and last contemporary characteristic to be mentioned here is one which
has clearly boosted Cultural Memory Studies in recent years — probably more than any other
factor. At this very moment in time, society is undergoing a crucial historical transformation
process: The generation which has witnessed the wars of the past century is fading, and with
them the oral transmission of personal experiences and memory. Historical research and
media-supported cultural memory contents are replacing these first-hand witness reports, but
they require thorough academic research as well as new access points and methodologies
(ibid.; also Echterhoft/Saar, 2002: 13).

In addition to this transformation process, the end of the Cold War has dissolved the
binary memory culture of East and West, which has — as briefly mentioned in the
introduction of this work — led to the emergence of a plurality of national memories, histories
and practices (Erll, 2017: 3).

Concluding these reflections, we can note a variety of reasons due to which the study
of memory plays a crucial part in the field of Culture Studies — today probably more than
ever. However, Gerald Echterhoff and Martin Saar mention that the potential of the
collective memory concept has not yet reached its climax, neither methodologically nor in
terms of its empirical reach, which indicates that collective memory theory still needs to be
more deeply explored in academia (Echterhoff/Saar, 2002: 14).

This dissertation aims to do exactly that within the framework of Culture Studies. In
order to be able to do so, the following two sections will draw attention to some specific
characteristics of the nature of the memory concept which are of crucial importance when

conducting research in the field of Memory Studies.

2.1.3. Memory as a Metaphor

The fact that the memory term is difficult to pin down has previously been established. The
next issue which has to be taken into consideration in order to achieve a better understanding
of the concept are its different usages, as we are not always dealing with memory in the
literal sense and therefore have to make a distinction between the usage of the term memory
as a seizable object and its usage as a metaphor, ‘a linguistic imagery-model bearing heuristic
value’ (Erll, 2017: 94). Distinguishing these two usages is fundamental in order to avoid

confusion when working with the concept of memory, on an individual or a collective level.
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The importance of the distinction derives from the critique that individual-

psychological terms cannot simply be transferred onto a collective level. Applying the
knowledge about individual memory acts and processes onto broad sociocultural, collective
phenomena leads to the illusion that the consciousness of the individual can be mirrored onto
the consciousness of the collective, which is misleading, as the collective as an entity does
not possess a consciousness of its own: “Es gibt auBBerhalb des je individuellen Bewusstseins
kein Kollektivbewusstsein, dem Erinnerung, Gedéchtnis, Unbewusstes, Vergessen oder
Verdrangung zugeschrieben werden konnen” (ibid.).
Concepts like ‘collective memory’, ‘cultural memory’ or ‘social forgetting’ are hence
metaphors, images that should help us picture a cognitive space which can neither be grasped
nor physically defined. Ever since the earliest philosophers, the concept of memory relied
on imagery and metaphors in order to describe its functions and characteristics, thinkers like
Plato and Aristotle introduced early metaphors like ‘writing on a board of wax’ in order to
illustrate memory and its capacity of preserving and recalling information (ibid.).

Underlining the importance of the metaphorical value of memory, Aleida Assmann
has dedicated a chapter of her influential work Erinnerungsrdume to the variety of
metaphors that has been used throughout the past centuries in order to make the memory
term seizable (Assmann, 2010a: 149-178). She comes to the conclusion that the basic
metaphor of writing, or of the trace that imprints onto some material data carrier, has proven
to be the most enduring imagery of memory, even though today that material carrier of data
has largely been replaced by the image of the electronic data-storage device (ibid.: 178).

Returning to the collective level, Astrid Erll points out that the concept of collective
memory is only sometimes used in a metaphorical sense, but it is however always used in
relation to tropes, which are expressions of transferred meaning (Erll, 2017: 94). Following
the observations of Jan Assmann, she suggests a distinction between two usages of the
collective memory term.

The first usage is a literal one, in which the term ‘collective memory’ corresponds to
the memory of an individual which is shaped by a specific sociocultural context in which it
is located. Memory in this sense can be understood as a cultural phenomenon, the attribute
‘collective’ corresponds to the collective contexts which influence the memory of the
individual (ibid.). The American sociologist Jeffrey Olick calls this first usage of the

memory term collected memory. Collected memory describes the socially and culturally
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defined individual memory, which relies on culture-specific schemes, collectively shared
norms and second-hand experience in order to build up its own horizon of experience. This
individual memory collects and adapts elements from a larger sociocultural surrounding and
is hence a highly relevant concept in socio-psychological and neuroscientific research (ibid.:
95; also Olick, 1999).

The second usage of the term ‘collective memory’ is a metaphorical one which comes
into play when speaking of abstract memory imageries, for instance the ‘memory of culture’,
the ‘memory of society’ or the ‘memory of art and literature’. Those expressions are mere
linguistic images which refer to culture as a memory phenomenon without the literal
capacity of memory. Culture, art and literature cannot remember on their own, they rely on
media and institutions like archives, monuments or documents (Erll, 2017: 94f). Olick
identifies this second usage of the term as collective memory. Collective memory includes
symbols, social institutions, media and cultural practices relying on the past which are all
metaphorically referred to as memory. When considering research in the fields of Culture
Studies, Literary Studies, History or Sociology, it is mostly this metaphorical usage of
‘collective memory’ that forms the basis of scientific interest (ibid.: 95; also Olick, 1999)

Despite the fact that these two usages of the collective memory term need to be
distinguished analytically, they only truly work through their interaction with one another.
The collective and the individual level are constantly working together, the complement each
other instead of excluding one another. Individual memory is always shaped by a cultural
context, just as culture is determined by individuals and their memories. Even though the
memory of culture is supported by media and institutions, individual experiences are
required in order to update the content of this media and hence the content of cultural

memory:

Es gibt kein vor-kulturelles individuelles Gedéchtnis. Es gibt aber auch keine vom
Individuum abgeloste, allein in Medien und Institutionen verkorperte Kultur. So wie
soziokulturelle Schemata das individuelle Gedéachtnis pragen, muss auch das mediale
und institutionell représentierte ‘Gedéchtnis’ der Kultur in Individuen als
‘Ausblickspunkten’ aktualisiert werden. (Erll, 2017: 95)

These observations underline the fact that literal/individual and
metaphorical/collective memory have to be considered side by side. When examining the

value of literature as a medium of collective memory at a later point of this work, the
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individual memory influencing the collective and vice-versa shall hence be one of the key
criteria of analysis.

The metaphorical use of the memory term has to be considered with caution,
however. As mentioned in section 2.1.1., critics have pointed out the confusion that derives
from the broad concept of memory, claiming that one term is not sufficient to describe the
large variety of phenomena which falls under the umbrella-category of ‘memory’. This
potential blurring of the nuances between single phenomena is only reinforced if the
metaphorical usage of the memory term is not handled with caution. While the concept of
collective memory can be understood as a productive metaphor due to its capacity of
revealing previously unknown structural similarities and functional relations between single
phenomena, other metaphors of memory should be regarded from a more critical angle.
Using the term ‘memory’ in order to describe cultural objects like monuments, literature or
archives is misleading, as those objects function as media of collective memory, not as
memory per se. These media can encode information and enable processes of remembering
or forgetting, but they cannot do so themselves (ibid.: 96f).

Even more misleading is the use of the memory term if individual-psychological
concepts are metaphorically transferred onto the collective level. Even though some
phenomena of individual memory can indeed be observed on a societal level, one cannot
simply suggest similar effects on both levels. Kansteiner has formulated an example for this
when he wrote: “Nations can repress with psychological impunity: their collective memories
can be changed without a ‘return of the repressed’” (Kansteiner, 2002: 186). These dynamics
of national collective memory phenomena shall be revisited at a later point.

Summing up, this latest observation indicates that the concept of collective memory
and its sub-concepts cannot simply be transferred between the collective and the individual
level of analysis without alteration. Even though the two levels strongly interact with one
another, an analytical distinction between the two is necessary, and the metaphorical or
literal value of the memory term has to be constantly reevaluated depending on the contexts

in which the term is being used (Erll, 2017: 97).
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2.1.4. Memory as a Travelling Concept

Regarding the different usages of the cultural memory term, let us once again return to the
issues of interdisciplinarity and internationalization in the field of Cultural Memory Studies.
Due to the increasingly globalized academic discourse, “the idea of locating the study of
culture exclusively in the context of national and disciplinary constellations is surely losing
plausibility in a world which is itself increasingly characterised by cultural exchange, [...]
transnationalisation and interdependence” (Neumann/Niinning, 2012: 1).

In the light of these interdisciplinary modern dynamics, Dutch scholar Mieke Bal has
proposed a theoretical approach through which she aims to diffuse the confusion and
oversimplification which can occur through interdisciplinarity in “an age characterized by
the loss of boundaries” (Bal, 2002: 3). Bal believes that concepts, not methods are the key
to interdisciplinary successful cultural analysis, and she hence proposes her approach of
‘travelling concepts’ as a potential new methodological take (ibid.: 5).

Bal bases her theory on the assumption that scholars nowadays are often too set in
their disciplinary boundaries to foster a productive interdisciplinary discourse. A term is
immediately associated with one specific meaning, namely the meaning this term bears in
the specific field a researcher is from. What is however often overlooked is the fact that
terms can be more than simple words or jargon: They can stand for a larger concept and can
hence possess several layers of meaning. As not everybody in the academic landscape is
always aware of this, these terms — as for instance ‘memory’ — can lead to a great deal of
confusion and misunderstandings within the interdisciplinary discourse (ibid.: 5f). As
Culture Studies as a field aims to bring together many disciplines, these dynamics appear
particularly problematic. The same issue applies to the interdisciplinary field of Memory
Studies.

Bal attempts to facilitate the discourse by suggesting concepts as a ‘common
language’ which can provide a certain amount of intersubjectivity between the disciplines.
Those ‘miniature theories’ need to be flexible, but at the same time clear, explicit and well-
defined in order to enable productive discourse on a common ground (ibid.: 22). However,
Bal stresses that those concepts can never be fixed or unambiguous, as it is precisely their
changeability which makes them useful as a new interdisciplinary methodology (ibid.: 23,
25). What might sound contradictory at first is soon clarified by Bal, as she expresses that it

is precisely the difference within concepts that gives them their particular value:
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Concepts, I found over the years, are the sites of debate, awareness of difference, and
tentative exchange. Agreeing doesn’t mean agreeing on content, but agreeing on the
basic rules of the game: if you use a concept at all, you use it in a particular way so that
you can meaningfully disagree on content. (ibid.: 13)

Concepts are hence characterized by the fact that they can differ in content, but can
however foster a productive interdisciplinary discourse through precisely this flexibility:
“[...] For me, the primary concern is not ‘correct’ but ‘meaningful’ use” (ibid.: 16f). In this
context, Bal values analytical insight over precision and advocates a “certain voluntary
conceptual messiness” (ibid.: 17).

In the context of this research project, Mieke Bal’s idea (which follows a similar
tradition as Edward Said’s take on ‘travelling theories’ (Neumann/Niinning, 2012: 4f)),
proves as particularly useful for one reason: By considering cultural memory as a concept
according to Bal’s understanding, the definitional difficulties which have been encountered
earlier in this work can be regarded as diffused. Following this line of thought, one general
theory of what cultural memory is proves to be unnecessary, as all the disciplinary definitions
can be considered correct as long as they interact with one another in a productive manner

without negating, overlooking or denying each other:

Working with travelling concepts involves multiple and different forms of analysis that
allow us to focus on the production of difference and differentiation. The goal is not to
arrive at a single paradigm or master narrative but to find ways of holding these different
dimensions in productive conversation with one another. (ibid.: 12)

As briefly previewed in section 2.1.1., we now see why trying to define cultural
memory is only useful to some limited extent: Definitions might indeed help us to better
grasp and understand a concept, but at the same time they limit its potential due to the
disciplinary boundaries they represent. However, interdisciplinary approaches such as Bal’s
traveling concepts or Erll’s previously introduced understanding of what cultural memory is
allow us to explore the potential of the concept beyond the limitations of one discipline.
Trying to define cultural memory and applying Bal’s theoretical approach at the same time
is hence not contradictory, as long as we bear in mind that concepts such as cultural memory
can never be sufficiently described through one definition alone, but that they require a
dialogue between all existing definitions in order explore a concept in all its potential

meanings and (inter-)disciplinary facets.
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The remaining issue that needs to be taken into consideration now is how those
concepts proposed by Bal actually travel, and how this metaphor of ‘travelling’ can be
productive for this work.

According to Bal, concepts can travel in four manners: between disciplines, between
individual scholars, between historical periods and between geographically dispersed
academic communities, hence across national borders (Bal, 2002: 24). One decade after
Bal’s work had been published, German scholars Birgit Neumann and Ansgar Niinning
picked up on Bal’s approach and edited a new volume on travelling concepts in which they
propose one more possible way in which concepts can travel: In addition to Bal’s original
dimensions, they suggest concepts “travelling synchronically between functionally defined
subsystems” (Neumann/Niinning, 2012: 11). Concretely, they see the possibility of concepts
travelling for instance “between academia and society, its cultural practices, norms and
power relations” (ibid.). Within all these different contexts, meaning, reach and operational
value of these concepts at stake can differ drastically (Bal, 2002: 24).

Travelling, however, does not only mean that a concept is being transferred from one
context to another, but it also entails that concepts change through their journeys. As all
concepts emerge from individual disciplines as well as from specific historical periods, their
meanings can change significantly over time or during the transfer from their original
academic tradition to another. Issues of translation prove to be particularly challenging here,
as was previously discussed when clarifying the linguistic differentiations of the memory
term which exist in the German research tradition. However, even more importantly, one
has to take into consideration that, due to their travelling activities and their diverse original
contexts, all travelling concepts “come with ideological freight and often unconscious
biases” (Neumann/Niinning, 2012: 2). Historical differences, variations in the definitions of
a concept and original academic contexts are all part of a concept’s ‘baggage’, the framework
that constitutes the ways concepts are understood, applied and re-defined within the
interdisciplinary academic exchange.

When working with travelling concepts according to Bal’s definition, a self-reflexive
awareness is necessary to “draw attention to the epistemological, cultural and political
implications of the theories and concepts we endorse” (ibid.: 3). In other words, when
working with a travelling concept, one has to take into consideration its original academic

and historical context, its original meaning as well as the new or old meanings the concept
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has gained or lost throughout its journey. New layers of meaning can add new dimensions
and insight to a concept, old or obsolete layers of meaning can lead to concepts merely
functioning as metaphors without any analytical potential (ibid.: 16).

The travelling process of a concept has to be retraced in a self-reflexive manner in
order for a researcher to understand where a concept comes from and what kind of
ideological ‘baggage’ comes along with it. Only if self-reflexivity is deployed, a concept can
be grasped in all its facets, and only then the confrontational, controversial potential of
travelling concepts can lead to a productive interdisciplinary dialogue which can eventually
reveal “the often hidden and naturalised presuppositions, discursive practices and structural
features of research traditions” (ibid.: 4).

In the practical terms of this work, in order to fulfill the requirements of self-
reflexivity when working with such a concept, the origins of the memory concept will have
to be explored thoroughly. This step is necessary in order to understand the original academic
and historical context of memory research, as well as the transformation processes the
memory concept has undergone hereafter. By retracing the steps of a concept’s journey, it
“involuntarily reveals the historical and local traces of the contexts in which it has emerged.
[...] Just as cultures themselves, the study of cultures can therefore be understood in terms
of the productive tension between routes and roots |[...]. Precisely because concepts carry the
traces of their various journeys, profound knowledge of their history is crucial to the study
of culture” (ibid.: 5).

In the following part of this work, the origins of cultural memory as a concept shall
be explored. Through retracing the journey of the cultural memory concept from its early
origins to modern approaches, light will be shed on the historical and ideological ‘baggage’
of the concept as well as on its most relevant sub-aspects and additional features which have
developed through the concept’s interdisciplinary and international movement over the past
decades. Through this thorough consideration of the concept’s key components, the
framework will be set for a later practical application of the cultural memory concept(s)

during the analysis of the object of this research project.
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2.2. Origins and Foundations of the Field of Memory Studies
2.2.1. Original Theories on Cultural Memory

2.2.1.1. Maurice Halbwachs’ “Mémoire collective”

Conducting research in the field of cultural memory nowadays appears to be impossible
without taking into consideration one of the earliest approaches of memory theory, namely
the work of the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs. Regarded as the pioneer of social
memory research, Halbwachs introduced the collective memory term in 1925 (Assmann,
2006: 187). Nowadays, almost all approaches of contemporary cultural memory theory draw
to some extent from Halbwachs’ work, or, as Jan Assmann puts it: “Wo immer von den
sozialen, kollektiven, kommunikativen und kulturellen Aspekten des Gedéchtnisses die
Rede ist, wird sein Name genannt” (Assmann J., 2002: 10).

Halbwachs published several books dealing with what he calls ‘collective memory’,
two of which have turned out to become particularly relevant. His first work on the topic,
entitled Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire (Eng.: The social conditions of memory), was
published in 1925, his second and most famous work, La mémoire collective (Eng.:
Collective memory), was to a great extent a response to the criticism of his first book and
was published in 1950, only five years after the death of its author, even though it was written
only shortly after Cadres sociaux.

According to Astrid Erll, the origin of Memory Studies as the field known today can
be traced back to two particular approaches which emerged almost simultaneously in the
1920s: One is the approach of Aby Warburg, who analyzed the role of images in memory,
and the other is Maurice Halbwachs’ take on collective memory (Erll, 2017: 11). Even
though both are considered as the foundation of modern cultural memory theory, the two
concepts follow very different approaches, which Jan Assmann described as following: “Um
die beiden Ansétze auf eine biindige Form zu bringen, kénnte man sagen, dass Warburg die
Kultur als Gedéchtnisphdnomen und Halbwachs das Gedéchtnis als Kulturphdnomen
untersuchte” (Assmann J., 2002: 8). In essence, it can be noted that the fundamental
difference between the two approaches is that Warburg understood culture as a phenomenon
of memory, while Halbwachs understood memory as a phenomenon of culture. In the
context of this work, Halbwachs’ considerations are of greater relevance, which is why
Warburg’s theory shall not be discussed further, and it was only mentioned for the sake of

completeness.
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Halbwachs’ theses result from a time in which the issue of memory already played
an important role in academia. Intellectuals like Emil Durkheim, Henri Bergson, Marcel
Proust and Sigmund Freud had all developed very different approaches to the topic, all of
which Halbwachs generally rejected. Unlike Bergson, who understood memory as
something entirely individual (Echterhoff/Saar, 2002: 16), or Freud, who advocated for the
biological inheritance of memory contents, Halbwachs opens up a new dimension of the
issue by defining memory as a social and cultural process instead of a biological condition.
By introducing this new social dimension into the discourse on memory, Halbwachs
considerably extended the debate and increased the interdisciplinary relevance of the
memory issue (Assmann J., 2002: 71).

What made Halbwachs’ memory theory so revolutionary was the fact that he claimed
that every memory act, no matter how personal, is in its core a collective phenomenon. The
two claims he made can be summarized as following: First of all, Halbwachs suggested that
the memory of the individual is always ‘framed’ by a specific sociocultural context and is
hence shaped by a collective social force rather than by the individual him- or herself. This
framework is constituted by the people surrounding us and the interaction we conduct with
them. Through social interaction, knowledge, facts and experiences are exchanged, which
later serve as collective reference points through which the individual is able to locate his/her
own experiences as well as past events within a frame of a collective symbolic order. These
mental schemes direct our perception and remembrance and indicate that every individual
memory is conditioned by the collective social context and the social groups it emerges from
(Erll, 2017: 12f; see also Jeffrey Olick’s ‘collected memory’, section 2.1.3)

The second claim Halbwachs makes is that individual memory is not only
conditioned by the collective, but that groups, communities and societies themselves possess
a form of memory and hence remember just like individuals do. He suggests that memory
has hence a very social nature and can be considered as the communicative and emotional
bond which holds social groups together (Echterhoff/Saar, 2002: 14f; Assmann, 2006: 187).

In the second half of his first book, Halbwachs focusses on different forms of
collective remembrance within social groups, for example within families, religious
communities, professions or social classes. From his sociological perspective, society as a
whole is divided into groups. These develop a flexible, but at the same time stable identity

which is constituted by the collective memories its members share and which they only
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possess as members of the group. This line of thought was criticized after the publication of
Halbwachs’ first book, for example by his colleague Marc Bloch, who noted that terms of
individual memory cannot simply be transferred onto a social level (Echterhoff/Saar, 2002:
16f). We shall return to this issue later.

Halbwachs was, however, aware of the fact that collective memory does not manifest
itself as some kind of over-individual ‘group mind’, but argued that collective memory is
constituted through the individuals of the group itself. Without individual memories, there
could be no collective memory, and vice versa (ibid.: 21).

While his first work is primarily concerned with the individual memory being
grounded in the collective, Halbwachs’ second contribution focusses on the complex
processes of interaction between the individual and the collective level, an issue which is
still highly relevant in Memory Studies today. He eventually comes to the conclusion that
the identity and the social memory of a group continuously condition one another (ibid.: 23).

Furthermore, Halbwachs was already aware of the fact that memory is never an exact
replication of the past, but merely a reconstructed representation which is always vulnerable
to involuntary alteration and bias, as it is for instance the case with childhood memories
(ibid.: 15, 18).

One form of collective memory which is particularly relevant in Halbwachs’ work is
the intergenerational memory in families. With the members drawing from a common pool
of experiences, this form of collective memory constitutes itself through social interaction
and communication, i.e. through common practices and the dissemination of experiences. A
vivid memory exchange between witnesses and their descendants is at the core of this
collective family remembrance. According to Halbwachs, we can only speak of generational
memory up to the point to which the oldest family member can still rely on first-hand
experiences (Erll, 2017: 14).

The opposite of this vivid exchange of memories is what Halbwachs understands as
historiography. He states that history starts where collective memory dissolves. For
Halbwachs, history and memory cannot be united, as one is universal and impartial, while
the other is limited to a specific time and space, its contents are partial and of a hierarchical

order (ibid.). He understands memory and history as opposites, as Jan Assmann formulated:
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Wenn Vergangenheit nicht langer im Gedéchtnis lebender Individuen gegenwirtig,
sondern in Texten und anderen symbolischen Formen objektiviert war, nannte
Halbwachs das ‘Tradition’, worin er nicht eine Form, sondern das Gegenteil des
Gedachtnisses sah. (Assmann J., 2002: 9)

Halbwachs’ perspective regarding this only changes in his work Topographie
légendaire (1941), in which he extends his memory term and includes monuments and
symbols of all kinds in his considerations on collective memory. At this point in his work,
he moves away from generational memory, which is usually limited to an individual,
autobiographic memory exchange, and instead widens the field by proposing a model of
collective memory that reaches back several thousand years and hence depends on media
and objects of remembrance instead of social communication alone. Halbwachs proposes
monuments and archeological sites as objects of this kind and focusses on collectively
constructed knowledge and its conveyance through traditions and social practices. By
widening his angle of examination, cultural aspects become more relevant, and Halbwachs’
work now provides access points for later researches to continue in his line of thought, the
most important of which were Pierre Nora and later Aleida and Jan Assmann (ibid.; Erll,
2017: 12, 141).

The fact that Halbwachs’ theories are characterized through a particularly broad
applicability, as they are neither bound to one academic discipline, nor to a specific object
alone, might be considered the reason why his considerations were adapted so diversely in
the past decades. The openness and flexibility of Halbwachs’ memory term contributed
greatly to the travelling that his approach has undertaken ever since it was first proposed in
1925. Nowadays, however, Halbwachs’ concepts have been (partly) altered by years of
travelling through different disciplines. Collective memory today is being applied to larger
entities, not only the intimate groups of personal acquaintance which Halbwachs originally
suggested. What has not changed, however, is the assumption that those collectives, no
matter how big they might be, do not actually Aave a collective memory, but they
make/create one in reliance on symbolic media like texts, images, monuments, anniversary
celebrations, etc. (Assmann, 2006: 188).

In relation to Halbwachs’ work, Aleida Assmann stresses that his most remarkable
contribution derives from the assumption that memory is nothing biologically determined,
but something socially acquired. Participating in collective memory acts is not conditioned

by an individual’s origin, but is a process of learning and participating in social practices.

28



Through this collective access to a common past, members of a group are now able to

establish a sense of common identity (‘Wir-Identitét’, ibid.).

2.2.1.2. Pierre Nora’s “Lieux de Mémoire”

After Halbwachs’ death in the concentration camp of Buchenwald in March 1945, his
conception of collective memory as well as the academic concern with issues of memory
were put to rest altogether. It was not until the 1980s, almost four decades after Halbwachs’
death, that his ideas found new popularity. In the aftermath of the Holocaust, memory as a
field of study gained new relevance in almost every academic field, and again, it was in the
French research tradition that the next influential take on collective memory was born.

Under the title Les Lieux de mémoire (1984-1992), French historian Pierre Nora
published a seven-volume work, analyzing issues of collective memory and national identity
in contemporary France. Similar to Halbwachs’ work Topographie légendaire, Nora’s focus
lies on larger communities of collective memory, in this specific case the memory of the
French nation.

Even though he moves away from Halbwachs’ take of analyzing the transfer of
memory through personal communication in small, intimate social groups, Nora agrees with
Halbwachs on the fact that history has to be understood as the opposite of memory. However,
unlike Halbwachs, Nora believes that nowadays there is no such thing as a collective
memory anymore, which leads him to the analysis of what he calls the ‘sites of memory’.
Those sites, according to Nora’s definition, are symbols which obtain the power to summon
the forgotten memory images of a nation; in Nora’s case, the memory images of France. For
him, those memory sites are reminders of the past and at the same time indicators of the
absence of any vivid memory (Erll, 2017: 20f).

With his study on contemporary historiography, Nora aims to show that memory
sites form the symbolic foundation of the collective memory of France. His reflections derive
from a seminar which was led by the historian himself in the 1970s, and during which a total
of 130 essays were created, treating all kinds of cultural topics concerning the French
society, covering topics such as ‘Coffee’, ‘Vichy’ or ‘the King’. The goal of his study was
to analyze the origins and the development of the symbols which nowadays shape French
identity, with particular focus on the political and cultural constructions deriving from the

era of the 3rd French Republic (Carrier, 2002: 141).
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Those memory sites Nora’s work is based on can, but do not necessarily have to be
physical locations. His definition of memory sites reaches from geographical sites, buildings
and monuments to anniversary celebrations, public figures, texts and symbolic practices
such as traditions and rituals. The key aspect is the collective emotional value those sites
possess, and the hence resulting social stability they provide. According to Nora,
contemporary society finds itself in a state of transgression, in which the connection to the
vivid memory, which also constitutes collective identity, is weakened. As a result, memory
sites have to act as a sort of artificial replacement where there is no natural sense of collective
remembrance anymore (Erll, 2017: 20; Carrier, 2002: 143).

For Nora, memory sites represent several aspects of a shared past, but they do so
without dictating one compulsory, universal image of the past due to their plurality. Nora’s
definition of collective memory is thus a very open one: He claims that individuals make
their own selection from the memory sites offered to them, which leads to the fact that the
memory of a shared past is constituted by the sum of individual memories and can look
tremendously different for the single individuals of a community (Carrier, 2002: 143). “Thre
Pluralisierung l4sst keine Hierarchisierung, keine Anordnung zu einer kohirenten Erzéhlung
oder einem Sinngefiige zu” (Erll, 2017: 20f), according to Astrid Erll. Peter Carrier tries to
explain this open understanding of collective memory promoted in Lieux de mémoire

through the diversity and breaks in France’s history throughout time:

Der vielfaltigen, konfliktreichen franzdsischen Geschichte gemal bringt dieses Werk
ein pluralistisches Verstdndnis vom kollektiven Gedéichtnis zur Geltung; kein streng
kollektives Gedéchtnis, sondern eine Sammlung von Erinnerungstragern, die in
verschiedenen Konstellationen das Gedéchtnis franzdsischer Individuen bilden.
Zugleich ldsst diese Zusammenstellung jedoch auf eine einheitliche Geschichte unter
dem allumfassenden (obwohl schwer fassbaren) Begriff des Franzdsischen schlieBen.
(Carrier, 2002: 141)

Regarding the question of which characteristics differentiate a memory site from a
regular cultural object, Nora’s distinction is not quite as liberal at first. Overall, Nora’s
memory sites have to fulfill three specific criteria, which Astrid Erll summarizes as follows:

The first criterion of memory sites is the material dimension. It includes physical
objects like artworks or books, but also past events can fall into this dimension, as they are
constituted by a limited, hence material timeframe. The second criterion is the functional
dimension, which indicates that memory sites need to fulfill a specific purpose in society.

Books, for instance, are always created for a purpose, even before they become sites of
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memory. Finally, the third criterion might be considered the most challenging one: The
symbolic dimension indicates that besides their function, memory sites furthermore need to
possess a symbolic value. This symbolic value can derive from several circumstances. One
possibility is the simple symbolic elevation of an object, for example a cultural practice
which turns into a ritual. Another way of achieving symbolic value is for objects to lose their
original meaning and have it replaced by another, a symbolic one. As Nora understands
memory sites as surrogates for collective memory that has been lost, this change of meaning
occurs with the transition from vivid memory to historical memory. To name two examples,
the memory sites ‘French Revolution’ or ‘Berlin Wall’ to us nowadays carry an entirely
different meaning than they did centuries or decades ago, which gives them symbolic value
and hence qualifies them as a memory site. The latter of the two will be discussed in depth
later on (Erll, 2017: 21; Carrier, 2002: 144).

Due to the fact that collective memory is determined by the single memories and the
individual selection of memory sites by the members of a community, the meaning and
relevance of a memory site can change over time. Nora stresses that this dynamic can have
crucial impact on the public opinion and on historiography itself, which leads to him
claiming the high impact of memory on the present. Nora calls this shift of meaning
‘historical present’, which he understands as an independent branch of historiography and
which puts his theses into close relation which Halbwachs’ claim of the past always being
an object of reconstruction (ibid.: 146f).

For Nora, memory is a necessary condition to understand that past. However, this
understanding can only derive from a certain level of self-reflexivity. The historical
consciousness of the past leads hence to the social consciousness of the present, which Nora
believes to be even more relevant than the former one, as it reflects the constant change
memory undergoes over time (ibid.: 147f).

One of the central reasons why memory sites shift in meaning is the desire of
generations to distinguish themselves from the previous ones and hence establish their
generational consciousness rather in the present than in the past. These generational
dynamics lead to the present becoming more relevant than the past and thus the social
consciousness of a community overweighting the historical one. This shift indicates that in
Nora’s model of memory sites, the responsibility of preserving history lies rather with

society than with historians. Due to this fact, the means of collective memory change as they

31



move away from the objective sources of historicism and towards symbolic public sites of
memory, which include everything that supports memory on a collective level (ibid.: 148ff).

Despite the fact that Nora’s studies have become highly influential and form without
doubt one of the foundations of modern memory research, two points of critique shall be
mentioned briefly. Unlike Halbwachs, who was still working within the framework of 19w
century historicism, Nora’s distinction between memory and history proves to be rather
problematic, as issues such as perspectivity and constructivity of historiography were
already being discussed in the 1970s. The claim that memory and history are opposites —
which might have seemed reasonable in Halbwachs’ reflection, considering the context of
his work — appear rather outdated by the end of the 20m century, which has led to some
critique towards Nora’s claims (Erll, 2017: 22).

However, the second and more relevant point of critique which has been put forward
is the fact that, even though Nora underlines the multiplicity of memory sites, he does not
take into consideration marginalized memory cultures and their impact on national memory.
An example here could be the memory sites of societal subgroups, such as, for instance,
memory contents brought to France during and after the country’s colonial era. The
exclusion of these memory sites can be explained in two ways: For once, the idea of one
national memory gained increasing relevance in the 1970s. National ministries of culture
were found in several European countries, and these national dynamics were only further
reinforced in the 1990s, when the cultural and historical foundations of the new German
state as well as other national memory cultures emerging from the collapse of the Soviet
Union dominated the public memory discourse (Carrier, 2002: 142).

In addition to the importance of national memory during this period, Nora has a
theoretical reason for excluding marginalized memory cultures or the memory sites of sub-
communities from his reflections: Nora claims that memory sites can be combined and
recombined individually without them ever excluding one another, leading to the fact that
every single combination of memory sites is possible for any individual as well as for the
collective. Had he taken into consideration places that only speak to part of the nation, for
instance only one specific societal group, this premise of unlimited compatibility would not
stand. Nora hence limits his considerations to memory sites that address all members of a
community at the same time, leaving aside memory sites of minorities and social sub-

communities (ibid.: 145).

32



Even though the exclusion of marginalized, non-dominant memory sites from Nora’s
conception of collective memory can be explained, Astrid Erll reinforces the critique of those
scholars claiming that, in a time which is shaped by cultural exchange and globalization, this
exclusion seems implausible (Erll, 2017: 22). According to this critique, a national collective
memory can no longer be explained by taking into consideration only national memory
phenomena, which is why contemporary memory research takes into account the dynamics
and movement of memory sites by considering them ‘complex inter-, multi-, and

transcultural constellations’ (ibid.: 23).

2.2.1.3. Differences and Similarities in Halbwachs and Nora

The conceptions of collective memory put forward by Maurice Halbwachs and Pierre Nora
are both considered to be the roots of modern cultural memory research. What remains now
is to evaluate how much those two approaches have in common and to what degree do they
differ from one another. Peter Carrier has attempted to compare the two conceptions in an
essay entitled “Pierre Noras Les Lieux de mémoire als Diagnose und Symptom der
zeitgenodssischen Erinnerungskultur” (2002), and as both of them will play an important role
in the further theoretical reflections of this work, his results shall briefly be summarized.
“Die Ideen Maurice Halbwachs’ fallen in Les Lieux de mémoire vor allem wegen
threr Abwesenheit auf” (Carrier, 2002: 156), Carrier notes in the beginning of his
comparative analysis. Nora does not refer much to Halbwachs in his work, conveying the
impression that the two approaches are not greatly related. Even though both scholars use
similar analytical concepts, they have chosen access points which indicate different

meanings as well as different sense-structures:

Der Unterschied zwischen Noras Kristallisationspunkten wund Halbwachs’
Anhaltspunkten liegt darin, dass in Les Lieux de mémoire die Trager des kollektiven
Gedéchtnisses Ereignisse und Orte der nationalen Geschichte Frankreichs sind, die im
Laufe der Zeit symbolischen Wert gewonnen haben [...]. Halbwachs dagegen beschreibt
alltdgliche Anhaltspunkte wie z.B. ein Mittagessen, eine Wohnung, ein Stadtviertel oder
Naturerlebnisse, die der gedanklichen Rekonstruktion vergangener Erlebnisse im
Zwiegesprach oder im Selbstgesprach zugrunde liegen. (ibid.: 157)

Furthermore, both authors understand the term ‘collective’ differently, which
indicates the travelling potential of the collective memory concept in the sense of Mieke Bal.

Nora does not base his conception of memory sites on social groups in the sense that
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Halbwachs does, thus the term ‘collective’ stands for a national symbolic approach for the
former, while the latter understands it in terms of the dynamics within small social groups.
Hence, Nora is not so much interested in the communicative processes of collective memory,
but rather in defining a collective historical consciousness in the context of the late 20
century (ibid.: 158f).

For Halbwachs, the dynamics of the historical, the social and the individual all come
together, it is their relations which interest him. He focusses on extant communication,
interests and experiences which exist between the individual and the collective, and takes
into account the potential problems deriving from this relationship, for instance the gap
which might exist between individual experience and the memory of the collective. Overall,
Halbwachs focusses on the question of how transgenerational memory transfer works, while
Nora is concerned with historical and generational fractions (ibid.: 159f).

In conclusion, it can be noted that Halbwachs in his original conception of collective
memory advocates a vivid interpersonal transfer of autobiographical memory which both
shapes and is shaped by the collective. Nora, who refined the collective memory concept
decades later, claims that a natural collective memory no longer exists and that by the end
of the 20t century, memory can only be conveyed symbolically. For him, memory is no
longer historical but social, no longer political but instead cultural (ibid.: 160).

‘Personal experience’ versus ‘national remembrance’ might be a shorthand-
distinction which could be drawn between the two pioneers of memory theory. The
following chapter will now take into consideration contemporary conceptions of cultural
memory. Even though the two original approaches on collective memory presented here
seem so radically different, both of them reappear (not seldom combined) in contemporary
memory theory, which makes them indispensable in a work on modern Cultural Memory

Studies.
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2.3. The Conception of Cultural Memory by Aleida and Jan Assmann
2.3.1. Functions, Modes and Dimensions of Memory

2.3.1.1. Communicative vs. Cultural Memory

Moving away from the French research tradition and into the context of German academia,
the most widely discussed and most detailed concept of collective memory in the field of
Culture Studies has been brought forward by Jan and Aleida Assmann. The two scholars
coined the term ‘cultural memory’ in the late 1980s and developed a new systematic and
differentiated theory that brings together issues of collective memory and identity
construction as well as political legitimation. Their new conception of cultural memory
proved to be applicable to most academic disciplines, which made it particularly attractive
for interdisciplinary memory research and which has hence greatly contributed to its
popularity (Erll, 2017: 24). Jan and Aleida Assmann’s conception draws from both
Halbwachs and Nora, which becomes evident when considering the theoretical
differentiations they introduce in order to make the memory term more seizable. Their most
important distinctions in terms of modes and functions of memory shall be discussed in the
following pages.

Jan Assmann introduces two different forms of collective memory in his important
study Cultural Memory and Early Civilization (1992; Eng. 2011). Even though his work is
centrally dedicated to ancient societies rather than to contemporary ones, his distinctions
nonetheless remain crucial. Assmann distinguishes between what he calls the
‘communicative memory’ and the ‘cultural memory’ of a community. He writes: “Collective
memory functions in two ways: through the mode of ‘foundational memory’ that relates to
origins, and that of ‘biographical memory’ that concerns personal experiences and their
framework — that is, the recent past” (Assmann, 2011: 37)

The communicative memory is concerned with the recent past, hence the period of
time which lies about eighty to one hundred years behind. In this frame of memory, members
of the community actively remember certain past events and communicatively share their
experiences with their contemporaries. Generational memory falls into the frame of
communicative memory as it is “formed, vouched for, and communicated solely by way of
personal experience” (ibid.: 36). Once the generational limit of approximately eighty years
is reached, those communicatively shared memories disappear, they make space for new

ones as the people who once embodied them pass away (ibid.: 34fY).
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The second form of collective memory is what Jan Assmann calls cultural memory.
This form of memory is concerned with the times of origin rather that with recent events, it
relies on sign systems instead of social interactions. It supports memory and identity and
thus fulfills an institutionalized, mnemotechnical function within a community. Cultural
memory manifests itself in the form of rituals, dances, myths, artworks and writing, and —
unlike communicative memory — it can be understood as an artificial construction rather than
a natural form of remembrance due to the intended implementation of its fixed forms (ibid.:
37).

However, even though cultural memory focusses on fixed points in the past, it is not
an exact replica of the past itself. It is rather a plurality of “symbolic figures to which
memory attaches itself” (ibid.) — a line of reasoning not too far removed from Nora’s
conception of memory sites. Due to this plurality and flexibility of cultural memory,
Assmann equalizes myth and history by stating that the remembered history does not
necessarily have to be factual. He instead suggests that “one might even say that cultural
memory transforms factual into remembered history, thus turning it into myth. [...] This does
not make it unreal — on the contrary, this is what makes it real, in the sense that it becomes
a lasting, normative, and formative power” (ibid.: 38). Assmann hence confirms both the re-
constructiveness and subjectivity of the memory of the past, which have already been put
forward by Halbwachs and Nora. He furthermore verifies the fact that this collectively
shared knowledge of the origin is a way of keeping the “foundational past alive in the
present, and [that] this connection to the past provides a basis for the identity of the
remembering group” (ibid.).

Jan Assmann understands these two forms of collective memory as two idealized
types of memory, “two extremes of a sliding scale” (ibid.: 41), which in reality are not that
clearly distinguishable due to the continuous evolution of society which cannot always be
grasped in the form of clear generational cuts. However, a problem which Assmann’s two
forms of memory bear is that, in their attempt to remember the recent and the ancient, they
appear to be “two ends without a middle” (ibid.: 35): Once communicative memory fades
and cultural memory takes its place, a phenomenon which Assmann describes as both
strange and typical (ibid.: 34) sets in: The term ‘floating gap’ was coined by the ethnologist
Jan Vansina and describes the period of time in which communicative memory ends, but

cultural memory has not yet begun. Between the remembered recent history and the
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remembered foundational history of the group there is a gap of no remembrance which
moves along as history moves forward and which isn’t covered by either form of collective

memory (ibid.; also Erll, 2017: 25).

The most crucial Communicative Memory Cultural Memory
Lo Content Historical experiences in the | Mythical history of origins,
characteristics that framework of individual events in an absolute past
. biographies
Assmann ascribes to Forms Informal, without much Organized, extremely
form, natural growth, arising | formal, ceremonial
cultural memory are its from interaction, everyday communication, festival
Media Living, organic memories, Fixed objectifications,
re-constructiveness and experiences, hearsay traditional symbolic
classification and staging
its fixed forms through through words, pictures,
dance, and so forth
which a group | Time structure 80-100 years, with a Absolute past of a mythical,
progressive present primeval age
constructs its common spanning three-four
generations
identity. Even thOngh Carriers Nonspecific, contemporary Specialized tradition bearers
witnesses within a memory
Assmann and Nora both eam TRty
suggest symbolic

Picture 1: Characteristics of Communicative and Cultural Memory (Assmann, 2011: 41)

figures of remembrance,

Assmann defines the cultural memory as compulsorily uniform for the members of the
group, a perspective in which he moves away from Nora’s open conception of individual
versions of collective memory. Finally, Jan Assmann stresses reflexivity as one of the crucial
characteristics of cultural memory, as it reflects the self-image of the group as well as itself
in a self-reflexive manner (ibid.:25f).

Assmann’s distinction between communicative and cultural memory is useful for this
research project, as it helps us understand that recent generational memory works through
different means than cultural memory does. According to Assmann’s definition, the Cold
War-period, which is the period of time we are dealing with here, still falls into the domain
of communicative memory due to its recentness. However, as this research project is
concerned with a work of literature and hence with the written word which Jan Assmann
ascribes to the domain of cultural memory, communicative and cultural memory have to be
considered in combination. Nonetheless, one has to bear in mind that Jan Assmann’s
research focusses on ancient cultures and their memories rather than on contemporary ones,
which has a crucial impact on the way he defines cultural memory. Aleida Assmann, who
has been focusing on more recent chapters of the past, applies the cultural memory term not

only to memories of origin, but also to the collective remembrance of the identity-
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constituting recent history of a community. Due to the historical period at stake, this work
will hence follow Aleida Assmann’s approach and widen the cultural memory concept

according to her terms.

2.3.1.2. Memory as Ars and Vis

As Jan Assmann, Aleida Assmann too grounds her memory theories in reflections about
early civilizations and ancient cultures. Unlike her husband, though, she moves away from
this focus in her later works and instead comes to examine contemporary memory dynamics
and developments, especially in the context of German memory culture after the Second
World War. However, before taking into account those recent contributions of hers, two
further distinctions regarding the collective memory term which Assmann puts forward in
her earlier works shall briefly be introduced.

Aleida Assmann’s Erinnerungsrdume (2010a) is nowadays considered one of the
groundbreaking works of contemporary cultural memory theory, mainly due to the fact that
the author drastically specifies the cultural memory term by introducing several new and
distinctive functions and modes which all contribute to the applicability and tangibility of
the cultural memory concept. The first crucial distinction Assmann introduces is what she
calls the two different functions of memory deriving from Literary Studies, namely the
function of Ars and the function of Vis (Assmann, 2010a: 27-32).

According to Assmann’s definition, the Ars-function of memory is based on the
ancient technique of memorizing — also known as mnemonics — which reaches back to the
Roman Empire. In those times, events were memorized (spatially) and later remembered in
the form of images and visual memorization. In general, the Ars-function of memory can be
understood as a process of saving and recording an event, an experience or a content of any
kind. It is a mechanical process of storing and retrieving in which the input never differs
from the output. In literary memory research, this antique technique of mnemonics has
served as a guideline since the 1960s and was later complemented with modern approaches
such as intertextuality, psychoanalysis and deconstruction theory. The reason why the Ars-
function used to be so relevant in literary memory research is easily explained: In the case
of a book, a letter or any written document, the entire amount of transmitted information

remains intact over time. No matter how ancient or recent a book is, its content does not
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change between its creation and its retrieving, time has hence no structural influence on this
technique of remembrance (ibid.: 27f).

Opposed to the Ars-function of memory is the Vis-function, which differs from the
former due to the dimension of time which becomes particularly relevant to it. Unlike the
storage process of memorization, the process of remembering is submitted to the active
involvement of time, which leads to the fact that the remembered content and the retrieved
content can differ significantly from one another. In essence, mnemonics are characterized
through the identical input and output they produce, while memory in its Vis-function is
constituted by the difference between the two. Due to this dynamic, Aleida Assmann
understands the storage process (Ars, ‘Gedéchtnis’) and the remembering process (Vis,
‘Erinnerung’) as opposites and suggests a terminological and theoretical distinction between
the two (ibid.: 29).

Unlike memorization, the process of remembering is an involuntary one, and its
contents are generally reconstructive. The manner in which a remembered content is
retrieved depends greatly on the circumstances of the present, which can lead to significant
alterations between the original and the recalled memory. Memory is hence continuously
exposed to a transformation process, and Assmann suggests to consider the Vis-function of

memory as a force or energy rather than as a closed-off container for remembered contents:

Diese Energie kann die Moglichkeit des Riickrufs erschweren wie im Fall des
Vergessens oder blockieren wie im Fall des Verdréngens, sie kann aber auch von einer
Einsicht, vom Willen oder einer neuen Bediirfnislage gelenkt sein und zu einer
Neubestimmung der Erinnerungen veranlassen. (ibid.)

Summarizing these observations, it can hence be noted that the storage process of
Ars is working against time and against the dynamics of forgetting that go along with the
temporal dimension, while the memory process of Vis is incorporated into time, which is
actively shaping its contents (ibid.: 29f1).

Unlike the storage process, whose goal it is not to lose or forget any information, the
memory process greatly depends on forgetting, remembering and forgetting need to be
understood as allies precisely because memory and forgetting always co-constitute and
condition one another. This forgetfulness is what fundamentally differentiates the human
capacity of memory from a mechanical/technological capacity of storage. This interaction

between remembering and forgetting can be understood as an anthropological force which
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constitutes the very nature of humanity (ibid.: 30). We shall return to these dynamics once
again later on.

By putting forward the position that memory has to be considered a productive force
rather than a merely reproductive entity (ibid.: 31), Assmann confirms what previous
scholars such as Halbwachs and Benjamin have suggested regarding the reconstruction of
the past and the flexibility and instability of memory contents. This research project will in
the following greatly rely on Assmann’s conception of memory in its Vis-function, as the

structural impact of time will be of particular relevance in the upcoming literary analysis.

2.3.1.3. Funktionsgeddichtnis vs. Speichergeddchtnis

Another important conceptual distinction brought forward by Aleida Assmann is concerned
with the relationship between memory and history — an issue which is of crucial relevance
in contemporary Memory Studies as well as to the work at hand.

While early memory-theorists like Halbwachs, Nora and Nietzsche understand
memory and history as opposites, Assmann’s goal is to find a more productive way of putting
the two in relation with one another. Original memory theories distinguish between a
constructivist, identity-ensuring memory on the one hand, which has to justify its claim for
existence against a neutral and objective historiography on the other hand. Aleida Assmann

summarizes this opposition with the terms ‘embodied vs. disembodied’, or ‘inhabited vs.

uninhabited’: Memory as such |[Inhabited Memory Uninhabited Memory
e Bound to an agent; a group, * Not bound to a specific
(‘inhabited memory’) belongs to i s it agent °
L. . . e individual
thng entities with SpeCIfIC e Builds a bridge between e Distinguishes radically
past, present and future between past, present and
perspectives, while history future
e Acts selectively, remembers e Interested in everything;
(‘uninhabited memory’) belongs to some things and forgets everything is equally
others important
everyone and no one at the same e Conveys values from which e Investigates truth and
identity-profiles and norms suspends values and norms
time, it is objective and hence not of action derive
identity-ensuring (ibid.: 133) Picture 2: Inhabited vs. Uninhabited Memory (Assmann, 2010a: 133)

In contemporary academia, the distinction between memory and history is not as
strict anymore, and some scholars have gone to the extent of equalizing the two concepts, as
they believe that the recording of history always happens within the framework of memory
and is hence conditioned by meaning construction, identity and partiality. Assmann is critical

of both positions, she understands memory and history neither as opposites nor as the same,
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so she instead proposes to understand the two concepts as two different modes of memory.
In contrast to Nietzsche’s conception, those two modes should not be understood as forced
alternatives, but as terms that do not necessarily exclude or replace one another and which
can therefore be productively related and applied in a new analytical way (ibid.: 133f).

Assmann suggests that the relationship between inhabited and uninhabited memory
is to be understood as two complementary modes of memory. She calls the inhabited
memory Funktionsgeddchtnis  (function-memory) and the wuninhabited memory
Speichergeddchtnis (storage-memory). The core characteristics of the function-memory are
group-acquisition, future-orientation, selectivity and values, while the storage-memory of
the historical sciences is to be understood as a second-degree memory that absorbs
everything which has lost its vital relation to the present and can hence be considered as ‘the
memory of memories’ (ibid.: 134). The storage-memory hence fulfils the purpose of keeping
what is not momentarily needed by the function-memory, but could be needed again at some
point in the future: “Unter dem weiten Dach der historischen Wissenschaften konnen solche
unbewohnten Relikte und besitzerlos gewordenen Bestdnde aufbewahrt, aber auch so wieder
aufbereitet werden, daf sie neue AnschluBmoglichkeiten zum Funktionsgedéchtnis bieten”
(ibid.). Objects and memory contents which have lost their value can thus be preserved
within the domain of the historical sciences, always bearing the possibility of gaining new
meaning and someday reenter the sphere of the active function-memory.

What distinguishes the content of the function-memory from the one of the storage-
memory is the fact that the former only takes into account fractions of the potential memory
contents available. It is highly selective and only absorbs elements which are associated with
meaning. Experiences which do not contribute to the constitution of identity or to the
coherence of a life-story become neutral in meaning and fall out of the reach of the function-
memory and into the domain of storage-memory. As Assmann points out, Maurice
Halbwachs was the first to acknowledge this difference between meaningful and
meaningless elements of memory, and he claimed that only elements of meaning were able
to enter the sphere of collective memory. Meaning construction hence stabilizes memory,
and at the same time memory is responsible for the construction of meaning. All elements
contained in the function-memory are characterized through meaning, even if this meaning
is only reconstructed retrospectively (ibid.: 135f). For the memory content conveyed in the

novel, this observation will be crucial.
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The storage-memory, on the other hand, contains all elements that do not fit into the
meaning configuration of a biographical life-story, but are not fully forgotten either. This
mode of memory is hence an unconscious one and should be perceived not as the opposite,
but rather as the background of the function-memory. By introducing the distinction between
background and foreground, the binary opposition between inhabited and uninhabited
memory is resolved and a new perspective model replaces the former dualistic one (ibid.:
136).

This new relationship between function-memory and storage-memory indicates that
the active, conscious and inhabited function-memory can change, that its elements can be
reassembled and that new elements which have been slumbering in the domain of the
amorphous storage-memory can find their way back into the inhabited, embodied sphere of
memory. Assmann explains this constant exchange of information between the two memory

modes as following:

Die Tiefenstruktur des Gedachtnisses mit ihrem Binnenverkehr zwischen aktualisierten
und nichtaktualisierten Elementen ist die Bedingung der Moglichkeit von Verdanderung
und Erneuerung in der Struktur des Bewultseins, das ohne den Hintergrund jener
amorphen Reserve erstarren wiirde. (ibid.)

The purpose of the storage-memory is hence to keep what is left out of the vivid
function-memory, but at the same time to ensure the renewal and the evolution of the
function-memory through the constant exchange of elements. It contains additional
knowledge which can correct, renew or stabilize the function-memory without creating
meaning on its own. These characteristics of the modes of memory apply to individual
memory as well as to cultural memory (ibid.).

While the distinction between cultural function- and storage-memory would be
impossible in oral cultures, literate cultures have found a way of storing knowledge
extending the one crucial to the sustaining of the identity of a group. Memory and identity
are hence less closely connected in literate cultures, as part of the total information can be
externally stored and thus the two modes of memory emerge. Cultural function-memory is
— just like individual function-memory — bound to a living subject that understands itself as
its carrier. Nations and states can be understood as such subjects, as they constitute
themselves through a function-memory by reconstructing specific past versions on which
they base their common sense of identity. The cultural storage-memory is not bound to a

subject, it does not actively constitute identity and functions as a kind of archive for
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additional information which forms the background in front of which the identity-ensuring
contents of the function-memory are shaping the cultural sense of memory of the collective
(ibid.: 137). Summarizing the functions of the two memory-modes on a cultural level, Aleida

Assmann writes:

Auf kollektiver Ebene enthélt das Speichergedéchtnis das unbrauchbar, obsolet und
fremd Gewordene, das neutrale, das identitdts-abstrakte Sachwissen, aber auch das
Repertoire verpaliter Moglichkeiten, alternativer Optionen und ungenutzter Chancen.
Beim Funktionsgedédchtnis dagegen handelt es sich um ein angeeignetes Gedéchtnis,
das aus einem Prozef3 der Auswahl, der Verkniipfung, der Sinnkonstruktion — oder, mit
Halbwachs zu sprechen: der Rahmenbedingungen — hervorgeht. (ibid.)

Aleida Assmann’s new approach of putting history and memory into relation with
one another is a crucial advancement in Cultural Memory Studies and plays a particularly
important part in this work: According to Assmann’s reflections, historical events do have
an impact on cultural memory, but they however run in the background, as they are part of
the unconscious storage-memory of a collective or an individual. Identity-constituting
experiences, on the other hand, shape the conscious function-memory and hence determine
the collective memory and the identity-ensuring past-versions of a group. In terms of the
literary analysis of this work, this distinction will be fundamental: The way a person or a
group remembers the GDR today does not necessarily mean that this past version fully
agrees with the historical facts, but it does not mean either that this very past version is
automatically wrong, as the vivid function-memory is always constituted of the elements
that ensure a sense of identity rather than by the elements that confirm recorded history per

S€.

2.3.1.4. From Individual to Collective Memory

In specifying different aspects and functions of memory, Aleida Assmann also comes across
the question of how exactly individual and collective memory interact, depend and condition
one another. She tackles this very issue at the beginning of her book Der lange Schatten der
Vergangenheit (2014b). Assmann introduces more detailed dimensions of memory which
eventually open the field for a discourse about new memory formations, which — according
to Assmann’s suggestion — are more suitable to describe the complexity of memory as well

as the interaction between the individual and the collective sphere. Furthermore, Assmann’s
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memory dimensions bring more clarity regarding the difference between the ‘collective’ and
the ‘cultural’ memory term (Assmann, 2014b: 21-36).

Assmann begins her reflections by stating that every individual is part of a variety of
communities which she refers to as ‘we-groups’ (‘Wir-Gruppen’, ibid.: 21). Those we-
groups reach from families over friends to nations and cultures. However, the different
groups an individual is part of are neither equally binding nor equally enduring. Family
memory, for instance, is usually shared between three generations during whose lifetime
experiences and narratives are shared through communication and interaction. Cultures,
nations and religions, on the other hand, are more enduring and exist over a considerably
longer period of time — their time-horizon is not bound to the lifetime of an individual or a
generation, which leads to the fact that the members of these we-groups absorb temporal
dimensions which extend the horizon of their personal experience drastically. Individual
memory is hence never limited to personal experience alone, but it is always influenced by
collective aspects of memory. Assmann refers to these time-horizons as ‘memory-horizons’
and states that all different we-groups create unique forms of memory which can interfere
with and overlay one another. Due to that fact, she proposes to further divide individual and
collective memory into four memory formations which differ spatially and temporally as
well as in group-size and stability. The formations the author proposes are (i) individual
memory, (ii) social memory, (iii) memory of the political collective/nation, and (iv) cultural
memory (ibid.: 21ff).

Regarding the individual sphere of memory, Assmann confirms what has been
established at an earlier point of this work, which is why this aspect shall only be briefly
touched upon. The author defines individual memory as ‘the dynamic medium of subjective
experience-processing’ (ibid.: 25) and underlines the fact that biographical memory is the
foundation of all experiences, relationships and individual identity construction. However,
only very small parts of these biographical memories are active, but the majority slumbers
deep within the subconscious and can only be awakened through an external impulse (ibid.:
24).

What all episodic memories have in common is for once their perspective character,
which leads to the fact that they can neither be exchanged nor appropriated. Furthermore,
those individual memories are always cross-linked, they never exist by themselves but are

always embedded into a larger context of other memories which confirm and stabilize one
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another. In addition to that, individual memories are generally fragmented, as they appear as
unformed, cut-out momentums. Only through narration are those momentums brought into
a structure and are hence stabilized. Finally, individual memories are ephemeral, they change
over time and depend greatly on the conditions of the present. Not only can their contents
change, but also their biographical relevance as well as the criteria of assessment can be
altered over time. In other words, what was once important to us can become less important
as we move forward in time, and usually it is the frequently repeated and narratively
embedded memories that endure the longest. However, individual memory is bound to the
lifespan of an individual: as the carrier passes, his/her memories dissolve (ibid.: 24f).

The fact that individual memory is largely shaped by social surroundings has already
been stated by Halbwachs, which is why Assmann regards it as a form of communicative
memory, as it depends on physical proximity, shared lifeforms and continuous interaction
(ibid.: 25).

The second formation of memory which the author proposes, namely the formation
of social memory, is closely related, but however not identical to individual memory.
Assmann assumes that historical key experiences which are shared by members of a
generation have a crucial impact on how the individual memories of these members are
framed. Based on the work of Karl Mannheim, who suggested that people make their most
influential and personality-determining experiences at the ages between twelve and twenty-
five, Assmann proposes that individual memory always happens within the framework of a
larger horizon of generational memory, which leads to the fact that members of the same
historical generation usually share specific values, norms and cultural strategies of
interpretation (ibid.: 26).

According to this generational take on memory, Assmann assumes that the memory
of a society can be sectioned according to generational clusters, containing all the individual
memories which shape societal memory as a whole and which are in themselves framed by
generational values forged by a common background of experience. Whereas members of
the same generation usually share the same experiential framework when assessing their
individual memories, members of different generations often experience tensions and
conflicts, as they rely on different generational frameworks when making sense of shared or
individual experiences. Assmann states that every generation develops its own access to the

past and does not simply adapt the perspectives chosen as a reference by the previous
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generations. As a result, the generational ‘guidelines’ which help individuals assess
experiences are dynamic; they change whenever a generational shift in society occurs, which
happens approximately every thirty years. Whenever such a shift takes place, the memory-
profile of a society changes drastically, which leads to a constant renewal of societal memory
due to ever-shifting dominant generations and their shared value-systems framing
experiential interpretation and memory-formation (ibid.: 27).

Just like individual memory, social memory is bound to the lifespan of individuals,
or more concretely, to the lifespan of the generations which communicatively share this
specific social memory. Even though external media such as literature, images or diaries can
support this generational memory, Assmann states that it can endure three to four generations
at most, which is when vivid interaction comes to an end and the shared past can no longer
be kept alive in an interactive, interpersonal discourse. Due to this specific dynamic,
Assmann compares the social memory to a shadow that continuously follows the present
and always covers the same amount of time passed from any point in history (ibid.: 28).

Assmann’s differentiation between individual and social memory supports the claim
Halbwachs has made many years before: Individual memory is indeed socially framed,
which leads to the facts that individual memory always contains collective components.
When we speak of ‘collective memory’, we hence do not necessarily speak of ‘cultural
memory’, even though cultural memory is always a collective phenomenon. However, it
now becomes clear why ‘collective’ and ‘cultural memory’ should not simply be used as
synonyms: while the latter is always part of the former, the same doesn’t necessarily apply
vice versa. In order to take the step from individual/social memory to cultural memory, a far
more complex process has to be taken into account.

The transition from individual/neuronal memory to social memory is very fluent. The
memories and narratives of others are being incorporated into one’s personal horizon of
experience and memory, and to some extend the lines between the experienced and the
appropriated become blurry: “Die Grenzen zwischen dem selbst Erlebten und dem nur
Gehorten und identifikatorisch Nachempfundenen sind dabei nicht immer leicht zu ziehen”
(ibid.: 33f). However, the key concern in the transition from individual to social memory is
the extension and confirmation of one’s own experiences through the adaptation of new

perspectives and the memories of others (ibid.).
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The transition from social to cultural memory, on the other hand, is neither fluent nor
easy, which Assmann ascribes to the fact that lived experience is no longer the foundation
of this third memory formation. As the participation horizon of cultural memory demands
drastic expansion, symbolic media are the only way to support its contents. Experience is
hence becoming ‘disembodied’ and can now be appropriated even by the ones who have not
made certain first-hand experiences themselves. Through this process of disconnecting vivid
experience and re-connecting disembodied experience to memory instead, cultural memory
is no longer bound to the lifespan of a mortal person, but it can live on infinitely through
materialized and institutionalized symbols. These disembodied experiences, however, have
to be continuously re-connected to living memories and appropriated by living individuals.
Through this very process of appropriation and the hence resulting identification with
collective cultural memory contents, individuals acquire their cultural identity
(complementing their personal as well as their social one) (ibid.: 34).

Compared to individual and social memory, cultural memory thus differs
significantly in terms of its participation horizon as well as its temporal horizon. Whereas
social memory is based on personal interaction and communicatively transmitted exchange
of individual memories, collective cultural memory is based on experiences which are no
longer connected to living entities, but are supported by material data storage devices. This
fundamental difference ensures that cultural memory can endure generational renewal
without being bound to the lifespan of its carriers, as the cultural symbols transmitting its
contents are not biologically limited. Cultural memory is thus a long-term memory which
can be considered as temporally unlimited, as its media (such as images, rituals, monuments
and literature) generally endure over time. These symbolic forms of transmission distinguish
cultural memory from generational memory or family memory, as their purpose is to
stabilize collectively shared memory for future generations to come. Through ritualistic
repetition or consumption of the symbolically transmitted content, later generations are
presented with the opportunity to participate in the collective act of remembrance without

relying on personal or embodied experience in order to do so (ibid.: 34f).
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Picture 3: Overview of Assmann's memory-formations (Assmann, 2014b: 36)

Eventually, Assmann comes to the conclusion that the three core dimensions of
memory (organic, social and cultural) help us distinguish better between different memory
formations and hence help clarify the term ‘collective memory’ in a new way. The author
reminds us, however, that individual memory cannot simply be mirrored onto a collective
level, but that we have to bear in mind that institutions, nations, cultures and all forms of
collectives make their own memory through signs and symbols instead of naturally having
it. Nevertheless, even on a collective level, the memory term does not necessarily have to be
metaphorical, as long as the connection to the past enables the active construction of identity
in some way (ibid.: 35).

However, Assmann’s dimensions of memory also indicate that the term ‘collective
memory’ is too vague to clearly distinguish between different forms of memory according
to their collective character alone. As previously mentioned, also individual and social
memory incorporate collective elements due to the social contexts in which they are created.
Cultural memory too possesses a collective character, as it enables a sense of community
which reaches beyond generations and historical periods. According to Assmann’s
definition, ‘collective’ in a closer sense only applies to what she defines as ‘political’ or
‘national memory’, as it is the memory-formation which fosters the strongest sense of ‘we-
identity’ (‘Wir-Identitdt’, ibid.: 36) and loyalty (ibid.: 35f). What exactly Assmann’s take on

the dimension of political memory entails will be discussed in depth in the following chapter.
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2.3.2. History and Cultural Memory — Questions of Zeitgeschichte
2.3.2.1. German Memory Culture today: Problems and Solutions

While Aleida Assmann’s early works are mainly concerned with the concept of cultural
memory itself and the sub-concepts surrounding it, her focus of research later shifts toward
more concrete dynamics of memory culture. In her recent works, Assmann analyzes
contemporary cultural memory phenomena, and pays special attention to the German
memory culture after the Second World War. These recent contributions to the field of
Memory Studies are of particular relevance for this work, as Assmann now moves away
from the general cultural memory term and towards more applicable approaches of cultural
memory theory. The fact that Assmann focusses on German memory culture is hereby
especially helpful, and even though her scientific interest is largely concerned with the
memory of the Holocaust, her approaches will be highly relevant and useful during the
analysis of this work.

The following chapters of this work will provide an overview of the most important
ideas Assmann puts forward regarding the contemporary phenomena which shape German
memory culture, starting with the following question: What are the most pressing issues
regarding memory culture in Germany today, and to what extent can these issues be
resolved?

Two of Assmann’s works are particularly relevant in this context. In both Geschichte
im Geddchtnis (2014a) as well as in Der lange Schatten der Vergangenheit (2014b), the
author identifies several problems regarding German memory culture today, two of which I
would like to elaborate on. At this point, we have to revisit the memory formation of
‘political/national memory’, which Assmann has identified as the one truly collective form
of memory (Assmann, 2014b: 36; see section 2.3.1.4.).

The 19t century is known today as the time when nationalism was forged and
historicism dominated the field of historical sciences. Friedrich Nietzsche was one of the
greatest critics of this historicism, as he feared that the flood of knowledge triggered by this
new phenomenon would rob people of their ability to distinguish between what should be
remembered and what should be forgotten, leaving them without orientation in life. He was
one of the first scholars to acknowledge the importance of forgetting as a constructive part

of memory instead of a destructive force, and many researchers — including Assmann — build
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upon his arguments when dealing with issues of forgetting as well as with issues of national
memory (ibid.: 36f; also Assmann, 2010a: 65)

Nietzsche’s position regarding the relationship between history and national memory
during the era of historicism was very critical. However, Assmann argues that history in an
identity constructing way forms the foundation of political/national memory: “Wo
Geschichte im Dienst der Identitdtsbildung steht, wo sie von den Biirgern angeeignet und
von den Politikern beschworen wird, kann man von einem ‘politischen’ oder ‘nationalen
Gedachtnis’ sprechen” (Assmann, 2014b: 37). Unlike social memory, which is characterized
through its polyphony and the constant generational renewal which it is subject to, national
memory is far more enduring as well as uniform in its construction, as it is anchored within
political institutions and hence acts as a top-down force onto society as a whole (ibid.).

Many theoreticians have tried to grasp this very force which holds societies and
nations together. However, Assmann borrows one key argument from French theorist Ernest
Renans, who has attempted to pinpoint this force in 1882 and has thereby found an intriguing
way of explaining the importance of collective memory for the unity of a nation. Unlike
many early theoreticians, Renan believed that it is not their inalterable, unique features like
origin, race, language and religion that bring nations together as one, but that there is an
emotional, spiritual aspect to every nation which demands constant renewal and does not
depend on any external factors to determine one’s sense of belonging. He hence introduced
the metaphor of a nation’s ‘soul’ as an imagery for this intellectual principle, which was later
reformulated and extended through concepts like ‘imagined communities’, ‘collective
identity’ and ‘collective memory’ (ibid.: 371).

By adding the idea of a nation’s spiritual soul to the already existing idea of a nation’s
physical body, Renan no longer understands nation as only a community of will, but also as
a community of experience. The ‘soul’ of the nation is its memory, the commonly shared
historical experience on which a collective identity can be built. Due to the fact that national
memory has to endure over time, these common experiences have to be transferred onto
media, accessible for later generations to come without sharing the first-hand experience
themselves. Through mental images, narratives and eventually the emergence of myths,

those identity-ensuring experiences are detached from their context of origin and are instead

3 Renan (1882) will be quoted after Assmann in the following.
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preserved outside of any temporal sphere, so that they can endure and secure a nation’s
collective identity without any temporal limitations (ibid.: 39f).

This very question of how the past has been experienced and how it is being
remembered is becoming increasingly important today. Not only historical accuracy, but
also issues of appropriation, imaginative interpretation and identity-construction through
narration are gaining importance in contemporary research (ibid.: 41). Memory and factual
‘truth’ are hence not always consistent, as the former is always characterized through a
specific perspective, a standpoint from which it is seen. Assmann speaks of an ‘affective

appropriation’ (ibid.: 40) of history through myths, and elaborates:

Mythos in diesem Sinne ist eine fundierte Geschichte, die nicht durch Historisierung
vergeht, sondern mit einer andauernden Bedeutung ausgestattet wird, die die
Vergangenheit in der Gegenwart einer Gesellschaft prisent halt und ihr eine
Orientierungskraft fiir die Zukunft abgewinnt. (ibid.)

The issue regarding the relationship between memory and truth will be revisited at a
later point. For now, let us resume why Renan’s insight is of relevance for this work. He
assumes that a nation’s future orientation is grounded on the construction of a shared past,
especially based on shared painful experiences rather than positive ones. These common
memories add meaning to the presence and create a kind of imaginative self-image and a
sense of shared identity which holds the nation together as one (ibid.: 42f).

Bearing this idea in mind, we have arrived at the first problem of German memory
culture today: The common ground of experience, which Renan has identified as the ‘glue’
which keeps a nation together, has been interrupted for nearly three decades during the
division of Germany. During this period of separation, people lacked shared experiences,
and instead, the East and the West brought forward a significantly different memory fundus
which somehow had to be made accessible to everyone after the country’s reunion. The fact
that there is no shared experience and thus no memory of a shared past during the years of
division might be one way to explain why Germany today is still facing difficulties in
bringing the former East and West together as one unified nation. Instead of drawing from a
common pool of experience, people from either the West or the East rely on the experiences
they have made, but those experiences are not shared by the whole of the country today.
Like two different experiential frameworks, some people participate in the shared
remembrance of the East, and others in the shared remembrance of the West. As long as this

experiential gap is not bridged, it is difficult to say if all social and political discrepancies
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between the two will ever be overcome and if the people will be able to identify as being
part of one nation despite the fact that they lack a certain amount of common experiences.

Aleida Assmann wrote: “Wir sind, mit anderen Worten, zu ganz wesentlichen Teilen
das, was wir erinnern und vergessen” (ibid.: 61). If we truly are what we remember, it seems
little surprising that after only thirty years of reunion, Germany has not yet overcome the
gap with has existed in its national memory for almost as long. In her work Geschichte im
Geddchtnis (2014a), Assmann takes this argument even one step further. In the tradition of
Karl Heinz Bohrer, she tries to answer the question whether the German state can truly be
one unified nation today, despite its long troublesome history (Assmann, 2014a: 27).

In the course of this attempt, Assmann identifies several problems of German
memory culture, the most important of which is the fact that German history has never been
one of union, but that it has always been a fragmented history. Due to the many different
forms of government as well as the diverse local and regional traditions, no unitary cultural
style has ever emerged or taken root throughout the country. Instead, German history has
always been characterized through its fragmentation rather than through unity, and whenever
unity and the growth of the nation have become a political goal, war and bloodshed were the
consequences. Due to this observation, Assmann concludes that German history cannot be
understood as one universal master-narrative, but that it rather has to be explored as a
collection of single episodes which hold strong memorial value. With this observation,
Assmann supports Nora’s claim that ‘sites of memory’ are the best way of accessing the
complex and diverse memory episodes which only together shape the history of the German
nation (ibid.: 28f¥).

It now becomes clear that it is not only the division during the Cold War period which
has fragmented German national memory, but that there has never been one unified national
memory in Germany to begin with. The lack of a common ground of experience thus reaches
far back to the origin of the country, and even though some historical experiences are
collectively shared, many other identity-ensuring memories are only accessible to subgroups
of society and thus have to be understood as single memory sites which can never be brought
into one universal formation.

In addition to this general fragmentation of German history and the hence resulting
fragmentation of its political memory, Assmann is concerned with a second problem German

memory culture is facing today. Once again, she builds upon an argument of Bohrer, who
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has stated that Germany’s national history has been erased by the shadow that the Holocaust
has cast over the past of the country. Whenever one speaks of the German past today, the
NS-regime is the first thing that comes to mind, it dominates the historical and political
discourse in Germany and has hence become a negative point of reference for the country’s
national identity (ibid.:18).

The traumatic experience of the Holocaust has changed the German self-image
drastically. The past is no longer something to be proud of, something that could bring the
country together, but it is rather something to be ashamed of. In this context, Assmann quotes
the author W.G. Sebald, who once said: “Die Legitimierung einer Nation ist ihr
Selbstbewusstsein, das, woran man zuriickdenkt, wovon man sich herschreibt. Das fehlt uns
vollkommen, unsere Geschichte ist eine Geschichte der Schande” (ibid.: 23). This ‘history
of shame’ that Sebald is referring to poses a great challenge to Germany’s national memory:
Besides the fact that German memory culture is already fragmented in its very nature, the
historical experiences made by the country as a whole are so traumatic that the people would
rather forget them than use them as a reference-point for a shared national identity. The key
question which Assmann poses is whether it is possible for the German nation to establish a
national identity despite this fraction between moral and history, and whether the German
people can somehow arrive at a common national identity despite the fractured experiences
of the past (ibid.).

In the context of the German division after the Second World War, the lack of shared
experience during the time of separation is not the only factor which challenges the
emergence of a shared national identity today. It is also the way in which the traumatic NS-
experiences were being dealt with which differs significantly between West-Germany and
the former GDR. Unlike West-Germany, which had to face the traumatic realization of guilt
after the end of the war, the Soviet regime established an artificial mentality of victimization
in the East of Germany, leaving its people unable to cope with their guilt and feeding them
the idea that the West alone was to blame for what had happened. As a result of that, the post
war-period was characterized by the rupture between history and nation and a hence
resulting rejection of all national symbols in the West, while the GDR did not face any

immediate problems regarding national identity or continuity (ibid.: 182).
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In this context, Assmann explains that ‘nation” and ‘history’ can be understood as
two elements that nourish, condition and define one another. In the case of Germany,
however, this relationship has been extinguished by the horrors of the Second World War.
Due to this historical trauma, the German people had to undertake great changes in their
traditions and ways of living in the post war-years in order to be able to make a fresh start,
in the West even more so than in the East. They had to find a way to free themselves from
the past in order to be able to build a future. It was only with the fall of the Berlin Wall that
the general rejection of the past, of history and identity came to a sudden end (ibid.: 182;
1861).

Once Germany was reunited, the desire for national symbols and a common national
identity reemerged for the first time after the Holocaust. The fact that the German people
were still not proud of their nation was now perceived as a problem, and counter-strategies
for this continuing identity crisis had to be found. One strategy was the attempt of bringing
back the educational and pedagogical function of history in the form of public display of
those periods which were now often forgotten in the shadow of the Holocaust, but which
were nonetheless part of the country’s cultural heritage once (ibid.: 187-190).

However, even though German memory culture today has come a long way since
1945, real ‘closure’ in the sense of overcoming the traumatic past and finding a common
ground on which one national identity can be fostered has not yet been achieved (ibid.: 190f).
After outlining the core problems German memory culture faces today, Assmann provides
us with some suggestions of what she believes are the crucial factors in order for the country
to overcome the fracture in its national memory. The arguments she makes are highly
relevant both in the field of Cultural Memory Studies as well as in justifying the importance
of the research project at hand.

Assmann is aware of the fact that the relationship between nation and history will
never fully be repaired in Germany, but, despite that, she underlines the importance of
promoting a reflexive relationship between the two to the young generations by focusing on
the traces of the past in the present without either leaving out nor only focussing on the
events of the 20 century, but on history as a whole instead. Furthermore, Assmann reminds
us that Germany has become a country of immigration, leading up to the fact that the
‘Germans’ themselves today are a heterogeneous group, which has to be taken into account

when trying to redefine national identity through history. In accordance with Walter
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Benjamin, Assmann suggests that such national identity can only be based on the
acknowledgement that there is not one, but many histories that shape the national history of
the country. Germany’s national history is hence indeed long, but in a diverse way rather
than in a universal one. It has been shaped by many histories at once, regional, national or
European ones, and thus can only be reconstructed in this very context of multiplicity. When
dealing with German national history, we thus have to consider the productive tension
between identification and appropriation on the one hand, and distance on the other hand
(ibid.: 193f).

The importance of Assmann’s observations for this work can be summarized as
follows: Individual stories (according to Benjamin’s notion of the *multiplicity of histories’)
are what shapes collective memory as well as collective identity. Only by taking into account
these diverse histories coming together will people be able to understand each other’s past
and thus be able to appropriate all the experiences which are essential for the creation of a
commonly shared sense of identity. During the literary analysis of this work, this idea will
be at the center of attention. Our goal will be to find out how one individual story — in this
case in the form of a literary example — can contribute to society’s collective/cultural
memory by communicating one small part of history, now made accessible even to those
who do not share the collective experience of this very moment in time and space. The
question will be whether literature has the power to overcome this experiential memory gap
which — according to Renan — is the basis of all collective identity and hence the basis