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norms and concepts, and of historical awareness. Although the results are fairly 
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to the work of such precursors as Frederic Bartlett and Aleksandr Luria, who 
in very different ways represent the starting point of a serious psychology of 
human culture.
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Part I

I N  M I N D,  C U LT U R E ,  A N D  H I S T O RY:  
A  S P E C IA L  P E R S P E C T I V E

Why this particular collection? There is a tide in the affairs of memory, 
which we thought we should take at the flood. The study of memory in 
cognitive psychology – one of the most venerable traditions of the discipline – 
has grown by leaps and bounds in the last twenty years, providing us with 
new tools and models, from the neural foundations of recollection to the 
creation and maintenance of autobiographical and historical memories (as 
well as many other things in between). In the same period, historians have 
thrown themselves with great abandon into the study of official and private 
memories, of celebrations and monuments, and of the invention and use 
of traditions. Even anthropologists have, to some extent, overcome their 
belief in culture as a deus ex machina or prime mover, and are beginning 
to describe it as the aggregation of myriad operations of remembrance and 
forgetting. Since these developments happened in isolation, as guaranteed 
by the cordons of academic specialization, it was time to understand how 
they all relate to each other.

Mere juxtaposition would be of little interest, as the lowliest search 
engine can do precisely that – juxtapose results, if nothing else – and espe-
cially as these are exciting times for anyone interested in memory as a psy-
chological process fundamental to history and culture. As we report in the 
following chapters, in a whole variety of domains it makes little sense to 
think of memory as “individual” (for psychologists) or “cultural” (for his-
torians and anthropologists), as the most fascinating phenomena occur 
in the individual creation of cultural and historical representations. To 
understand those phenomena, one should not be “interdisciplinary,” if that 
means concocting a witches’ brew of disparate results. Rather, one should 
ignore disciplines altogether and forge ahead, as many of our contributors 
are doing with blithe eagerness and thorough opportunism, using whatever 
tools and techniques will best further their particular interests.
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2 In Mind, Culture, and History: A Special Perspective

So this volume presents a special perspective, emphasizing the role of 
memory processes in the construction of self-identity, of shared cultural 
norms and concepts, and of historical awareness. Although the results are 
fairly new and the techniques suitably modern, the vision itself is, of course, 
related to the work of precursors such as Frederic Bartlett and Alexandr 
Romanovich Luria, who in very different ways represent the starting point 
of a serious psychology of human culture.

A perspective is not a doctrine, nor should it be. This volume does not 
offer a definitive and synthetic view of human memory’s contribution to 
culture and history, because that is neither possible nor desirable in the 
current state of our knowledge. But a perspective is what one needs as a 
guiding principle in the exploration of a vast literature. That is how the 
present volume was intended, and we hope that it will be used as a scholarly 
but reader- and student-friendly introduction to the domain of memory 
 processes and their cultural effects.
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What is memory for? The easy and spontaneous answer is that “memory 
is for storing information about the past,” “memory helps us preserve 
past events,” and variations on that theme. But what is the point of that? 
Why should any organism have that kind of a capacity? What good is it? 
Surprisingly, this is not a topic that has received much attention from spe-
cialists of memory. There are, of course, many models and accounts of 
memory in psychology, but they generally focus on the internal workings of 
the organ, as it were, rather than its function in relation to the rest of human 
behavior. So it makes sense to ask, what does memory actually do? If we fol-
low an organism around and try to understand its behavior, can we say that 
some of that behavior is influenced by memory? When? How? Perhaps, as 
we form a better idea of what memory does, we will be able to make more 
informed guesses about what memory is for and how it came to be.

Memory Is for the Present – So Why Memories?

Obviously, we have memory because of evolution, because of the kinds of 
organisms we are, as a consequence of our evolutionary history. Now the 
past does not affect an organism, except through its consequences for pres-
ent circumstances. So if we consider memory as a biological function, we 
are led to consider that memory is certainly not about the past but about 
present and future behavior. Memory has a biological function to the extent 
that it serves to organize current behavior.

Why would efficient behavior require any connection to the past? To 
answer this question, it helps to step back from what we know of memory 
and consider cognitive design in terms of biological engineering. Behavior 
should be appropriate, given the relevant features of the environment. 
Storing information about the past may be of use to organisms that (a) live 
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4 In Mind, Culture, and History: A Special Perspective

in environments stable enough that past situations carry information about 
present ones; and (b) cannot directly grasp, through perceptual processes, 
all the relevant features of their present environment. If all a paramecium 
needs is information about the salinity gradient of its environment, then 
it needs perception but not memory, both because salinity can be directly 
sensed and because the environment is constantly changing. We and most 
other animals are more complex organisms, depending on richer informa-
tion about our environments, and the relative stability of these environ-
ments means that the past carries potential information about the present.

This makes good evolutionary sense of some of our memory systems. 
Psychologists generally distinguish between semantic, episodic, and pro-
cedural memory stores. Having semantic memory, in the usual sense of 
stable, declarative, and accessible knowledge of the environment, allows us 
to extract relevant information about current situations from past state of 
affairs. Whatever is stable across time is in our semantic memory. In the 
same way, various forms of procedural memory (skills, expectations, prim-
ing) have a straightforward biological function. They provide fast, appro-
priate responses modeled by past encounters – frequent and distant in the 
case of skills, unique and recent in the case of priming.

In this scheme of things, it is more difficult to explain why any organ-
isms should have episodic memories, or what we most commonly refer to 
as simply “memories” – information about unique, specific situations that 
they encountered in the past. What is the point of that? The answer may 
seem straightforward enough – we recall the past so we can learn from 
it – but the existence of semantic and procedural forms of memory shows 
that episodic memories are not really of much help. The different forms of 
learning observed in natural organisms, from operant and classical condi-
tioning, to associations, to more complex forms of information-processing, 
all reflect the influence of past situations on present cognition – but not via 
memories of particular episodes. If anything, it would seem that organisms 
learn about the past mostly to the extent that they can extract from past 
situations what is not unique about them, and what will be relevant in the 
future. So why do we have this interesting, and to human minds extraordi-
narily important, capacity to store unique episodes?

Episodic Memory and Time Travel

Episodic memory was originally defined as knowledge of the “what, when, 
where” of a scene, as opposed to information that could be extracted from 
either a single or multiple situations without reference to these individual 
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situations (Tulving, 1983). The technical distinction between “episodic” and 
“semantic” stores captured (but also modified) a familiar if not altogether 
precise assumption that there is a difference between “memories” in the 
ordinary sense on the one hand and knowledge or skills on the other.

However, this definition in terms of what-where-when soon proved less 
than satisfactory. It turns out that we often have information about what-
where-when for situations that we did not actually experience; conversely, 
many autobiographical memories lack at least some of that information. 
Temporal markers in particular are known to be rather poor cues in autobi-
ographical memory (Brewer, 1988; Robinson, 1976; Wagenaar, 1986). More 
important, the early definition of episodic memory did not capture one of 
its essential features, at least in humans, namely, our capacity to reexperi-
ence past situations. As episodic memory often consists of imaginatively 
revisiting the original scene; it can be described as “mental time-travel” 
(Suddendorf & Corballis, 1997; Tulving, 2001).

The terms “what-where-when memory” and “mental time-travel” 
(henceforth WWW and MTT) correspond to distinct phenomena, access-
ing information about a great many unique details of past experiences on the 
one hand and constructing a simulation of the affective as well as sensory-
perceptual experience itself on the other.

Imagery and affective tenor are essential to the specific phenomenology of 
recollection and trigger a powerful indication that the scene really occurred 
as mnemonic reconstruction depicts it, that is, it is what psychologists call a 
“remember,” and not just a “know” memory (Roediger, Wheeler, & Rajaram, 
1993; Tulving, 1985). The assumption may be misleading, as we know from 
research on memory illusions, but is nonetheless almost inescapable. If the 
memory of it feels like reliving the scene, then we think we really experi-
enced that scene (Johnson & Raye, 1981; Ross, Buehler, & Karr, 1998).

Autobiographical Memory from  
Phenomenological Records

Conway and colleagues proposed a synthetic model to summarize the con-
nections between knowledge of self-related facts and episodic recollection 
(Conway, 2001; Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000). Self-memory knowledge 
consists of a hierarchy of representations, including at the topmost level a 
version of one’s life-story, a general narrative that combines several, lower-
level lifetime periods. These correspond to such extended periods as “when I 
was at school” or “when we lived in Italy.” Each of these periods is character-
ized by a set of relevant general events, for example, “taking the school bus,” 



6 In Mind, Culture, and History: A Special Perspective

“show and tell,” or “having my morning cappuccino.” The general event 
representations are themselves linked to episodic memories proper, that is, 
records of short specific experiences that Conway calls phenomenological 
records.

Phenomenological records have the following properties: (1) They retain 
summary records of sensory-perceptual-conceptual-affective processing 
derived from working memory; (2) they represent short time slices, typi-
cally limited to the contents of consciousness as one specific goal was being 
pursued; (3) these contents are represented roughly in order of occurrence; 
(4) the records are only retained in a durable form if they become linked 
to knowledge of one’s own life (autobiographical facts); (5) they are recol-
lectively experienced when accessed; (6) they provide specificity to represen-
tations of general autobiographical events; (7) their neural correlates may 
be separate from other autobiographical knowledge networks (Conway & 
Pleydell-Pearce, 2000). The combination of semantic memory and phenom-
enological records would suggest that “memories” of one’s own experience 
come in a great variety of shapes, from the most specific – the raw record of 
experience, as it were – to the most abstract – the association of a mere frag-
ment of experience with a lot of knowledge (Schacter et al., this volume).

This capacity for autobiographical memory is served by a variety of 
orchestrated but distinct cognitive systems. Rubin (2006), for instance, notes 
that recollection certainly involves modality-specific stores –  memory for 
specific visual, auditory, and linguistic information – as well as a capacity 
for visual imagery (Watson & Rubin, 1996). Beyond these external sources 
of information, three specific capacities in particular are engaged in autobi-
ographical recall: (1) self-reflection – an ability to have thoughts about one’s 
own experiences as meta-representations (so experienced past is an experi-
ence but not a hallucination); (2) a sense of personal agency and ownership, 
which connects current thoughts and intentions to a unified self; (3) an 
ability to represent a continuous self enduring through time (Klein, German, 
Cosmides, & Gabriel, 2004). Impairment of any of these capacities results 
in dramatically altered autobiographical memory. For instance, autistic 
patients whose meta-representational abilities are impaired have poor auto-
biographical memories. The same goes for those schizophrenic patients with 
a disrupted sense of ownership (e.g., delusions of thought- control) (Elvevåg, 
Kerbs, Malley, Seeley, & Goldberg, 2003). Autobiographical memory is also 
poor in subjects like young children whose sense of enduring temporality is 
rudimentary (Klein et al., 2004).

To sum up, having episodic memories consists of constructing a plausi-
ble, seemingly veridical though vicarious form of experience from the faint 
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cloth of records of consciousness, within the frames supplied by knowledge 
of one’s past. The result is an imaginative engagement with the past – but 
what are the effects of such engagement?

Memories for the Self

One main answer, from the psychological literature, is that memories con-
stitute the self (Rubin, 1996) – a representation of distinctive personhood 
through particular facts “owned” by the person (Klein, 2001). This is actu-
ally a classical philosophical assumption found, for instance, in John Locke’s 
statement that a human being is a person only to the extent that they can 
relate to their own, distinctive past (Locke, [1697]1975). This would imply 
that very young children, who seem to lack integrated autobiographical 
memory, are not full selves in this sense; and that amnesic patients have lost 
one of the essential components of the self.

The empirical evidence, however broadly consistent with this view, also 
gives it a particular twist, in that the capacities that support selfhood are in 
fact necessary for autobiographical memory. Recall of both facts and epi-
sodes from one’s personal past are essential to one particular component 
of the self, what Ulric Neisser called a “narrative” self (Neisser, 1993), in 
contrast to other components, for instance, the sense of ownership of one’s 
bodies and actions, the “ecological” self that is impaired in alien-hand or 
other control delusions (Boyer, Robbins, & Jack, 2005; Frith, 2005). Also, 
recall of phenomenal experience is useless if it is not integrated in self-
knowledge (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000). This is manifest in both the 
development and impairments of episodic memory.

Contrary to the simple assumption that having a past directly creates 
a self, the developmental literature suggests that having a sense of self is a 
precondition for entertaining episodic memories as autobiographical. Even 
though we as adults can remember few, if any, episodes before the age of 
five, there is considerable evidence that children from the age of two main-
tain a considerable store of episodic memories (see, for instance, Fivush, 
1997). These memories, however, are not strictly speaking autobiographi-
cal, as (a) they are not associated with a clear sense of distinctive personal 
experience (young children may represent the event as something that hap-
pened, not necessarily as something that happened to them) and (b) the 
episodes are not integrated in a causal story that would lead to one’s present 
experience, as they are in adults (Nelson, 1988). Nelson and colleagues’ sys-
tematic studies of spontaneous and cued recall show that distinct aspects 
of self-representation come online at different stages of development, and 



8 In Mind, Culture, and History: A Special Perspective

each of these stages is characterized by a different way of representing one’s 
own past experience (Nelson, 2003; Nelson & Fivush, 2004). A distinction 
between actually experienced and imagined events predates a sense that 
recalled experiences are located in the past. This is true of one’s own, unique 
past, and one’s access to that past is also unique (Nelson & Fivush, 2004). 
Early episodic recall in children lacks the certainty that makes memory 
seemingly real – in psychological terms, a developed capacity for reality 
monitoring (Sluzenski, Newcombe, & Ottinger, 2004), a point vividly illus-
trated by this dialogue between father and daughter in Shakespeare’s The 
Tempest:

PROSPERO
[…] Canst thou remember
A time before we came unto this cell?
I do not think thou canst, for then thou wast not
Out three years old.

MIRANDA
Certainly, sir, I can. […]
‘Tis far off
And rather like a dream than an assurance
That my remembrance warrants.

Indeed, one of the components that selfhood creates is the “assurance” that 
memory “warrants,” that the facts are indeed records of own experience 
rather than of dreams or fantasies. This dependence of autobiographical 
memories on self-representations is certainly relevant to the familiar phe-
nomenon of childhood amnesia, a failure to retrieve all but a few of the 
episodes encoded before age four or five (Rubin, 2000).

Autobiographical memories, then, depend on what Conway, (1996) called 
a “self-system” of current goals and semantic knowledge of the self. This is 
clear not just in the developmental facts reviewed so far but in cultural dif-
ferences as well. People in different places construe the connections between 
self and others in slightly different ways. They also retrieve autobiographi-
cal memories that support these implicit assumptions about selfhood. For 
instance, the U.S. versus East Asia difference in terms of “independent” 
versus “interdependent” ways of construing the self (Markus & Kitayama, 
1991) is correlated with important differences in the age of first memories 
(later by about six months in Asia) as well as their content (more generic, 
with more characters, in Asia) (Ji, Schwarz, & Nisbett, 2000; Leichtman, 
Wang, & Pillemer, 2003; Wang & Conway, 2004). The differences in both 
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self-image and memory may be mediated by early, culturally variable prac-
tices of child-adult dialogue about own experience (Wang, 2001). Even in 
terms of large-scale narrative, it would seem that autobiographical mem-
ory is driven by normative considerations, among them by a sense of what 
the normal cultural “life-script” is, what events punctuate it, in what order 
and with what results (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; Berntsen & Bohn, this 
volume).

As far as impairment is concerned, here too the evidence would point to 
a major revision of the Lockean picture. We may expect that losing access 
to one’s past is, in some real sense, losing access to one’s self or at least to 
a major component of it. However, apart from exceedingly rare cases of 
fugue states with complete and durable retrograde amnesia, this is not what 
the clinical evidence suggests. On the contrary, patients do know that they 
have a past, and that it is connected to their personal identity. They also 
have access to some summary description of their own personality traits, 
before and after their accident (Klein, Cosmides, & Costabile, 2003; Klein, 
Cosmides, Costabile, & Mei, 2002a). Contrary to the classical picture, the 
loss of most episodic memories, even accompanied by anterograde amne-
sia (failure to form new memories), does not quite result in the complete 
loss of identity – see the famous cases of patients HM (Corkin, 2002) and 
KC (Rosenbaum et al., 2005). This, too, would support the notion that a 
large part of the sense of self, including the narrative self, is maintained by 
semantic knowledge of the past, as a frame within which recalled episodes 
are intelligible and provide an intuition of reality (Conway, 1996; Williams & 
Conway, this volume).

Memories for Social Groups

What do shared memories do for social groups? Here too we find that empir-
ical evidence to some extent challenges a common and seemingly innocu-
ous assumption – that memories sustain a distinctive identity, which is what 
social groups need, maintain, and transmit to further generations. This is one 
of the main themes in what David Blight called the “memory boom” (this 
volume), the renewed interest of historians, anthropologists, and the general 
public in the collective construction of a common past. Increasingly, histo-
rians have focused on the development of memories for historical events, 
in the many ways in which the past is constructed, retrieved, or distorted 
as part of various identity projects (see, for instance, Blight, 2002, on the 
American Civil War) and in particular on the ways in which people associ-
ate particular places with particular visions of the historical past (see Nora, 
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1984, 1986; Winter, 1995, this volume). This interest in memory as an active, 
goal-driven process among social groups reminds one of a similar view of 
individual memory originally proposed by Bartlett (1932).

There is, of course, a lot of evidence for an interest-driven appropriation 
of the past (see, for instance, Blatz & Ross, this volume). Also, we know 
that ethnic or national groups are “imagined communities” as well as real 
ones, normative as well as descriptive (Anderson, 1983), and that nation-
alism creates nations rather than the other way around. That is, the spe-
cific form of the modern nation, with a common language and polity and 
the (often largely spurious) claim of common descent and cultural norms, 
owes a lot to the need to create a viable state with a common administra-
tion and educational system (Gellner, 1983). Indeed, the period of strongest 
emphasis on the creation of national states in the nineteenth century was 
also that of unprecedented and deliberate invention of “ancestral” national 
traditions (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983). A great deal of ingenuity went into 
the transformation of various folktales, historical memories, and cultural 
norms into “ethically constitutive stories,” narratives that provide national 
histories with emotional and moral impact (Smith, 2003a). The instrumen-
talist vision seems to follow naturally from all this.

There is danger, though, that phrasing collective remembering in terms 
of constructive memory may lead to a simplistic, instrumentalist vision of 
shared historical narratives. Following this, people, and especially people 
in groups, simply adhere to the most convenient, identity-boosting, or 
morally satisfactory view of the historical past that is available. Indeed, 
collective remembering is not just the outcome of deliberate construction 
(Wertsch, this volume). The ways in which particular episodes become 
part of shared histories are far from simple. As Pennebaker and colleagues 
demonstrated on a variety of events and social contexts, the appropriation 
of an event requires complex individual processes whereby people locate 
historical events in relation to their own life stories (Pennebaker, Páez, & 
Rimé, 1997, this volume). Also, the ways people think of themselves as parts 
of groups is strongly constrained by individual cognition, in particular by 
people’s essentialist assumptions about communities. Tacit assumptions 
about ethnicity are often derived from spontaneous, early-developed (and 
largely false) assumptions about living kinds. Young children, like most 
adults, assume that all members of an animal species possess some non-
apparent, inherited, and causally efficacious “essence.” Cats are what they 
are – and what makes them different from dogs – because they inherited 
some essential “catness” that makes them grow and behave the way they 
do (Hirschfeld & Gelman, 1999). There are many signs that this biological 
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essentialism is activated in the representation of ethnic and “racial” groups 
(Gil-White, 2001; Rothbart & Taylor, 1990). The transfer of assumptions is only 
partial – people generally do not assume that members of distinct ethnic 
groups could not mate, or that their innards are different – but biological 
essentialism explains why claims to ethnic commonality are so easily “natu-
ralized” and combined with claims of common descent. This also explains 
why even modern nationalism worked best in places where people, pace 
Gellner, already had some essentialist notion of their ethnicity before they 
tried to turn it into a nation (Smith, 1987).

Collective Past and Individual Coalitions

Precisely because memory is constructive, a causal account of social identi-
ties should include – indeed, give pride of place to – individual processes of 
representation of the past. This is a far cry from the ordinary, spontaneously 
antipsychological assumptions of both cultural anthropology and history. 
For a long time, cultural anthropologists and some historians have followed 
the recommendations of Emile Durkheim and other founders of modern 
sociology to ignore human psychology altogether and treat cultural facts, 
for example, American race concepts or Melanesian cargo cults, only at 
the level of the group (see, for instance, Durkheim, 1947; Hertz, 1960). The 
work of Maurice Halbwachs, to some extent, extended the Durkheimian 
vision to the problem of how memory contributes to the transmission of 
culture (Halbwachs, 1925; Halbwachs & Coser, 1992). Halbwachs’s work is 
familiar to anthropologists and historians mainly because of the notion of 
“collective memory.” This is generally taken to mean that societies or other 
human groups, just like individuals, do maintain memories, that is, encode 
events in particular ways and retrieve them to serve particular goals. It 
is not entirely clear, however, whether Halbwachs saw this as more than 
a convenient metaphor to describe the way people in groups construct a 
shared representation of their past (Wertsch, 2002, this volume). Although 
he insisted that the notion of “collective memory” was not metaphorical 
(see, e.g., chapter 5 of Halbwachs, 1925), his own usage was precisely just 
that. Also, Halbwachs often described the particular ways in which individ-
ual memories combined to create the illusion of a shared, unique memory, 
a phenomenon very close to what modern authors would describe in less 
misleading terms as distributed memory (Hutchins, 1995).

In most debates about the constitution of a collective past, it generally 
has been assumed that groups were the agents – that social groups did col-
lectively choose and fashion some image of the relevant past. But, as Rogers 
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Brubaker pointed out, that is precisely what we should question (Brubaker, 
2004). The notion that groups are agents is a claim that we should analyze 
and explain – not one that we should take as the straightforward expres-
sion of a fact of the matter, even less as a sound analytical principle. Once 
we have discarded Durkheim’s illusions and Halbwachs’s metaphors, we are 
faced again with the difficult questions, why people in groups cooperate 
in such a way as to create a common identity, and why specific memories 
should play an important role in that process.

Most evolutionary anthropologists and psychologists would answer the 
first question in terms of human “groupishness,” a disposition for creating 
social categories in which different agents can be placed, and interacting 
on the basis of these categorical affiliations. This disposition is very famil-
iar to all social psychologists, ever since the first experiments on “minimal 
groups” (Asch, 1955; Tajfel, 1970) in which people spontaneously created 
within-group solidarity and intergroup caution on the flimsiest possible 
basis, for example, having been randomly assigned different color labels 
by an experimenter. Is there a deep, evolutionary background to this phe-
nomenon? Some models of early human social evolution lay great stress on 
the formation of “communities of norms,” within which there was a high 
degree of solidarity, conformity, and punishment of defectors (Gintis, 2000; 
Richerson & Boyd, 2006). Other models, in contrast, emphasize the fluidity 
of social groups among early modern humans (Cosmides & Tooby, 1992). 
The question of the evolutionary origins of human cooperation and coor-
dination, which are unique even among primates, is by no means solved 
in either type of model. But both imply that in situations of uncertain 
cooperation with nongenetically related strangers, humans needed a whole 
suite of specific cognitive dispositions: for reciprocal altruism (Trivers, 
1971), for maintaining coalitions (Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Kurzban, Tooby, 
& Cosmides, 2001), for the identification of reliable, trustworthy partners 
(Bacharach & Gambetta, 2001; Kuran, 1998), for the detection of cheaters 
(Cosmides & Tooby, 1992), and for signaling one’s own willingness to con-
tribute to  common goods (Frank, 1988).

Given this psychological background, why are historical memories par-
ticularly important? The best place to start is with the contrast between 
collective remembering and scholarly history as presented and explained 
by Wertsch (this volume). The differences – in terms, for instance, of 
goal-driven, morally laden narratives versus method-driven, supposedly 
dispassionate scholarship – are salient to us mostly because we are school-
educated and participate in national identities. But note that an inter-
est in archiving the past preceded the development of the specific metier 
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of modern historians. Indeed, the practice of chronicling the past – that 
is, storing memories following a particular method rather than a specific 
purpose – may be found, to some degree, in most societies with impor-
tant social stratification and social inequality (Brown, 1988). It would be 
unfortunate to think that historiography as a practice only appeared with a 
Western interest in history (Goody, 2006). So the contrast is not so much 
between modern scholarly history and collective remembering as between 
chronicles and arguments.

As Wertsch points out, adherence to a specific version of the historical 
past is often a highly antagonistic phenomenon (this volume). Memories 
of the rape of Nanking may well owe some of their modern salience for 
Chinese people to the stubborn and quasi-official Japanese denial of the 
atrocities (Buruma & Yoshida, 2006). In a converse and perverse way, 
Holocaust deniers draw some of their animus and energy from the fact that 
the Nazi camps are extensively remembered and commemorated (Vidal-
Naquet, 1992). This would suggest that the “contested past” matters pre-
cisely because it is contested. Shared narratives of the historical past are 
all the better when they are such that others, and especially identified oth-
ers, could not possibly endorse them. This applies well, for instance, to the 
national theme of Russia as the victim of periodic, unprovoked, and treach-
erous attacks from foreigners, a claim that seems almost calculated to be 
unpalatable for the Swedes, Frenchmen, Poles, and assorted Asian nations 
that figure in Russian collective remembering (Wertsch, this volume). This 
would suggest that the construction of a collective past is perhaps a mod-
ern by-product of our coalitional psychology. What is modern about it, in 
contrast to the narratives of small-scale oral cultures, is a focus on actual 
events that engaged more than one ethnic group. What is coalitional is the 
emotional attraction of narratives that would offend the other participants.

Memory as a Tool?

Let me return to the question of adaptive function. So far, I have empha-
sized some of the effects of constructing memories, in both individuals (the 
materials of a stable self) and groups (emotionally laden identity). In both 
domains, I argued that we can only understand the effects of memories if 
we focus on cognitive capacities and dispositions other than memory itself – 
the development of self-representations in the first case and coalitional 
psychology in the other. If episodic recall and time-travel have all these 
effects, what is their original function in cognitive evolution? Since this is, 
in the state of our knowledge, a rather speculative question, let me review 
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some serious candidates and evaluate to what extent they fit the picture of 
memory as a part of imagination.

Memory and Foresight

One hypothesis is that episodic memory is of crucial importance in think-
ing about future contingencies. Indeed, this is the main function ascribed 
to “mental time-travel” in Tulving’s account (Tulving, 1999, 2001). The 
engagement of episodic recall in the service of foresight is also predicted 
on the basis of functional and comparative evidence (D’Argembeau & Van 
der Linden, 2006). From an evolutionary standpoint, Suddendorf and 
Corballis argued that mental time-travel, like other memory systems, is not 
so much about the past as about current decision making (Suddendorf & 
Corballis, 1997, 2007). In this perspective, episodic recall evolved as a pre-
cious way of providing relevant information to organisms faced with com-
plex choices. In particular, a store of accessible past situations, together with 
most of their experiential material, would provide organisms with a range 
of examples against which to compare present situations and select the 
most beneficial course of action. This would suggest that MTT is a recent 
adaptation, connected with the sudden increase in cognitive flexibility that 
accompanied the transition to modern Homo sapiens (Mithen, 2002, 2007). 
This is consistent with the connection between MTT and other capacities 
such as language, meta-representation, and controlled imagination. Indeed, 
Suddendorf and Corballis (2007) have recently argued that mental time-
travel and foresight – imaginative construction of possible outcomes of 
present situations – evolved as a unique capacity, and that memory evolved 
as a guide to the construction of specific possible futures.

Case-Based Reasoning and Inferential Scope

As some evolutionarily minded authors have argued, the complexity of 
many situations of interaction creates a computational bottleneck, such 
that it becomes difficult to create appropriate behavioral responses on the 
hoof (Boyer & Barrett, 2005). For instance, typical social interaction in a 
small group implies computing the different agendas, relative positions, 
and differential access to knowledge of n participants as well as n! social 
relations, a cognitively intensive task that would preempt quick and appro-
priate responses (Malle, 2004). In contrast, an organism equipped with a 
store of preconstrued, similar situations (recalled, imagined, or anticipated) 
may be able to bypass this computational bottleneck by directly accessing 
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precomputed responses to those counterfactual scenarios (Boyer, 2007). 
From a different perspective, in a general survey of memory systems (Klein, 
Cosmides, Tooby, & Chance, 2002b) and an application to memories of self 
and others’ personalities (Klein, Cosmides, Tooby, & Chance, 2001), Klein 
and colleagues suggested that episodes may help constrain inferences from 
summary (or more generally, semantic) information.

Social and Epistemic Vigilance

Unsurprisingly, many specific cognitive adaptations stem from the extreme 
complexity of social interaction in humans, relative to other primates. Any 
population in which most people tend to cooperate is a heaven-sent gift 
to cheaters and defectors. This opportunity for the evolution of free-riders 
is a constant threat on the stability of cooperation. So it would make great 
sense to store episodes of social interaction in great detail as a means to 
form impressions about the reliability of other agents (Cosmides & Tooby, 
2000). Crucially, our impressions of others should be revisable, given their 
subsequent behaviors. Such revision is efficient if we can revisit past epi-
sodes and give new meaning to details that were of no consequence at the 
time – a routine occurrence in human memory (Hoffrage, Hertwig, & 
Gigerenzer, 2000). Also, other people may put us at risk by propagating 
false information, on the basis of which it would be unwise to act (Sperber, 
2006). Gauging the reliability of different sources of information is rou-
tine business for humans (Bergstrom, Moehlmann, & Boyer, 2006; Koenig, 
Clément, & Harris, 2004) and in most cases requires revisiting a series of 
past statements made by different persons, which in turn requires detailed 
episodic records.

These functional aspects of episodic memory are probably part of a 
proper evolutionary account of the capacity – indeed, there is no reason to 
think that they are mutually exclusive. For now, they must remain largely 
speculative. This is not because all evolutionary accounts are confined to 
speculation. They are not, once one bothers to consider their implications 
in some detail and derive from them some testable predictions (Ketelaar & 
Ellis, 2000). That particular work remains to be done, as far as memory 
functions are concerned.

However, the functions listed here may not be sufficient to explain the 
phenomenology of episodic recall. As Conway, Rubin, and their colleagues 
have emphasized, one crucial aspect of recollection is its affective compo-
nent and imagery – the possibility of experiencing (at least part of) the 
emotional impact as well as the details of the revisited scene (Conway & 
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Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; Rubin, Schrauf, & Greenberg, 2003). This is a con-
stant feature of autobiographical memory and certainly a crucial difference 
between “what-where-when” recall on the one hand and “mental time-
travel” on the other. That memory brings back the affective flavor of par-
ticular scenes is not altogether easy to explain in terms of the functional 
accounts described earlier. That is, all that is required to limit our infer-
ences, to keep an eye on possible cheating and misinformation, to create a 
catalogue of social situations, is to maintain an extensive database of details 
about what happened to whom, when, and where. But it does not seem to 
require how past situations felt like and to reexperience their emotional 
impact.

Beyond Memory: The Adaptiveness of Imagination

What is the point of having affective memories? The question may become 
more tractable if we keep in mind that memory is only part of a range of 
distinctly human cognitive capacities, having to do with representation of 
what is not actually the case. One important feature of human cognition, 
which on the face of it is rather puzzling, is that many of our thoughts 
are about objects and situations that just do not exist. That is, a great deal 
of thinking is about what might happen if such and such were the case 
(even though it is not the case), what would have happened if things had 
turned out differently (but they did not), what will happen once something 
particular occurs (but it hasn’t occurred yet), and what conditions once 
obtained (but are no longer the case). Also, many of our thoughts and feel-
ings are about people who are not physically present with us; indeed, some 
are dead or unborn. Finally, all human beings spend a great deal of time 
having thoughts and feelings about imaginary beings, from the characters 
of films and novels to the monsters of our childhood or the fantasies of 
adult life. In other words, a great deal of mental activity is about what just 
ain’t so.

This is puzzling, or rather it should be puzzling. Why spend so much 
of our cognitive resources on situations and objects that are just not real? 
This seems doubly costly. First, some of our cognitive resources are diverted 
from more useful purposes. As you watch Shakespeare’s play and empathize 
with Othello’s rage or Desdemona’s plight, you are not acquiring informa-
tion about people with whom you will actually interact. Second, a mind that 
is full of representations of imaginary situations may be in danger of mis-
taking them for the real thing. It would seem really maladaptive to assume 
that real bears are as approachable as Baloo in Kipling’s The Jungle Book.
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Talking about the many ways in which the mind disconnects from real-
ity has not been, and still isn’t, at the forefront of psychologists’ attention. 
Very few experimental psychologists or neuroscience specialists focus on 
domains such as pretence, counterfactuals, and our enjoyment of imagi-
nary worlds. This is, of course, unfortunate, given that the capacity is so 
crucial to human cognition.

It may seem that our fondness for imaginary stuff is just a strange and 
perhaps inevitable by-product of having a complicated mind. Computer 
viruses get a system to run pointless or dangerous tasks instead of doing 
useful work, so perhaps fiction, fantasies, and hypotheses are viruses of the 
mind. But the virus comparison does not do justice to the fact that our 
imagination capacity is, in many circumstances, highly functional. To see 
how that can be the case, consider our thoughts about people. We often 
think about people who are not around. Memories of what people did or 
said, as well as expectations, fears, and hopes of what they may do, are a 
constant theme of trains of thought and ruminations (and also the quint-
essential subject matter of social gossip). It may be a special feature of the 
human mind that we can create such representations and, more impor-
tantly, run social inferences about them. It is certainly a central capacity 
of human thinking; it appears early, and it is universal and distinctive of 
normal human minds.

There is some evidence that imaginary practice supports actual perfor-
mance. For instance, many children have imaginary friends with whom 
they entertain stable and complex relationships as well as, in some cases, 
sustained conversations (Taylor, 1999). Children who do have such com-
panions seem to develop social skills earlier. Contrary to widespread anxi-
ety among parents, a relationship with an imaginary person does not make 
you oblivious of real ones but even more skilled in interacting with them 
(Taylor, 1999). This also may explain the universal human penchant for 
stories and the universal capacity to follow and enjoy fiction (Zunshine, 
2006).

It makes good sense to consider memory as a member of this impressive 
suite of tools for representing nonexistent states of affairs. True, memory is 
at least in principle about what really happened, but, as I said earlier, that 
does not matter to present fitness. From the evolutionary standpoint, it is 
quite untrue, pace T. S. Eliot, that:

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future
(Four Quartets: “Burnt Norton”)
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On the contrary, past is of no moment, and memory should be seen 
as one of the forms of imagination. As Hobbes put it, “Imagination and 
memory are but one thing, which for diverse considerations hath diverse 
names” (Leviathan, II-1). The notion is central to classical theories of mem-
ory as imagination of the past and foresight as memory for future events. 
It receives some support from recent neuroimaging studies showing that 
imagining future circumstances modulates activation of the same cortical 
networks as remembering past episodes (Addis, Wong, & Schacter, 2007; 
Schacter, Addis, & Buckner, 2007). For instance, imagining future schema-
driven events such as birthdays seems to recruit similar neural resources 
as episodic recall of past ones (particularly visuospatial imagery). There 
are also differences, notably engagement of regions associated with motor 
imagery in the future event conditions. Both future and past imagery are 
neurally distinct from counterfactual scenarios, such as imagining another 
person in similar circumstances (Szpunar, Watson, & McDermott, 2007).

Memories as Constraints?

Imagination is generally construed as a form of liberation, a process whereby 
the mind breaks its shackles and can envisage situations and issues far 
beyond its evolutionary heritage (Mithen, 1996). Similar arguments have 
been applied to episodic recall, inasmuch as it makes the modern mind 
better equipped to foresee possible occurrences in an uncertain future 
(Suddendorf & Corballis, 2007; Tulving, 1999). Terms such as “fluidity” or 
“flexibility” generally convey this idea. From an evolutionary standpoint, the 
notion is slightly puzzling (Boyer, 2000, 2007). A more “flexible” mind is not 
necessarily better at any particular problem, so that the selective pressure for 
this kind of development seems minimal. More importantly, imagination 
and memory actually are as constraining as they are liberating, and that fact 
may be crucial to their evolution.

As I noted earlier, humans are special in that they engage in nonoppor-
tunistic or other-regarding behaviors, in which they benefit others without 
a direct return in terms of one’s own fitness. These behaviors have long been 
a mystery to economists. However, a wealth of data from experimental eco-
nomics had shown that other-regarding dispositions are general and stable 
(McCabe & Smith, 2001), and that they organize even supposedly rational 
markets (Smith, 2003b). Economic theory now includes various types of 
models for the stability of such cooperation norms (Bowles, 2003; Gintis, 
2000). Modern humans developed complex social systems because of a 
suite of prosocial dispositions and capacities. In this as in other domains, 
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evolution created motivational proxies for adaptive fitness. People do not 
engage in prosocial behaviors because they judge those to be ultimately 
adaptive or even potentially beneficial – indeed, the benefits of cooperation 
often take a long time to become apparent. People cooperate because of 
intuitive, often emotion-based, preferences for prosocial behavior (Fessler, 
2001; Gintis, 2000).

This is important because prosocial dispositions are in general on a col-
lision course with our motivational systems. One of the major hurdles for 
cooperation is that its benefits are in the future and the sacrifices that it entails 
are (in general) to be made right away. Conversely, failing to cooperate may 
bring about negative outcomes, but (in general) that will happen in the future. 
One of the most general psychological principles is that later counts for less 
than now; in other words, people, like all other animals, engage in time-dis-
counting (Rachlin, 2006). The value of future rewards is always downplayed, 
as it should be. Future rewards impinge on fitness only if they do occur. So 
their role in guiding behavior should be modulated by the probability of their 
occurrence, which diminishes as they recede into the future (Ainslie, 1975; 
Loewenstein & Elster, 1992; Loewenstein & Read, 2003).

So what could motivate us toward prosocial behaviors, in which we 
often need to prefer larger-later rewards (e.g., the establishment of good 
cooperation relations, a good reputation, a network of grateful friends) to 
smaller-sooner ones (e.g., cheating and pilfering when possible, being less 
than altogether generous)? Punishment and rewards are no complete solu-
tion, as they, too, will occur in the future and are therefore time-discounted. 
Some economists have suggested that emotions may play that motivational 
role (Frank, 2001). To the extent that prosocial plans make us feel good 
(and antisocial ones make us feel bad) right now, they may provide rewards 
that compensate the discount curve and make us choose larger-later, virtu-
ous rewards against smaller-sooner, opportunistic ones. In that sense, emo-
tions such as shame, pride, and guilt may constitute commitment devices 
that force us to be more prosocial than purely rational, opportunistic agents 
(Fessler, 2001).

This argument could also apply to affective recall. Episodic memory 
does activate emotional neurocognitive circuitry (Damasio et al., 2000). 
Moreover, this affective coloring of recollection is only partly driven by 
executive processes. The experience of involuntary, unpleasant, or unde-
sired memories is a common one. Finally, an increasing body of evidence 
shows the crucial contribution of emotion to decision making (Ursu & 
Carter, 2005). In particular, emotions connected to episodes constitute self-
persuasion devices (Albarracín, 2002), especially when there is no clear way 
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to explain away the emotion, and when it comes from one’s own experience 
(Albarracín & Kumkale, 2003).

Memories and fantasies can play the role of a brake on impulsiveness 
and a boost on prosocial patience only to the extent that they are fairly 
accurate versions of what we did and what we will experience. They make 
us feel, right now, all the consequences of our actions, by way of emotional 
rewards. This means that memory for affect should not be revisable. Indeed, 
despite a large literature focusing on memory distortions (see the survey in 
Roediger, 1996), it is remarkable that people seem rather accurate in their 
evaluation of past emotions. In a series of naturalistic studies, Levine and 
colleagues only found evidence for very limited distortion in a small minor-
ity of subjects (Levine, 1997; Levine & Bluck, 2004). Memory for emotions, 
then, does not align with our current goals. This is especially striking in the 
common phenomenon of rumination, the unwanted but persistent activa-
tion of thoughts concerning an unpleasant past situation (Wèanke & Schmid, 
1996). Rumination is triggered by awareness that one failed to reach a spe-
cific goal. It becomes worse if the goal was more important to the subject; it 
stops if the subject finds an alternative way to reach the goal or discards it 
altogether (Martin & Tesser, 2006; Teasdale & Green, 2004).

So imagination and memories may well be functionally adaptive – not 
because they liberate us from down-to-earth, here-and-now cognition but, 
on the contrary, because they constrain our planning and decision making 
in efficient ways.

Conclusion: The Long March to Functional 
Accounts

So far, I have mostly discussed memories rather than memory. If there is 
one general lesson from the extraordinary development of our knowledge 
of brains and memory systems, it is that it makes little sense to talk about 
a general faculty of memory. Memory systems are diverse. It follows that 
functional accounts should be diverse too. Interestingly, very few psycholo-
gists have ventured to consider properties of memory systems in functional 
terms, with notable exceptions (see Anderson & Milson, 1989; Anderson & 
Schooler, 2000; Klein et al., 2002b; Nairne, Thompson, & Pandeirada, 2007; 
Tulving, 2001).

Why are functional models so few and far between? One reason is that it 
is not always clear how a functional account would differ from an account 
of what a cognitive system actually does. But there is a crucial difference. 
Consider, for instance, the capacities to read and write, which serve a specific 
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communicational function. They are supported by two other cognitive 
capacities (shape recognition and speech perception) that serve other, dis-
tinct functions. Our literacy capacities are derivative; they ride piggyback on 
functional cognitive systems that would exist, literacy or not. The only prin-
cipled way to distinguish function from accidental capability is in terms of 
adaptive function, seeing different cognitive capacities as features of organ-
isms that evolved under the pressure of natural selection (Cosmides & Tooby, 
1994; Nairne et al., 2007). To the extent that complex design supports an 
increase in an organism’s fitness (relative to close, equally possible designs) 
and is influenced by genetic inheritance, it can be described as a functional 
adaptation (Williams, 1966). Obviously, any such account should be evalu-
ated against the hypothesis that the capacity has no specific, and therefore no 
adaptive, function, and that it is a direct by-product of other, properly func-
tional features (Buss, Haselton, Shackelford, Bleske, & Wakefield, 1998).

In the past fifty years or so, our knowledge of how memories impinge on 
the individual and collective lives of humans has increased enormously, as a 
result of ever finer-grained behavioral protocols, neuroimaging techniques, 
and neuropsychological case studies, as well as the consideration of cultural 
transmission and acquisition and the construction of a shared past. All of 
this makes it possible to generate precise, predictive functional models for 
varieties of memory-systems in terms of cognitive adaptations. It may be 
time to go back to the evidence and test the implications of these various 
functional models, to understand why we have memories.
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Ever since Bartlett, psychologists have insisted that memories are  constructed, 
that they should not be seen as simple and passive preservation of experi-
ential information (Bartlett, 1932). Mental representations are not the direct 
outcome of physical stimuli that impinge on our sense organs; they are an 
interpretation of those stimuli in terms of particular concepts of objects in 
the world around us. In the same way, memory requires an elaboration of 
information about the past, including traces of experience, within mean-
ingful schemata. Fine, but what does that mean in practice? One thing that 
it does not mean is that memories are by nature inaccurate, produced at will 
by the subject or by some goal-driven mechanism. Accuracy and elabora-
tion are orthogonal dimensions, so that more elaboration does not mean 
that memories are not faithful to experience. Memories are constrained but 
also created by schemata – but how does that actually occur? That is the 
central question addressed by most experimental research on memory – 
so that giving a proper answer to the question, How are memories con-
structed? should take us through an exhaustive tour of memory research.

The best starting point is with the most salient and obvious kind of 
memories, namely autobiographical memories, information about our 
own past. For a long time, this domain of personal memory of experi-
ence used to be a rather marginal field in the scientific study of memory. 
This may seem odd. But autobiographical memory is extremely difficult to 
study in a way that reconciles the opposite requirements of experimental 
control and ecological validity. We need control in the form of precise and 
constant methods as well as identical stimuli for all subjects, to convince 
ourselves that our findings result from the factors we manipulated in our 
experiments. We need ecological validity, that is, some assurance that our 
protocols reflect processes that do occur in the actual use of memory. But 
autobiographical memories, by their nature, were created by “stimuli” – the 
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subjects’ own experiences – that cannot be replicated, and that the experi-
menter can never fully reconstitute. This once led Ulric Neisser to state as a 
“law” of psychology that if an aspect of memory is interesting and crucial to 
the use of memory, then it is probably not studied by psychologists (Neisser 
& Winograd, 1995). Yet a whole suite of ingenious techniques have allowed 
psychologists to bridge the gap between overly controlled (and contrived) 
experiments and ecologically sound (but anecdotal) studies of memory. 
Some of these are explained in the chapters that follow, ranging from diary 
studies to laboratory experiments to neuro-imaging.

Autobiographical memories are an essential component of the self. 
Locke already suggested that losing personal memories amount to losing 
one’s identity. This seems intuitively obvious, which is why amnesia (and 
recovery from amnesia) has provided the right dramatic stuff for a great 
many plays and films. Amnesic patients seems to be literally in search of 
their lost selves.

But why should memories be so fundamental to identity? Note that in 
retrograde amnesia, when patients have no access to their past, they still 
retain a fair amount of knowledge about themselves. Even without remem-
bered events, in many cases they still know the essential facts and even seem 
to have a fairly accurate picture of their own personalities (Klein, Cosmides, 
Costabile, & Mei, 2002).

So there is a paradox here. When someone remembers the plot of the play, 
but not the color of the actress’s hat, or when they recall the gist of a news-
paper article, but not the type font in which it was printed, we see that as an 
ordinary and indeed desirable effect of memory – the function of which is to 
extract the meaningful and general information from the wealth of experi-
enced detail. But for memories of the self, we think on the contrary that losing 
the details of experience is tantamount to losing the whole thing, as it were.

A crucial point is that memories are related to goals – to the hierarchy of 
current goals that Martin Conway describes as the “working self ” (this vol-
ume). In Conway’s synthetic model of autobiographical memory, a person’s self 
representation is organized around current goals (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 
2000). The raw material of memories consists of records of perceptual expe-
rience in the pursuit of particular goals – but these records only make sense 
against semantic knowledge of one’s past. In this chapter, Conway expands on 
the notion of constructive retrieval, describing the interplay between current 
goals and memory records in creating the remembering experience. Because 
memories depend on the current “working self,” each individual possesses, 
not just an autobiographical memory but a set of memory networks, each of 
them relevant to particular aspects of current goals.
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Organization into a coherent life-narrative is a crucial component of 
autobiographical recall. At the highest level of generality, people see their 
lives in terms of a coherent trajectory and perspective, but not all epochs of 
one’s lifetime are created equal. Most writers had noted, and psychologists 
have confirmed, that people over the age of 30 tend to have more memories 
for the period between 15 and 25 than for other ages. This “bump” in the 
reminiscence curve does not change with age, so that even at 80 people still 
seem to have many more accessible memories of their youth than of any 
other period, excluding the months just prior to testing (Jansari & Parkin, 
1996). Why is that the case? Our wistful reminiscence of those salad days 
does not seem to support any obvious function. But as Dorthe Berntsen 
and colleagues have shown, this privilege of youthful recollections should 
be understood as a way of connecting our self narrative to shared cultural 
models of a person’s development, what she calls “cultural life-scripts” 
(this volume). These are idealized, simplified representations of a person’s 
normal course through the major life events, childhood, marriage, work, 
parenthood, etc. Now detailed studies of life scripts show that people in a 
community tend to agree to a surprising degree on the timing and order of 
these major events, as well as their specific features and their causal connec-
tions. Our “reminiscence bump” consists to a large degree of positively val-
ued events, situations in which we accomplished some of the goals included 
in our life script. In this sense, memories of youth are intrinsically norma-
tive – they tell us not just what happened but also to what extent it reflected 
what should have happened.

We do not just know what happened to us, even in great detail – we can 
also recollect it, that is, experience it with perceptual imagery (the sounds 
and sights of the original scene) and often with emotional engagement as 
well (Roediger, Wheeler, & Rajaram, 1993). The fact that we can recollect 
as well as know a past scene, is for us clear evidence that it really did hap-
pen (Hyman, Gilstrap, Decker, & Wilkinson, 1998). This is why autobio-
graphical episodic memory can be called a form of “mental time-travel” 
(Tulving, 2001), the function of which is still mysterious (see Boyer, this 
volume). Since so much in the power of memory depends on the capac-
ity for detailed recall, it makes sense to wonder, what processes support 
specific recall – as opposed to gist – and what conditions favor it. In this 
volume, Dan Schacter and his colleagues survey behavioral and neuro-
imaging experiments that shed light on the structures involved in creating 
specific memories. Psychologists commonly distinguish between implicit 
and explicit processes – the former being special in that they occur without 
the subject’s deliberation or even beyond conscious access (Roediger, 1990). 
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A standard example is priming, whereby a previous experience (e.g., seeing 
the picture of an apple) makes further performance easier or quicker (e.g., 
completing the word “_ _ P L E”). Although priming is easy to produce, its 
explanation is far from simple – but it is also crucial, as the phenomenon 
gives us access to the way memory works. Priming reveals what kinds of 
mental representations and processes are activated, such that they could 
transfer to the further test (Roediger, Weldon, & Challis, 1989; Schacter, 
this volume) and therefore how memories are constructed on the hoof, as it 
were. In the course of investigating specificity in memory, Schacter and his 
colleagues also take us back to the domain of self-representation – as the 
richest and most specific information domain accessible to memory.

References
Bartlett, F. C. (1932). Remembering. A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Conway, M. A., & Pleydell-Pearce, C. W. (2000). The construction of autobio-

graphical memories in the self-memory system. Psychological Review, 107(2), 
261–288.

Hyman, I. E., Jr., Gilstrap, L. L., Decker, K., & Wilkinson, C. (1998). Manipulating 
remember and know judgements of autobiographical memories: An investiga-
tion of false memory creation. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 12(4), 371–386.

Jansari, A., & Parkin, A. J. (1996). Things that go bump in your life explaining the remi-
niscence bump in autobiographical memory. Psychology and Aging, 11(1), 85–91.

Klein, S. B., Cosmides, L., Costabile, K. A., & Mei, L. (2002). Is there something 
special about the self? A neuropsychological case study. Journal of Research in 
Personality, 36(5), 490–506.

Neisser, U., & Winograd, E. (1995). Remembering reconsidered : ecological and tra-
ditional approaches to the study of memory. Cambridge England ; New York: 
Cambridge University Press.

Roediger, H. L., III. (1990). Implicit memory: Retention without remembering. 
American Psychologist, 45(9), 1043–1056.

Roediger, H. L., III, Weldon, M. S., & Challis, B. H. (1989). Between implicit and 
explicit measures of retention: A processing account. In H. L. I. Roediger & 
F. I. M. Craik (Eds.), Varieties of memory and consciousness: Essays in honor 
of Endel Tulving. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Roediger, H. L., III, Wheeler, M. A., & Rajaram, S. (1993). Remembering, knowing, 
and reconstructing the past. In L. M. Douglas (Ed.), The psychology of learn-
ing and motivation. Advances in research and theory, Vol. 30. (pp. 97–134): 
Academic Press, Inc, San Diego, CA.

Tulving, E. (2001). Origin of autonoesis in episodic memory. In H. L. I. Roediger 
& J. Nairne (Eds.), The nature of remembering: Essays in honor of Robert G. 
Crowder. (pp. 17–34). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.



33

An individual’s autobiographical memory is made up of their episodic 
memory, memory for specific episodes of their lives, and their conceptual, 
generic, and schematic knowledge of their personal history: their autobio-
graphical knowledge. In a typical act of remembering, these two types are 
brought together and a specific memory from one’s life is recalled. These 
autobiographical memories are the content of the self. They locate us in 
sociohistorical time, they locate us in our societies and in our social groups, 
they define the self. In important ways, autobiographical memories allow 
the self to develop and at the same time they constrain what we can become. 
In this chapter we outline a little of what is known about the representation 
of autobiographical memories in the mind and how they are constructed in 
consciousness. With this in mind, we then turn to the function that autobi-
ographical memories have in defining the self by making certain networks 
of memories that ground the self in making a specific experienced reality 
highly accessible.

An Introduction to Autobiographical  
Memory Research

Although the formal scientific study of memory has been in existence for 
at least a century, since the early work of scientists such as Ebbinghaus 
(1885/1964), Galton (1883), and Ribot (1882), the study of autobiographi-
cal memory was neglected during much of this period as a result of the 
complexities associated with this type of recall. In his experimental stud-
ies, Herman Ebbinghaus tested the learning, forgetting, and relearning of 
relatively meaningless items, such as short lists of constant-vowel-constant 
(CVC) letter strings. Through these studies, Ebbinghaus was able, in precise 
terms, to communicate to others a great variety of aspects of memory for the 
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first time, such as the forgetting curve. In addition to carrying out experi-
mental studies using simple to-be-remembered materials, Ebbinghaus also 
attempted the study of memory for meaningful materials such as passages 
of prose and poetry. However, he found that memory for such materials 
could be influenced by too many extraneous factors that lay beyond the 
experimenter’s control. He came to the conclusion that the study of materi-
als over which the experimenter had powerful control, such as CVC strings, 
was preferential for the advancement of the scientific study of memory. This 
shift, from philosophical speculation to rigorous scientific methodologies, 
enabled researchers to communicate about their research findings and 
facilitated development of new research areas and approaches to memory 
research (Ohta, 2006). The preference for rigorous testing methods in the 
study of memory and the use of to-be-remembered materials selected and 
controlled by the experimenter led to autobiographical memories being 
excluded from this research domain for almost an entire century. This is 
because autobiographical memories are formed outside the laboratory in 
an individual’s everyday life and their formation is in no way under the 
control of the experimenter.

One contemporary of Ebbinghaus did, however, attempt to study auto-
biographical memories in a systematic way at the end of the ninteenth 
century. Sir Francis Galton (1883) was interested in how many memo-
ries an individual has and developed a technique that one hundred years 
later became known as the cue word technique. In this procedure, Galton 
revealed words to himself, one at a time. He then noted the thoughts that 
passed through his mind. He repeated this procedure for his long list of 
words on several separate occasions. One of Galton’s most interesting 
findings from this repeated testing was that many of the thoughts that 
came to mind when he presented himself with the words were (autobio-
graphical) memories and that these memories often included an aspect 
of visual imagery. A related finding that disappointed Galton was that he 
did not seem to possess endless variety in his thoughts or memories, as he 
found that he often recalled the same thoughts/memories on subsequent 
occasions of testing. In response to this finding, he concluded that we 
probably have far fewer memories than we imagine we have. It is likely, 
however, that Galton underestimated the extent and variety of his auto-
biographical memories. One clear problem with the methodology that 
he employed is that once having recalled a memory to a cue-word, that 
memory is likely to have become associated with the cue-word. Therefore, 
it was much more likely to be recalled during subsequent testing. Despite 
this issue, the cue-word method remains a particularly useful technique 
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and is still used in contemporary studies of autobiographical memory 
(Conway & Williams, 2008).

In addition to the texts produced by Ebbinghaus and Galton near the 
turn of the twentieth century, the French psychologist Theodore Ribot also 
studied memory at this time. His 1882 text provided psychology with one of 
the first theories of autobiographical memory as well as providing detailed 
descriptions of case studies of memory distortions and malfunction follow-
ing brain injury. Other late-nineteenth-century memory researchers stud-
ied autobiographical memory (see Conway, 1990 and 2004, for reviews); 
however, behaviorism came to dominate psychology.

As behaviorism is based on the argument that all psychological theory 
should be built on that which is observable, memories became much more 
difficult to study. Memories cannot be directly observed, as they are internal 
mental states. They only can be inferred by how they influence a person’s 
behavior, that is how they influence what an individual is able to recall in 
an experiment in which the conditions of encoding, retention, and retrieval 
are highly controlled. This type of approach became known as verbal learn-
ing and it dominated memory research for decades; in many respects, it still 
does. During this period, one researcher, Sir Fredrick Bartlett (1932), took 
a different standpoint on memory research. His approach holds central the 
concept of a schema (defined as a general representation of similar experi-
ences, narrative, and cultural conventions), and social interactions and cul-
ture are also viewed as playing important roles in remembering. Detailed 
memories of specific experiences, what we now call episodic memories, 
were of little interest to Bartlett, however, and because of this his work did 
not reinvigorate the study of autobiographical memory.

It was not until the 1970s that the study of autobiographical memory 
reemerged after one hundred years of silence (Cohen, 1989), and interest 
from the research community accelerated from the 1980s to the present day. 
Until the 1970s, autobiographical memory was studied almost exclusively 
from a psychoanalytic or clinical orientation. The aim of such study was 
only diagnostic or therapeutic. There were two central factors that led to 
reinterest in this important aspect of memory in the 1970s. The first was the 
growth of neuropsychology as a distinct research area and within it research 
into malfunctions of human memory following brain damage. After trau-
matic injury to the brain, one remarkable finding is that virtually all impair-
ments to memory experienced by patients include some disruption to 
autobiographical memory. The second factor, cognitive  science, was becom-
ing interested in how to model and represent stories and memories. Two 
important papers, by Robinson (1976) and Crovitz and Shiffman (1974), 
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employed a cue word method similar to Galton’s to investigate differences 
between memories. This research demonstrated an effective way in which 
autobiographical memory could be studied under laboratory conditions. 
In addition to this, papers such as Brown and Kulik’s (1977) survey of flash-
bulb memories, and the highly significant volume edited by Neisser (1982), 
Memory Observed, which reprinted many earlier papers on autobiographi-
cal memory and other areas of memory that at that time were suffering 
from neglect, all helped rejuvenate autobiographical memory as a research 
area. These were also some of the first papers that began to show the links 
between autobiographical memory networks (AMNs) and culture; this 
interplay will be discussed in detail later. It is interesting to note that this 
rejuvenation employed similar methods and became interested in the same 
areas that, since the work of Galton, Ribot, and others, had been forgot-
ten: studying one’s own memory, investigating malfunctions and distor-
tions of memories, and surveying memories. In the last thirty-five years, 
psychologists interested in memory have primarily adopted a cognitive 
approach and seek to interpret autobiographical memory within the theo-
retical framework of mainstream memory research. This undertaking has 
been fraught with difficulty because of the great quantity and variability of 
the data. It is a daunting task to try to discover the general principles that 
govern the encoding, storage, and retrieval of personal experiences accu-
mulated over their lifetimes by different individuals with different personal 
histories. Nevertheless, some progress has been made, and in the current 
chapter we aim to present a broad review of how cognitive psychology has 
come to understand the interplay that exists between memory, self, and cul-
ture within an individual’s networks of autobiographical memories. First, 
we briefly discuss the manner in which autobiographical memories are 
constructed within AMNs and, second, we turn our attention to how these 
networks are influenced by, and in turn have influence over, the self.

Memory Networks

Autobiographical Memory Networks consist of multiple cross-coded memo-
ries. Individual autobiographical memories may be indexed by several net-
works; and this is a form of “overdetermination,” as described by Freud (1938). 
For example, recalling a specific episodic memory of meeting a girlfriend for 
the first time could be cued through discussion of that girlfriend, discussion of 
girlfriends in general, discussion of the town in which you met, or discussion 
of the particular bar in that town where you were working on the night that 
you met her. Each network of autobiographical memories will have areas of 
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crossover with other networks. Some networks are neural, whereas others will 
extend beyond the neural and are self networks. Within these networks, mem-
ories are networked by their relation to a person’s sense of self – more precisely, 
the particular version of the person’s working self, which was active when that 
memory was formed. As selves only exist in social groups, self-networks are 
networks that extend beyond the neural. The working self and the autobio-
graphical knowledge base are two significant concepts introduced to the area 
of memory in the last decade. They form the basis of the Self-Memory System 
(SMS) as proposed by Conway and Pleydell-Pearce (2000), a complex neural 
system that mediates autobiographical remembering (also see Conway [2005, 
2007] for further explanation). The relationship between the working self and 
the autobiographical knowledge base is shown in Figure 2.1.

The working self functions to maintain coherence among current goals. 
It coordinates, manages, and prioritizes goals by modulating the construc-
tion of specific memories, determining which memories are accessible and 

The Working Self 

Goal hierarchy Conceptual self Self Images

Autobiographical Knowledge Base

Autobiographical
Knowledge

Episodic Memories

Control processes

Figure 2.1. The relationship between the working self 
and the autobiographical knowledge base.
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inaccessible, and which current events are encoded and consolidated into 
memory (see Conway & Pleydell-Pearce [2000] and Conway [2005, 2007] for 
further explanation of the SMS and its components). The highly complex 
goal-subgoal hierarchy is hypothesized as being part of the working mem-
ory system (Baddeley, 1986, 2000), and its purpose is to regulate behavior 
by reducing conflict between desired goals and the current state (Conway, 
2005; Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000).

Constructing a Memory

The construction of autobiographical memories in the SMS is based on the 
premise that autobiographical memories are transitory dynamic mental 
constructions generated from the underlying knowledge base. It is through 
the working self that preexisting knowledge is accessed from the autobio-
graphical knowledge base in long-term memory and specific memories are 
constructed. The autobiographical knowledge base contains two distinct 
types of representation: autobiographical knowledge and episodic memories. 
Autobiographical knowledge is organized in partonomic hierarchical knowl-
edge structures (Barsalou, 1988; Burt, Kemp, & Conway, 2003; Conway, 1996; 
Conway & Bekerian, 1987; & Lancaster & Barsalou, 1997), which range from 
highly abstract and conceptual knowledge, for example, one’s “life story” (see 
Bluck [2003]; Bluck & Habermas [2001]; and Pillemer [1998] for more on the 
concept of a life story), to conceptual knowledge that is event-specific and 
experience-near. At a highly conceptual level lie a person’s self-images, which 
divide the individual into different selves, as discussed earlier. These various 
self-images may have differential links to particular AMNs as they relate to a 
particular lifetime period, the goals that were prioritized within that lifetime 
period, and the episodic memories that provide evidence of goal-related prog-
ress within that lifetime period (Conway, 2005; Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 
2000). Highly accessible memories and knowledge from across the life span 
are thought to provide a more or less coherent story of the individual and 
their achievements; however, knowledge about goals that were abandoned 
or which the individual failed to achieve also may remain highly accessible 
in the memory network, as they provide directive or instructive informa-
tion (Bluck, 2003; Pillemer, 1998) or provide a confirmatory context for the 
achievement of other goals, for example, “I wasn’t a success at college and I 
left to earn money” (see Csikszentmihalkyi & Beattie, 1979). Memories of 
knowledge or experiences that contradict or undermine central facets of the 
working self may, however, be assigned low levels of accessibility or may be 
actively inhibited (Conway, 2005; Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000).
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So within AMNs, how is a specific episodic memory constructed? When a 
part of the autobiographical knowledge base is activated by a cue, this knowl-
edge becomes available to evaluative control processes. Search can either be 
terminated or a new search cycle can be activated from the results of the pre-
vious search. When searching for a specific memory – for example, concern-
ing whether you paid a bill yesterday – when you retrieve the memory of 
putting the bill in the mailbox your memory search may terminate. However, 
the result of this search may initiate another search, for example, for mem-
ories concerning what other bills you have received recently. This iterative 
model of memory construction called search-evaluate-elaborate (originally 
proposed by Norman & Bobrow [1979]; developed further by Williams & 
Santos-Williams [1980], Conway & Pleydell-Pearce [2000], and Burgess & 
Shallice [1996]), or generative retrieval, can be contrasted with direct retrieval, 
although the two are intimately linked, as will be explained later in this chap-
ter. Generative retrieval involves iterative retrieval cycles of elaboration and 
verification. These cycles are linked to central control process and modulated 
by supervisory executive processes, most probably located in networks in the 
frontal cortex. In any memory construction situation, a crucial component is 
an analysis of what are the demands of the task.

It is assumed that the analysis of a task or the demands a task places 
on a rememberer are conducted largely by nonconscious processes. The 
aim of these processes is to specify the context in which the memory is to 
be retrieved. This is especially important because, for any given memory, 
there will be a wide range of information available that potentially could 
be brought to mind. However, not all of this information will be relevant to 
a particular task and some of it may be antithetical. To give a rather trivial 
but nonetheless important example, if one recalls where one parked ones 
car yesterday while trying to recall where one parked one’s car today, then 
that might block the attempt to locate the car in the present. It is clearly 
important that the task demands are fulfilled or satisfied by the knowledge 
that is brought to mind. It is the purpose of nonconscious processes that 
analyze task demands to set the criteria that have to be met by the retrieval 
of information from long-term memory.

The resulting mental model of these task demands determines the criteria 
against which the accessed knowledge will be evaluated. Verification crite-
ria will vary with the task demands, and the types of memories constructed 
will be determined by different sets of criteria on different occasions. For 
example, recalling memories with intimate others, ruminating over the 
past, constructing memories in order to make strategic self- disclosures in 
a social interaction, and even recalling specific memories at the request of 
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an experimenter entail the generation of criteria that fit the goals of the 
self in each context. For example, in a social situation in which you are 
required to offer advice to a close friend, the goals of your current self in 
this situation presumably will be along the lines of being caring and sup-
portive and the task demands will be for you to offer helpful advice. In this 
situation, you may need to draw on memories of being in similar advice-
giving situations – what you said in those past situations, how that advice 
was received, and so on, as well as memories of being in a similar dilemma 
to the one about which your friend wishes to get advice. The memories 
you retrieve have to meet the criteria set by the goals of the current self, 
which are related to what are deemed to be the demands of the task. The 
verification criteria that evolve may have facilitative effects so that when 
any knowledge accessed in the knowledge base corresponds within some 
preset tolerance to the criteria, then that knowledge immediately enters 
into current control-processing sequences. By contrast, verification criteria 
may, as we have seen, have a very different purpose, namely, the inhibi-
tion of irrelevant knowledge and inhibition of access to knowledge that is 
prohibited by self-goals (i.e., knowledge that would result in unacceptable 
increases in self-discrepancies; see Conway & Pleydell-Pearce [2000] for a 
fuller description of this).

Within an AMN, an elaborated cue or memory description is thought to 
activate pathways through the knowledge base, and this activation is chan-
neled by the indexes of the knowledge structures. As knowledge is acti-
vated, it becomes available to control processes and to the retrieval model, 
where it is continuously monitored and evaluated. By rapidly generating 
new memory descriptions and entering these into the knowledge base, a 
pattern of activation can be shaped that matches the criteria set down by 
the retrieval model. As soon as this pattern of activation is established, a 
memory has been constructed. Thus, by this view, a specific autobiographi-
cal memory is a pattern of activation across the indexes of the autobio-
graphical memory knowledge base conjoined with the retrieval model used 
to shape that pattern.

In contrast to generative retrieval, direct retrieval does not involve any 
iterative search processes, although the close relationship between the two 
processes is shown by the fact that the endpoint in generative retrieval, 
when the sought-for information or memory is retrieved, is a form of 
direct retrieval. The most well-known account of an experience of direct 
retrieval comes from Proust’s (1925/1981) account of how the taste of a mad-
eline cake dipped in warm tea suddenly brought to mind a whole section 
of his life he had previously thought lost to recollective experience (also 
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see Salaman [1970] for many other examples from literature, and Berntsen 
[1996], and see Chu and Downes [2002] for experimental evidence relating 
to this). Such experiences of recall from distant autobiographical experi-
ences, however, are rare in everyday life, and direct retrieval is most evident 
in cases of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or for very recent experi-
ences. In PTSD, direct retrieval manifests itself in the form of intrusive highly 
detailed memories often triggered by specific cues. Examples from PTSD 
case studies (see Ehlers et al. [2002] for case study examples, some of which 
are briefly discussed in Conway [2005]) illustrate that this direct retrieval is 
a form of the encoding specificity principle (Tulving & Thomson, 1983), that 
is, the idea that during retrieval some item of knowledge in the search set 
must correspond to an item of knowledge in the sought-for-knowledge in 
long-term memory. Within the SMS approach, instances of direct retrieval 
should be most frequent in recent memory because the objects, actions, 
feelings, and thoughts occurring in the recent past (perhaps twenty-four 
hours or less) are closely associated with current highly active and acces-
sible goals. As these working self-goals continue to be processed, then it 
would seem inevitable that, by encoding specificity alone, knowledge would 
be processed, forming an effective cue to recent episodic memories; direct 
retrieval would then occur. Little is known about how the current environ-
ment, internal and external, drives direct retrieval in daily life, and this is 
an area that awaits investigation (but see Schank [1982] for some interest-
ing examples). It is perhaps one of the strengths of the SMS approach that 
these questions concerning aspects of memory in everyday life come into a 
clearer perspective. Without an appreciation of the complexity of the pro-
cess of appropriately creating memories in the mind, largely by noncon-
scious means, and then acting on the conscious outputs of the processes, 
that is, a memory, we cannot come to have a broader appreciation of the 
complexity and beauty of human remembering. The SMS approach tends to 
explore a model of the complexity of human remembering at the same time 
as relating it to the goals of the individual and the social group in which the 
individual exists. This latter aspect of the model is currently being worked 
on and it is our intention to try to link individual memories into collective 
memories more generally.

Autobiographical Memory Networks

The array of networks that link autobiographical memories together is infi-
nite and can be idiosyncratic, but a number of overarching themes exist. 
Below the level of the life story where networks of memories may be formed 
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around different self-images, conceptual lifetime periods also modulate the 
accessibility and inaccessibility of autobiographical knowledge and episodic 
memories. Lifetime periods contain representations of locations, people, 
activities, feelings, and goals common to the period they represent. Some 
examples of lifetime periods are when I worked in Birmingham, or when I 
lived on Grimthorpe Place. The networks of memories associated with these 
two lifetime periods may overlap, that is, if I lived on Grimthorpe Place while 
working in Birmingham. However, one period also may provide access to 
memories to which the other period does not have access as the overarch-
ing life themes: work and home, to which these periods relate, are different. 
Lifetime periods have been found to contain evaluative knowledge, nega-
tive and positive, of progress in goal attainment (Beike & Landoll, 2000), 
and lifetime periods may play an important role in the life story. Lifetime 
periods may be particularly appropriate for the generation of themes within 
a life story because of the goal-evaluative information they contain. For 
example, a lifetime period such as when I was at graduate school will consist 
of representations of people, locations, activities, feelings, and goals com-
mon to the period, but also will contain some general evaluative reflections 
on the period, that is, this was a particularly anxious time for me, living on 
my own was difficult, I was lonely, I found the work very difficult, and so 
on (see Cantor & Kihlstrom, 1985). Research has found that these types of 
evaluative themes related to the self also can be consistent across individu-
als for particular lifetime periods (Conway & Holmes, 2004), and will be 
discussed later in this chapter.

The life story, the themes within it, and lifetime periods are part of the 
conceptual self where they represent a summary account of the self and 
its history and where they can be used to initiate and focus searches of 
the networks of information held in the autobiographical knowledge base 
(Conway, 2005). Conversely, general events are more clearly part of the 
knowledge base itself and have an important role in organizing personal 
knowledge. They are a form of AMN. General events can refer to a variety 
of autobiographical knowledge structures such as single events, for example, 
the day we went to see the Statue of Liberty; repeated events, for example, 
work meetings; and extended events, for example, our holiday in Australia 
(Barsalou, 1988). Networks of general events can be structured in several 
different ways. For example, they can resemble “mini-histories” organized 
around detailed and sometimes vivid episodic memories of goal attainment 
in developing skills, knowledge, and personal relationships (Robinson, 
1992). Networks of autobiographical memories also may exist on the basis 
of the memories’ emotional similarity (e.g., McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, 
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Patten, & Bowman, 2001) or can be organized around experiences of par-
ticular significance for the self (see Pillemer [1998], Singer & Salovey [1993], 
and Singer [2005] for detailed discussion on this). It is to this network we 
now turn.

The Self Function of Autobiographical Memory

Three functions of autobiographical memory are commonly discussed in the 
literature: a directive function, a social function, and a self function. The 
directive function of autobiographical memory involves using memories of 
past events to guide and shape current and future behavior as an aid to prob-
lem solving and as a means for predicting future behavior (Baddeley, 1987). 
Knowing how to conduct yourself in social and professional situations or 
how to deal with practical problems such as changing a fuse or booking a 
vacation on the Internet can be performed because we remember how it 
worked out last time a similar experience occurred. This directive advice can 
then be passed on to others, eliciting the social function of autobiographi-
cal memory. Many conversations involve the sharing of personal memories. 
This facilitates social interaction and friendships advance by the exchange 
of personal narratives. Social bonding and intimacy can be heightened 
through reminiscing with someone who was present at the original event 
(Fivush, Haden & Reese, 1996; Bluck, 2003) or through discussion of auto-
biographical memories with someone who was not there when the event 
originally took place. This also can be a means of pooling experiences, of giv-
ing and receiving sympathy and understanding, and of “placing ourselves” 
in a given context and culture (see also Williams, Conway, & Cohen, 2007). 
To be in coherence with the appropriate context and culture, the self func-
tion of memory takes over. Central aspects of the self are conceptualized 
as working with memory in an interdependent system in which memories 
can be altered, distorted, and fabricated in order that beliefs and knowledge 
about the self may be confirmed and supported by specific autobiographi-
cal memories (Conway, 2005). The importance of memories to the concept 
of the self is highlighted by patients who have experienced loss of memory 
through trauma or disease. Because these patients cannot recall their own 
personal history, in a very real sense they lose their sense of self (Williams 
et al., 2007). Autobiographical memories are intimately related to the self. 
They are important for interpretation of one’s past selves, current self, and 
 possible future selves (Conway, 2005). Bluck and colleagues recently explored 
the three functions of memory by asking participants to what extent they 
thought about their life experiences in certain situations. They found that 
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the social function was deemed to actually reflect two different functions: 
developing relationships and  nurturing relationships. The self function was 
found to be narrower than previously thought, solely reflecting the idea of 
self-continuity across the life span, but the directive function appeared to 
include making sense of the past so as to have a coherent view of the self 
with which to direct future behavior and thus was broader than originally 
conceptualized (Bluck, Alea, Habermas, & Rubin, 2005).

The connection between the self and memory is perhaps most obvious 
from the literature on “self-defining” memories that are proposed to contain 
critical knowledge of progress on the attainment of long-term goals (Singer, 
2005; Singer & Salovey, 1993). For example, both alumnae and students have 
been found to be able to recall very detailed vivid memories of exchanges 
with professors and other teachers that they perceived as having signifi-
cantly influenced their own academic careers (Pillemer, Picariello, Law, & 
Reichman, 1996). Self-defining memories are characterized by affective 
intensity, vividness, rehearsal, and links to other memories (Singer, 2005; 
Singer & Salovey, 1993). The central node of an AMN may well be the self-
defining memory related to that particular self. In times of crisis or uncer-
tainty, self-defining memories have been proposed as being a landmark that 
can remind an individual of his/her identity (Blagov & Singer, 2004).

One area that has received particular attention from researchers is the 
development of the self in late adolescence. In general, one of the main exis-
tential problems that faces the adolescent is how to integrate an emerging 
self with larger social groups, culture, and society generally (Erikson, 1950, 
1997), or the problem of the formation of a generation identity (Conway, 
1997; Mannheim, 1952). Investigating this, Thorne (1995) found that the 
content of memories freely recalled across the life span by twenty-year-olds 
conformed to what she termed “developmental truths.” Memories from 
childhood tended to refer to situations in which the child wanted help, 
approval, and love, usually from parents, whereas memories from late ado-
lescence and early adulthood very frequently referred to events in which 
the rememberer wanted reciprocal love, was assertive, or helped another. 
In further studies in which young adults have been asked how they had 
made meaning out of peer- and parent-relationship experiences – how 
they had gained insight or learned lessons from these events that were now 
self-defining memories – experiences involving conflict were found to be 
most strongly associated with both gaining insight and learning lessons 
and often were accompanied by insight relating to issues such as begin-
ning to understand one’s own independence or a greater need for self- 
sufficiency (McLean & Thorne, 2003; Thorne, McLean & Lawrence, 2004). 
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In examining students’ memories related to community service experiences, 
studies also have found that the more personal growth students attributed 
to these memories, the more likely these students were to place an overall 
emphasis on “generative” goal pursuits in their lives (Singer, King, Green, & 
Barr, 2002; see also de St. Aubin & McAdams, 1995). The relationship 
between the initial event, memories of those events, and the lessons and 
insights that have come forth as a result, links one’s past to one’s present, 
giving an individual the capacity to monitor the coherence of their psy-
chological self-identity via this network of autobiographical memories and 
autobiographical knowledge. Memories of adolescence are often of events 
in which identity formation is preeminent, either at the group or societal 
level or in individual personal relationships. Such memories clearly relate to 
the pursuance of important goals that mark the emergence of an indepen-
dent self-system in late adolescence. Assuming that the goals that preoc-
cupy the individual at this point do not change in kind, then the memories 
that ground them in remembered reality should remain highly accessible 
across the life span. This is, indeed, exactly what a broad range of research 
has found.

Recently, Conway and Holmes (2004) asked older adults to freely recall 
events from each decade of their lives and then content-analyzed these 
memories on the basis of the psychosocial stages of life as proposed by 
Erikson (1950, 1997). In Erikson’s theory of development, an individual is 
confronted with different psychosocial problems during different lifetime 
periods. In childhood, these problems are concerned with trust and mis-
trust. In adolescence, problems are centered on identity-identity confusion. 
In adulthood, the issue is intimacy versus isolation. Middle age is associated 
with generativity versus stagnation, and old age is concerned with integrity 
versus despair. In the study by Conway and Holmes, the most memorable 
or most easily accessible events recalled by older adults from each decade 
of their lives were found to be those memories that were related to the psy-
chosocial concern associated with that lifetime period (Conway & Holmes, 
2004). As shown in Figure 2.2, those memories classified as being strongly 
related to a particular psychosocial stage tended to predominate at the 
point in the life span when the stage would have been dominant. This is not 
an all-or-none effect but, rather, one of degree, as at any given psychosocial 
stage memories relating to a variety of psychosocial themes are present. The 
network of memories associated with each decade of life was found to be 
indexed in part by the appropriate psychosocial concern. This, and other 
findings from Conway and Holmes (2004), suggests that (self) networks 
of memories of events that were once of high relevance to the self remain 
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in a state of high accessibility and are among the first memories to come to 
mind when a period in the past is freely sampled.

Childhood Amnesia and the reminiscence bump

The development of the self in childhood and late adolescence/early adult-
hood is reflected in the life span retrieval curve, which is a distribution of 
memories frequently observed when older adults (about thirty-five years and 
older) recall autobiographical memories in free recall or in a variety of cued 
recall conditions (e.g., Franklin & Holding [1977]; Fitzgerald & Lawrence 
[1984]; Rubin, Wetzler, & Nebes [1986]; Rubin, Rahhal, & Poon [1998]). 
Memories are plotted in terms of age at encoding of the remembered experi-
ences and the resulting life span retrieval curve typically takes a form similar 
to that shown in Figure 2.3 (this is an idealized representation). 

As Figure 2.3 shows, the life span retrieval curve consists of three com-
ponents: the period of childhood amnesia (from birth to approximately five 
years of age), the period of the reminiscence bump (from ten to thirty years), 
and the period of recency (from the present declining back to the period 
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of the reminiscence bump). Childhood amnesia (originally called infantile 
amnesia by Freud [1905/1953]) refers to the phenomenon that people are 
typically unable to recall autobiographical events from the earliest years of 
life. The pattern of the life span retrieval curve is extremely robust and has 
been observed in many studies, to such an extent that it has become one of 
the most reliable phenomena of contemporary memory research (Conway & 
Rubin, 1993). This reliability is remarkably striking and a recent study exam-
ining life span memory retrieval curves from participants in China, Japan, 
England, Bangladesh, and the United States found very similar periods of 
childhood amnesia and reminiscence bump across these cultures (Conway, 
Wang, Hanyu, & Haque, 2005). Figure 2.4 shows the life span curves for each 
of these countries. Note that participants were asked to free recall memories 
from their life and additionally were instructed not to recall events from the 
previous year (to eliminate the recency portion of the curve). It can be seen 
in Figure 2.4 that there were striking periods of childhood amnesia and the 
reminiscence bump across countries and that these were statistically reli-
able. This further suggests a certain universality to the two phenomena of 
childhood amnesia and the reminiscence bump.

There are many theoretical explanations of the period of childhood 
amnesia (see Pillemer & White, 1989; Peterson, 2002; and Wang, 2003), but 
most flounder on the fact that children who are younger than five years 
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old have a wide range of specific and detailed autobiographical memories 
(Bauer, 1997; Fivush et al. 1996). Explanations that postulate childhood 
amnesia to be related to general developmental changes in intellect, lan-
guage, emotion, and so on fail simply because apparently normal autobio-
graphical memories were in fact accessible when the individual was in the 
period of childhood amnesia. It seems unlikely that an increase in general 
functioning would make unavailable already accessible memories. From 
the SMS perspective, this period in infancy and early childhood is seen as 
reflecting changes in the goals of the working self. The goals of the matur-
ing, seven-plus-year-old child, are very different from those of the child 
younger than five years old. Because of this, these networks of early memo-
ries become progressively less accessible as we age.

There are, too, many explanations of the reminiscence bump (see 
Conway, 2005, for a review). Some explanations emphasize the novelty of 
experiences occurring during this period, some suggest that perhaps mem-
ory functions more efficiently during this period, others focus on affect, 
vividness, and distinctiveness. But none of these have received unequivo-
cal support, and for each there are findings that they cannot explain. For 
example, less than 20 percent of memories from the reminiscence bump 
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have been found to be of first-time experiences (Fitzgerald, 1988). Instead, 
what is clearly central to memories from this time is that they have an 
enduring and important relation to the self that persists long after the 
experiences are past. Memories from the reminiscence bump tend to be 
self-defining; they ground the self in a network of important moments 
from a period when a stable and  persisting self finally emerged from the 
long period of development through infancy, childhood, adolescence, and 
into young adulthood.

Autobiographical Memories, the Self,  
and Society

Self-defining memories are typically memories of highly personal experi-
ences that are unique to or idiosyncratic of the individual. There are, how-
ever, other self-defining memories that in a sense are more public than 
private, which can form nodal points of a memory network that extends 
into culture and society. These memories were originally termed flashbulb 
memories (Brown & Kulik, 1977, 1982), and they generally refer to memo-
ries for learning of surprising, shocking, or consequential items of public 
(national and international) news. For example, how many adults in the 
United States or the United Kingdom do not have a memory of where they 
were, who they were with, or what they were doing when they found out 
that the World Trade Center (WTC) had been attacked by terrorists on 
September 11, 2001? This special type of witness memory is the detailed rec-
ollection that people often have of the occasion when they first heard about 
some very surprising, dramatic, important, and emotionally arousing event. 
Other events for which people’s flashbulb memories have been studied are 
hearing the news that President John F. Kennedy had been shot, that Pearl 
Harbor had been bombed, that man had successfully landed on the moon, 
or that Princess Diana had been killed in a car crash. Flashbulb memories 
are memories of the “reception event” – the encoding of the circumstances 
in which the person first received the news rather than the event itself. This 
encoding typically includes the place, who was present at the time, what 
activities were going on, the affect occasioned by the event, and the source 
of the news. They also have a “live quality” (Brown & Kulik, 1982) and tend 
to include seemingly irrelevant and trivial details. Once encoded, flash-
bulb memories appear to be long-lasting and remain unchanged over time. 
However, considerable controversy exists concerning whether so-called 
flashbulb memories are different from other memories of events that are 
highly distinctive and personally significant.
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Some researchers argue that a special neural mechanism exists that 
is triggered by high levels of emotion, surprise, and consequentiality 
(Brown & Kulik, 1982). However, other researchers challenge this and 
argue in favor of a reconstructive theory, in which flashbulb memories 
are the same as memories for other experiences but are preserved by 
frequent rehearsal and retelling after the event, rather than special pro-
cesses activated during the initial experience (Neisser, 1982; McCloskey, 
Wible, & Cohen, 1988). This account posits that flashbulb memories are 
not necessarily true or accurate because they are the product of succes-
sive reconstructions. Much of the debate has centered on whether flash-
bulb memories can be shown to be unusually accurate; however, Neisser 
has suggested that the primary importance of flashbulb memories relates 
to their associations with society and culture and that they function as 
“benchmarks” in one’s personal history. They mark a point where the 
individual can state with authority “I was there!” (Neisser, 1982) and as 
such are part of a self network of memories that locate us in specific 
epochs of sociohistorical time. As for ordinary autobiographical memo-
ries, sharing of flashbulb memories allows individuals to bond over a 
common theme in their self-networks, increasing intimacy and under-
standing of the event(s) in question.

The importance of cultural context to flashbulb memory recall was 
highlighted in a number of studies in a special issue of the journal Applied 
Cognitive Psychology in 2003. In one study, British participants demon-
strated few differences in the phenomenological characteristics of their 
memories relating to learning about the WTC attacks and their memories 
for the death of Princess Diana, although for the WTC attacks level of detail 
in memory descriptions declined over time. By contrast, for Italian partici-
pants memories of September 11 were much more detailed than memories 
of learning about the death of Diana (Kvavilashvili, Mirani, Schlagman & 
Kornbrot, 2003). This fits with earlier findings that indicated that whereas 
86 percent of British participants’ memories for the resignation of Margaret 
Thatcher as prime minister could be deemed to have flashbulb memory 
quality, only 29 percent of non-British participants had flashbulb memories 
of this event (Cohen, Conway, & Maylor, 1994). Utilizing a new methodol-
ogy, a recent study carried out in Denmark found a similarly powerful role 
for social identity in the recall of long-lasting personal memories (Berntsen & 
Thomsen, 2005). This study compared memory accuracy for the reception 
of important news by comparing memory reports against objective records 
and a baseline obtained from participants who were too young to have 
experienced the original event – the invasion, and subsequent liberation, of 
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Denmark in World War II. In this study, older adults’ memories for details 
of learning the news of these momentous events (e.g., weather, time, day of 
the week) were found to be generally accurate, with 55 percent of answers 
being correctly answered. Accuracy was higher, however, among partici-
pants who reported ties to the Danish resistance movement; the descriptions 
provided by these participants had higher clarity than those of individuals 
who reported no ties to a specific, and important, group within the society. 
The number of intrusive memories stemming from the time of the German 
occupation also was found to correlate positively with the degree to which 
the individual regarded the time of the occupation as central to their life 
story and identity, illustrating how the influence have self-concepts over 
both voluntary and involuntary memory retrieval can be pervasive and 
long-lasting.

Societal or generational identities are both reflected in the flashbulb 
memory data collected as part of the BBC Radio 4 Memory Survey, an 
online survey of over twelve thousand memories collected from the gen-
eral public. Table 2.1 displays preliminary data on the percentage of flash-
bulb memories (n = 1656) reported by each age group for all events for 
which at least 10 percent of one age group reported having a flashbulb 
memory for that event. Effects of culture and age at encoding are clearly 
evident. For example, the eleven-to-fifteen age group is the only age group 
for which over 10 percent of the memories reported were of the London 
underground and bus bombings that occurred on July 7, 2005. Although 
this event occurred most recently, it was not mentioned by the majority 
of participants. The attacks on the WTC on 9/11 were recalled most fre-
quently (n = 377), followed by the death of Princess Diana (n = 289) and 
the assassination of JFK (n = 277). This reflects cultural biases, as 85.9 per-
cent of memories were provided by people in the United Kingdom. It fits 
with the data concerning the quality of memories of the death of Diana 
held by British and Italian samples mentioned earlier. It also concurs with 
data on the reminiscence bump as a greater percentage of participants 
reported having a flashbulb memory for an event if it occurred when they 
were between the ages of ten and thirty, although events such as the moon 
landing and the assassination of JFK also were recalled by people who were 
less than ten years old at the time of the event. This probably reflects the 
significance of these events on a worldwide level. These types of flashbulb 
events help define generation identities; they place individual selves within 
a sociocultual context that is distinct from the cultural and social contexts 
experienced by those generations who precede and follow. Our final com-
ment on flashbulb memory highlights the way in which a relationship to 
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social context at the time of the terrorist attack can even be considered 
important at the time of a news event:

I was on holiday in Italy with my boyfriend. We were at Lake Como, stay-
ing in a simple tourist guest room above a cafe with a view over the lake. 
I remember the promenade and the side street exactly, even though I have 
forgotten the name of the town. We slept badly because the local youths 
met up below our window on their scooters. There was no TV, so we were 
oblivious to the news as it broke. We only found out second-hand when 
my boyfriend phoned his elderly mother. It was a phone-card conversa-
tion, so he only got snippets of information. I stood nearby wondering 
what was so important. When he told me, the idea seemed preposter-
ous. I remember exactly where I was standing. It was evening, but not 
dark. I remember reflecting on how we had spent that day in complete 
oblivion, simply enjoying our holiday. In retrospect it felt almost like we 
had cheated and failed to engage in the collective concern and dismay … 
Flashbulb memory of learning of the WTC attacks on September 11, 2001, 
from female, aged thirty-five, BBC Memory data.

The findings discussed here reflect the influence that wider contexts such 
as social identity and culture have over encoding and retrieval of memories. 
In line with this, researchers have recently begun to focus on the function 
that remembering serves with regard to coherence of goals, beliefs, self-
identities, and memory for personal events within a cultural context.

Cultural Influences on the Self-Memory 
Relationship

Traditionally, Asian societies place emphasis on social rules, group har-
mony, interconnectedness, solidarity, and personal humility. This emphasis 
fosters the development of a more interdependently oriented sense of self. 
The members of these societies tend to view themselves as part of a hier-
archical social network of kinship. In contrast, in Western cultures societal 
emphasis is on being independently oriented and such societies promote the 
development and expression of individual autonomy, self-expression, and 
personal capability (e.g., Wang & Conway, 2006). These cultural differences 
in how the self is conceptualized have led to research into the interactions 
among culture, the self, and autobiographical memory. This bridge between 
the cognitive study of memory and research stemming from other disci-
plines such as sociology and anthropology is what makes this network of 
autobiographical memories, those that intertwine the individual in their 
culture and time, extremely interesting for a much wider audience than 
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just psychologists. Cross-cultural variations in autobiographical memory 
have been observed by a number of authors (e.g., Pillemer, 1998; Röttger-
Rössler, 1993; Weintraub, 1978; and Han, Leichtman, & Wang, 1998). Wang 
(2001) studied the interactions among culture, self-concepts, and autobio-
graphical memories by asking American and Chinese college students to 
recall their first memory from childhood, rate it on a number of measures 
(e.g., rehearsal of this memory), and then complete 10 “I am …” statements. 
These statements were coded as either being private self-descriptions, for 
example, “I am friendly, conscientious, intelligent”; collective self-descrip-
tions, for example, “I am a brother, a footballer, a Protestant”; or public 
self-descriptions, for example, “I am in love with my girlfriend.” The earliest 
memories provided by the Chinese sample came from an average age of four 
years, whereas the Americans’ earliest childhood memories were found to 
come from approximately six months earlier. Chinese participants’ memo-
ries were more centered on collective activities, routines, and emotionally 
neutral events, whereas Americans tended to write emotionally elaborate, 
self-focused memories referring to specific one-off events. This finding was 
also replicated by Wang and Conway (2004). Americans’ memory descrip-
tions were also longer than those written by the Chinese participants. Also, 
in the I am statements, American participants were found to emphasize 
individual attributes to a greater extent than the Chinese participants, who 
tended to describe themselves more in terms of social roles. However, 
across both cultures, participants who used more positive and self-focused 
terms also were found to provide more specific and self-focused memories. 
These results highlight the dynamic and reciprocal nature of the relation-
ship between individual and cultural influences on the construction and 
retrieval of autobiographical memories.

Traditional cultural influences on patterns of AMNs also may be chang-
ing over time as a result of the impact of other cultures. As shown in 
Figure 2.4, Conway, Wang, and colleagues observed very similar periods of 
childhood amnesia and reminiscence bump across five cultures (Conway 
et al., 2005). However, these authors had expected to find a later reminis-
cence bump in Asian participants, as in some Asian societies adulthood is 
not considered to start until the age of about thirty, when a stable social 
network is formed. The authors suggested that one of the reasons that they 
may not have found the expected later reminiscence bump in Asian par-
ticipants could be a result of the increased Westernization of Asian cultures 
over the last fifty years. Increased Westernization may have led to changes 
in cultural norms concerning the timing of movement into adolescence 
and adulthood. An alternate explanation could be that there is universality 
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in memory retrieval curves, as in all cultures neurodevelopmental changes 
occur in the frontal lobes throughout childhood and into adolescence.

Networks of memories around different themes also have been found to 
differ across cultures (Wang, 2006). For earliest childhood memories cued by 
the words self, mother, family, friend, and surrounding, memory for mother was 
found to come from the youngest age (American = 3.8 years, Taiwanese = 5.4 
years), and memory for surroundings came from about the same age, suggest-
ing early development of knowledge about the physical environment. Earliest 
memory for self came from approximately six to eight months later. Memory 
for friend was the latest memory retrieved in both cultures (American = 5 
years, Taiwanese = 6.33 years), which supports previous findings that the 
social self in relation to friendships develops in the late preschool years. This 
indicates that networks of memories linked to the social self, and particularly 
the self in relation to mother, are able to be formed before memories relating 
to the self as an individual. Across conditions, European Americans’ earliest 
memories were again found to be from a younger age than were Taiwanese 
memories, and European Americans tended to recall more specific events and 
focus on individual roles and autonomy than did Taiwanese participants.

The interactions that occur between mother and child and their influ-
ence on autobiographical memory styles have been studied both within 
and between cultures, and it has been found that Western mothers talk 
about the past in more elaborate and emotional ways than mothers from 
Eastern cultures (Leichtman, Wang, & Pillemer, 2003). In conversations 
with their children, mothers from Western cultures focus on the child’s 
own abilities and emotions. When discussing past events, they also provide 
rich and embellished information about the events being discussed and 
elaborate and augment children’s responses. Conversely, Eastern mothers 
tend to place the child in a more collective setting, minimize emotions such 
as anger that may divide the child from the group, and instead highlight 
moral emotions and lessons. Eastern mothers also have been found to not 
use embellishment in conversations with their children, instead just repeat-
ing questions to try to elicit more information about the event being dis-
cussed (Wang & Brockmeier, 2002). These styles of reminiscing have been 
termed “high-elaborative” and “low-elaborative,” respectively, and have 
been shown to influence the elaborative style adopted by the child and the 
amount of detail elicited in memory sharing conversations. Simple shar-
ing of past experiences between mother and child thus perpetuates cultural 
styles of memory content, memory retrieval, which in turn will have influ-
ence over the types of associations, and themes that link memories together 
in individual’s AMNs.
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A further aspect of cognition that can influence retrieval of memories 
from different networks is language. In a study of middle-aged immigrants 
who had fled from Poland to Denmark thirty years previously, when asked 
to recall memories to word cues (of which half were given in Danish and 
half in Polish), participants judged memories of events that had taken place 
in Poland as being retrieved from memory in Polish, whereas events that 
occurred after immigration were retrieved in Danish (Larsen, Schrauf, 
Fromholt, & Rubin, 2002). Participants who had immigrated at a younger 
age (average age twenty-four years) also reported experiencing more inner 
speech behaviors in Danish than those who had immigrated later late in 
their lives (average thirty-four years). This indicates that those in the first 
group were thinking in Danish. These results suggest that some element of 
autobiographical memory encoding takes into account language, or at least 
some linguistic elements feature in encoding specificity and subsequent 
retrieval. This implies that memories encoded in one language are stored in 
separate AMNs from memories encoded in another language and that the 
links or overlaps between these networks are either weak or limited.

The way in which we talk about our memories may not always reflect 
what we remember about our memories, however. Wang and Ross (2005) 
studied earliest childhood memories in Caucasian and Asian Americans 
and found that priming of private self-concepts (e.g., I am clever) or collec-
tive self-concepts (e.g., I am a Christian) before recall influenced the focus 
of memories retrieved (privately focused or collectively focused) and the 
number of social interactions reported in memories. However, the effects of 
culture were found to be stronger and to have separate influence over mem-
ory content. These findings indicate that the cognitive frame activated at 
the time of retrieval was not the only influence over recall and that encod-
ing of representations in memory is also critical. This relates to changes in 
the goals of the working self, as discussed earlier. As time passes between 
encoding and retrieval, changes in the goals of the working self may influ-
ence the attention paid to different aspects of a representation in memory 
or reinterpretation of the event information. Therefore, when recounting a 
memory to different people at different points in time, the narrative that we 
provide may differ greatly (Wang & Ross, 2005).

Conclusions: Memory Self Networks

In this chapter, we have argued for a concept that we call self networks. A 
critically important component of these networks is networks of specific 
autobiographical memories that ground the self in a remembered reality. 
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One important self network represents, in highly accessible form, the emerg-
ing self in late adolescence and early adulthood. This network is undoubt-
edly of enduring significance for the self and central in defining who we 
are and, importantly, who we can become. Another network of memories 
links the self into society and history; this network consists of flashbulb 
memories – vivid memories of learning of highly consequential items of 
public news. These two self networks may then be interlinked in an over-
riding memory network as the most easily accessible memories both from 
one’s own personal experiences and from one’s flashbulb memories relating 
to public events date from the period of the reminiscence bump, between 
the ages of fifteen and twenty-five (see Figures 2.3 and 2.4, and Table 2.1). 
Perhaps then, both our personal identity and our cultural or generational 
identity are formed at this time and endure over the life span.
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Imagine that you are to tell your life story to a new friend, whom you have 
just met and who therefore does not know anything about your past. It is a 
friend with whom you are absolutely confident and with whom you can be 
completely honest. You want to tell him or her about the events from your 
own personal life that you think are most central to your life story. Which 
events would you include?

There are probably many candidates, but some events are more likely 
to spring to mind than others. If you are like most people, you would be 
unlikely to include, for example, the day you read your first book, when you 
learned to write your own name, once your wallet was stolen, once you had 
a toothache and a root canal treatment, or the first time that you went on 
a plane trip. You would be more likely to tell your new friend about hav-
ing siblings, beginning school, the first time you fell in love, some major 
achievement in sports or academics, when you left home, and when you 
graduated. You might also include your first job, marriage, the birth of your 
children or grandchildren, and so forth, if you are old enough to have expe-
rienced such events.

How are these events selected over others? You may say that they are 
selected because they are important, much more important than learning 
to read a book. But then what do we mean by importance here? Was it 
not important to you as a child finally to be able to read a book or even 
learn to tie your own shoes? And how is it that different people come up 
with some of the same important events to be included in their life stories? 
Are all lives highly similar, or is something else going on? In this chapter, 
we will argue that the content of our life stories is constrained by cultural 
norms that influence what we think of as important and as less important 
from the perspective of telling a life story. Such collective norms are called 
life scripts – defined as culturally shared expectations about the order and 
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timing of life events in a prototypical life course (Berntsen & Rubin, 2002, 
2004; Rubin & Berntsen, 2003). This chapter deals with culturally shared 
life scripts, their relevance for individual life stories, and how life scripts 
and life stories develop in childhood.

The Theoretical Background

In a modern Western society, the individual is commonly described as 
released from the cultural constraints that dominated people’s lives at ear-
lier times (Ziehe & Stubenrauch, 1982). In a feudal society, the individual 
had very little freedom regarding where to live, what to do for a living, 
whom to marry, when to have children, and so forth. In a contemporary 
Western society, the individual to a much larger extent decides indepen-
dently what kind of life he or she would like to live. Individuals are no lon-
ger born with a predestined life; instead, we all have to “get a life,” according 
to this view. Life stories are often depicted as a process through which the 
individual attempts to maintain a sense of identity and continuity through 
the construal of personal meaning with very few stable cultural norms for 
guidance (e.g., Giddens, 1991). Consistent with this view, psychological 
theories of autobiographical memory generally have focused on the level 
of the individual and minimized the impact of culture and tradition on the 
content and structure of autobiographical memory (see Berntsen & Rubin, 
2004, for a review). That is, theories of autobiographical memory usually 
assume that the central structures for the organization of autobiographical 
memory originate in the life course of the individual and not in the way this 
life course is normatively described by the culture to which the individual 
belongs. For example, in the self memory system (SMS) account by Conway 
and Pleydell-Pearce (2000) the goal structure of the self is assumed to deter-
mine the accessibility of autobiographical memories. Examining autobio-
graphical memory and personal life stories in relation to culturally shared 
life scripts is a movement away from a narrowed focus on the individual.

What Is a Life Script?

Although the modern individual has many more options regarding his 
or her personal life than an individual in a so-called traditional society, 
the idea of a normative biography still exists in most people’s mind, even 
though their own lives may to some extent deviate from it. Not everything 
can happen at any time in life. Pregnancy at age 15 would probably be con-
sidered “too early” by most people in our culture, and graduating at age 50 
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would be “too late.” Such culturally sanctioned age norms are well docu-
mented by research in anthropology and sociology. As Neugarten, Moore, 
and Lowe pointed out: “There exists what may be called a prescriptive time-
table for the ordering of major life events: a time in the life span when men 
and women are expected to marry, a time to raise children, a time to retire” 
(1965, p. 711). People are aware of these age norms as well as their own tim-
ing in relation to them.

A life script is a mental representation of culturally expected life events 
and their age norms. It combines the idea of culturally sanctioned age 
norms as studied in anthropology and sociology with the concept of script, 
as this notion was developed by Schank and Abelson (1977) in cognitive 
psychology. A script is a general knowledge structure that organizes the way 
that we think about a recurrent everyday event, such as eating in a restau-
rant or traveling by airplane. A person who has a script for airplane trips 
knows that he or she is supposed to do certain things in a fixed order. The 
person is supposed to check in, get a boarding pass, go through security, go 
to the gate, board the plane, and so on. It is not possible to reverse the order 
of these mini-events. Described in more abstract terms, a script is a series 
of events that unfold in a specific order, with each event enabling the events 
that follow, together composing a stereotypical episode (Schank, 1982, 1999; 
Schank & Abelson, 1977). Scripts are collectively shared knowledge that 
enables us to communicate about and orient ourselves in recurrent, com-
plex situations. In the same way, a life script represents a series of life events 
that take place in a specific order, and it represents a prototypical life course 
within a certain culture (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; Rubin & Berntsen, 2003). 
It influences how we communicate and think about our life and how we 
plan our future. Just as you are supposed to have a boarding pass before 
you can proceed to the gate, you are supposed to have graduated before you 
can get your first real job, and (at least in some cultures) you are supposed 
to marry before you have your first child. Both the script as introduced by 
Schank and Abelson (1977) and the life script as described by Berntsen and 
Rubin (2004) are cognitive representations of socially sanctioned rules of 
behavior.

The Content of Life Scripts

The following summary is based on Berntsen and Rubin (2004). The con-
tents of life scripts are culturally important transitional events and their 
expected timing and sequencing. Culturally important transitional events 
are events that mark a culturally approved transition from one social role 
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to another, such as from unmarried to married or from having no children 
to becoming a parent. Some events may be highly personally significant 
without fulfilling these criteria (e.g., having a serious accident or winning 
in the lottery). Such events would not be part of a life script and would have 
no age norms. More culturally important transitional events are expected to 
happen in young adulthood than in any other period of life. This is the rea-
son why life scripts may help to explain a dominance of autobiographical 
memories from this period of life relative to the surrounding ages, a point 
on which we will elaborate later.

Because life scripts deal with socially sanctioned rules of behavior, 
life script events that happen “on time” are usually considered positive 
(Luborsky, 1993; Rubin & Berntsen, 2003). They typically are celebrated 
socially, whereas events that conflict with the life script (e.g., dropping out 
of school instead of graduating) and transitional events that are “off-time” 
(e.g., pregnancy in adolescence) often are seen as stressful and socially stig-
matizing (Neugarten & Hagestad, 1976). The life script therefore represents 
an idealized life story. Whereas a restaurant script may be said to represent 
an averaged version of many recurrent visits to restaurants (Abelson, 1981), 
the life script does not depict an average life, because an average life would 
have to include many events that are common but not culturally expected 
(e.g., losing one’s job). Because we only live once, the life script is not 
learned from personal actions in recurrent contexts, in contrast to the event 
script introduced by Schank and Abelson (1977). Instead, the life script is 
handed down from older generations, from stories, and from observations 
of the behavior of other, typically older, people within the same culture (see 
Berntsen & Rubin, 2004, for more details). Later in this chapter we discuss 
how life scripts develop in childhood.

How Life Scripts May Structure Recall  
from Autobiographical Memory

According to most accounts, voluntary recall from autobiographical mem-
ory is a cyclic process that begins with a search description providing a rough 
specification of what kind of memory to look for. Retrieval failures lead to 
a readjustment of the search description, followed by additional retrieval 
attempts, until – eventually – the person comes up with a satisfactory result 
(e.g., Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000). Faced with the question that we 
asked in the beginning of this chapter, a person would have to generate a 
search description for memories that he or she might include in his or her 
life story. Such a search description would most likely be generated at least 
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partly on the basis of the life script. If no specific time slot in a life script is 
allocated to a certain type of event, these events will not benefit from a life 
script that supports and structures retrieval. Thus, these events should be 
underrepresented as compared to events that do. This is one important way 
in which life scripts may structure our life stories. In addition to structur-
ing retrieval, life scripts may influence encoding and retention by providing 
more cultural importance and opportunities for rehearsal to events that fit 
the script (e.g., social celebrations) compared to events that do not, thus 
increasing the accessibility of the former (see Berntsen & Rubin, 2004, for 
more detailed discussion).

Although life scripts help to structure individual life narratives, the two 
concepts are theoretically and empirically distinct. A life script is a cultur-
ally shared part of our semantic knowledge, whereas a life story is personal, 
as it belongs to a specific individual and is part of one’s autobiographical 
knowledge. A life script is measured by a request for events in a stereotypi-
cal life within a given culture. A life story is measured by asking an indi-
vidual to tell the story about his or her life (Berntsen & Rubin, 2002, 2004; 
Rubin & Berntsen, 2003).

Studying Life Scripts and Autobiographical Memory in Adults

Although several autobiographical memory researcher have mentioned 
the importance of culturally expected events for autobiographical memory 
(e.g., Bluck & Habermas, 2000; Cohen & Faulkner, 1988; Fitzgerald, 1988; 
Robinson, 1992; Robinson & Taylor, 1998), systematic empirical research 
clarifying the specific content of such norms and their cognitive structures 
only began when Berntsen and Rubin (2002) stumbled on a surprising find-
ing. Many previous studies had shown that people over the age of 40 recall 
more memories from age 15 to 30 than from the surrounding periods. This 
so-called reminiscence bump was discovered by Rubin, Wetzler, and Nebes 
(1986) in a reanalysis of data from several studies on word-cued memories, 
and it has been replicated numerous times (see Rubin, 2002, for a review). 
Surprisingly, when Berntsen and Rubin (2002) asked a large sample of 
Danes how old they were during their most important, their happiest, their 
saddest, and their most traumatic memory, they found no bump for the 
saddest and most traumatic memories, whereas there was a clear bump in 
the 20s for the most important and happiest memories for respondents over 
the age of 40 (see Figure 3.1). The absence of a bump for memories of nega-
tive events was replicated by Rubin and Berntsen (2003, Study 1), who asked 
another representative sample of Danes how old they were when they had 
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felt most afraid, most proud, most jealous, most in love, and most angry. 
Respondents were also asked when they had experienced their most impor-
tant event and whether this event had been positive or negative. Again, 
there was a bump for positive but not negative memories.

Could these findings simply reflect that life is better in young adulthood 
than at any other time? This explanation could be ruled out by the fact that 
a similar dissociation between positive and negative memories is not found 
when recall is triggered by word cues (Rubin & Schulkind, 1997). However, 
many other explanations were possible – in fact, far too many explanations. 
Berntsen and Rubin (2002, table 2) listed eight different explanations that 
were able to account for the absence of the bump for negative memories. 
One that seemed most parsimonious was based on the idea of life scripts 
favoring events from young adulthood and favoring positive events over 
negative events. To examine this idea, Rubin and Berntsen (2003, Study 
2) asked Danish psychology students to think about a fictitious average 
70-year-old and estimate this person’s age during each of a series of emo-
tionally charged events. The events were the same as those used in Rubin 
and Berntsen (2003, Study 1). The crucial difference between the two stud-
ies was that the students in Study 2 did not base their age estimates of the 
events on their own memories but on their expectations as to when dif-
ferent emotional events were likely to occur in a prototypical life course. 
In support of the life script account, they came up with roughly the same 
life distributions for the emotional events as the memories had shown in 
Study 1. Again, a bump in young adulthood was seen for positive but not for 
negative events. Moreover, the students agreed more on the age estimates 
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for positive events and had more confidence in their age estimates for the 
positive events than the negative events. Indeed, this was what one would 
expect if the age estimates for the positive events but not the negative events 
were governed by a culturally shared life script.

One limitation of Rubin and Berntsen’s (2003) second study was that the 
participants did not generate the events themselves. Therefore, Berntsen 
and Rubin (2004) asked 103 Danish psychology students to generate the 
seven most important events that they imagined were highly likely to take 
place in a prototypical infant’s life. They were asked to write down these 
seven events in the same order as they came to mind and to give each event 
a short title that specified its content. When the participant had recorded 
seven events, he or she turned to the next page in the booklet and rated the 
importance, real-life prevalence (i.e., how many out of 100 people would 
experience this event), and emotional content for each of the seven events. 
The participants also estimated at which age in an average person’s life this 
event was most likely to take place. Based on the notion of life scripts as a 
shared cognitive structure that favors positive events over negative events 
and that favors events from young adulthood relative to other events from 
other periods, Berntsen and Rubin (2004) predicted the following: (1) a high 
overlap among the events generated by the participants; (2) a dominance of 
events rated positive; (3) more agreement across participants for the esti-
mated ages for positive events relative to negative events; and (4) that the 
majority of positive events would be estimated to occur between ages 15 and 
30 (i.e., the period for the bump), whereas the life-span distribution of neg-
ative events should be relatively flat or show a slow increase (see Berntsen & 
Rubin, 2004, for the full list of predictions).

The participants recorded, all together, 721 events. However, consistent 
with the first prediction, these events were highly overlapping. When classified 
independently by two judges, 36 different categories emerged (see Table 3.1).

These categories were predominantly positive, consistent with predic-
tion 2. Also, when looking at the standard deviations for the age estimates 
for the negative events as compared to the positive events (see Table 3.1), the 
negative events show much more variability, consistent with prediction 3. 
The frequencies (i.e., number of records) were not predicted by ratings of 
real life prevalence. However, consistent with prediction 4, frequency was 
predicted by (positive) valence and whether the event was estimated to take 
place in the period of the bump. This latter point is illustrated much more 
clearly by Figure 3.2, which shows the distribution of age estimates for posi-
tive, negative, and neutral life script events.In a follow-up, Rubin, Berntsen, 
and Hutson (2009) asked Danish psychology students and American 
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undergraduates to conduct the life script task as described earlier. In addi-
tion, they were asked the question that we presented at the beginning of 
this chapter. They were asked to come up with the seven most important 
events to be included if they were to tell their life story to a new friend. The 
life script findings largely replicated those of Berntsen and Rubin (2004). 
For the Danish sample, this replication was close to perfect, whereas some 
relatively minor differences were observed in relation to the life script gen-
erated by the American students, reflecting differences between the two 
cultures. For example, getting a driver’s license was mentioned by a sub-
stantial number of Americans but not mentioned by the Danes. In both 
samples, the events generated for the life story showed a substantial overlap 
with events in the life script for each population.

Erdoğan, Baran, Avlar, Cağlar Taş, and Tekcan (2008) replicated 
Berntsen and Rubin’s study (2004) in a Turkish sample of 220 university 
students. They found a substantial overlap between the Danish and the 
Turkish life script, as well as some cultural differences (i.e., “circumcision” 
in the Turkish life script vs. “confirmation” in the Danish life script).

Collins, Pillemer, Ivcevic, and Gooze (2007) asked 92 participants 
to describe two positive and two negative memories from when they 
were between 8 and 18 years old. They found that the negative memories 
were flatly distributed across the years, whereas the positive memories were 
clustered around life script events such as the highschool/college transi-
tion, with about half of all positive memories happening around age 17–18. 
They repeated this study for an age range without obvious cultural life 
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reproduced from Berntsen and 
Rubin (2004, figure 2).



72 How Do Memories Construct Our Past? 

script events (age 10–15) and found a flat distribution for both memories of 
 negative and positive events.

In short, the studies reviewed so far have found evidence for the existence 
of a life script as a shared cognitive structure. When this structure is measured, 
it shows much overlap with the distribution of autobiographical memories. 
However, the fact that these two phenomena show highly similar characteris-
tics regarding their distribution of events across the life span need not mean 
that one (the life script) is shaping the other (the life story). Alternatively, a 
common underlying factor could shape both. What would be a reasonable 
candidate for such an underlying factor? The only possible candidate we can 
think of would be the way life actually is for most people. According to this 
alternative account, because autobiographical memories deal with life and 
because life scripts give a realistic picture of the way life is, the distributions of 
autobiographical memories and life script events are highly similar.

However, this explanation is contradicted by several facts. First, many 
important and common events (e.g., accidents, menarche, menopause, 
assaults, losing a job) are not present in Table 3.1. Second, ratings of real-
life prevalence were unrelated to how frequently an event was recorded 
in Berntsen and Rubin (2004, Study 2). Third, as mentioned earlier, the 
dominance of positive events in the bump period is not found when peo-
ple are asked to retrieve memories in response to cue words (e.g., Rubin & 
Schulkind, 1997). Fourth, the dominance of positive events in the bump 
period and negative events expected to come later in life is also contrary to 
studies on the development of affect across the life span, which have shown 
that older adults experience less negative affect, both in terms of frequency 
and intensity (e.g., Charles, Reynolds, & Gatz, 2001; Mroczek, 2001, for 
reviews). Given that a reference to real life is unable to provide a satisfac-
tory alternative explanation, it seems reasonable to conclude based on the 
review so far that shared cultural life scripts have a major influence on how 
adults remember and narrate their personal lives. In the next section, we 
examine to what extent the ability to construct a personal life story in child-
hood is related to the internalization of a culturally shared life script.

Cultural Life Scripts and the Development  
of Personal Life Stories

Generally, there seems to be consent among researchers on autobiograph-
ical memory that the development of autobiographical memories hap-
pens through close encounters between the individual and the culture in 
which he or she grows up in (see Nelson & Fivush, 2004; Reese, 2002, for 
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overviews). However, the ability to remember and recount autobiographical 
memories is not the same as being able to narrate one’s life story coherently 
(Habermas & Bluck, 2000), and only few developmental memory research-
ers have considered the relationship between the surrounding culture and 
the development of the ability to tell one’s life story.

Habermas and Bluck theorized that one of the prerequisites for telling 
a coherent life story is the internalization of a cultural concept of biogra-
phy, which together with temporal coherence is “used to form a basic, skel-
etal life narrative consisting of an ordered sequence of culturally defined, 
major life events” (2000, p. 750). However, according to Habermas (2007), 
the cultural concept of biography includes more features than the cul-
tural life script, as it also refers to knowledge about narrative conventions 
and goals pertaining to the telling of autobiographies. Similarily, Nelson 
describes the emergence of a “cultural self ” as the prerequisite for the 
child’s ability to construct an autobiography. This “cultural self ” consists, 
on the one hand, of “the sociocultural temporal frame of one’s life” (2003,  
p. 21) – namely, life script events such as “school, jobs, marriage” (p. 21) – 
but it also, on the other hand, consists of cultural myths and collective 
memories. Whereas Habermas and Bluck (2000) predict the emergence 
of a cultural concept of biography in late childhood or early adolescence, 
Nelson (2003) sets the emergence of the cultural self in the early school 
years (5–7 years). Even though these autobiographical memory researchers 
stress the importance of the development of a cultural framework for the 
child’s ability to construct a life story, empirical studies have been scarce 
(Habermas, 2007). However, the introduction of the cultural life script by 
Berntsen and Rubin (2004) has made it easier to operationalize the idea of 
a cultural frame for the construction of life stories, thus making it much 
more feasable to test the relationship between the acquisition of a cultural 
life script and the ability to construct one’s life story.

We (Bohn & Berntsen, 2008) studied the development of cultural life 
scripts and the relationship between this and the development of the ability 
to coherently tell one’s life story in children and adolescents. Participants in 
our study were 140 Danish grade school and high school students. We col-
lected data from 3rd graders (9–10 years old), a group of 5th and 6th graders 
(11–13 years old), and from 8th graders (14–15 years old).

In three sessions of 45 minutes each, we collected written reports of a 
recent autobiographical event, the childrens’ life stories, and cultural life 
scripts. For the recent autobiographical event, we asked the children and 
adolescents to write about an event that had happened during their fall 
vacation. We chose this topic, because it ensured that we got stories about 
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events that had happened at the same time, and these stories would encom-
pass similar events for all children. This strategy proved to be successful, as 
most of the children wrote about family outings, vacation trips, or going 
shopping or to the movies with their families or friends. We used the vaca-
tion stories as a baseline measurement for the childrens’ ability to tell about 
an autobiographical event. For the life story, the children received oral and 
written instructions to write their life story to a person who would like to 
know more about them and about the events that had happened to them 
since they were born. For the cultural life scripts, the children and adoles-
cents were asked to imagine a newborn of their own sex and to write down 
the 10 most important events that they thought would happen in this new-
born’s life across the life span. They also were asked to give the approximate 
age of when the events would happen. The children were told that there 
were no right or wrong answers for this task but that we were interested in 
their opinion.

Measures

In order to measure the development of cultural life scripts, a norm was 
established by collecting cultural life scripts from an adult group. The adult 
group consisted of 111 Danish psychology majors who were, on average, 
28.5 years old. We decided to collect new data to use as the adult norm 
instead of the cultural life script norms established by Berntsen and Rubin 
(2004) because the children had been asked to generate 10 events, whereas 
Berntsen and Rubin had asked their participants to provide only seven life 
events. Nevertheless, the adult group in our study generated life scripts 
highly similar to those found in the studies by Berntsen and Rubin (2004, 
see Table 3.1), and Rubin, Berntsen, and Hutson (2009). The fit of the chil-
drens’ life scripts to the adult life script norm was measured by the follow-
ing two scores:

(1) a typicality score based on how often a life script event had been men-
tioned by the adult group. Thus, the higher a child scored on the typicality 
score, the closer his/her life script is to the adult norm.

(2) An idiosyncrasy score based on the assumption that a shared cogni-
tive structure such as a life script should not vary too much across individu-
als. The individual variation of the life script was measured by the number 
of idiosyncratic events mentioned in the life script. Idiosyncratic events are 
all those events, which were mentioned by three or less adult participants in 
the study. Some examples of idiosyncratic life events mentioned by adults 
are “first promotion,” “second marriage,” and “being robbed.” Children 



 Cultural Life Scripts and Individual Life Stories 75

mentioned idiosyncratic events such as “grow teeth,” “begin to think,” “stops 
using pacifier,” “gets own cell phone,” or “becomes famous.”

The fall vacation stories were scored on general coherence, using a scale 
from 0 to 3 (adapted from Peterson & McCabe, 1983; see also Fivush et al., 
2002). As life stories are more complex and involve more than one auto-
biographical event memory, life story coherence was measured on various 
parameters such as beginning and ending of the stories, the number of life 
script events mentioned in the life story, as well as on general life story 
coherence.

Findings

The following is a brief summary of the main results of our study based on 
findings reported by Bohn and Berntsen (2008). We found that the typicality of 
cultural life scripts increased systematically across childhood and adolescence, 
and, at the same time, that the idiosyncrasy of the life scripts decreased. Third 
graders had on average almost twice as many idiosyncratic events included in 
their life scripts than the older children, and more than four times as many as 
the adult control group. The cultural life scripts of our participants became 
more and more adultlike with increasing age. However, even at age 14, not all 
participants had reached the adult norm for cultural life scripts.

We found large individual differences in the typicality of the cultural life 
scripts and in the coherence of life stories written by the children. Although 
there were significant correlations between the typicality of the cultural 
life script and life story coherence, no relationship was found between the 
coherence of fall vacation stories and the typicality of the life script. This 
pattern of relationship was present, even when the age of the participants 
and the length of their vacation and life stories were taken into account. 
Thus, it seems that children with less typical and more idiosyncratic cul-
tural life scripts write less coherent life stories, whereas children with more 
typical life scripts are able to write more coherent life stories.

In the following paragraphs, we focus on the qualitative data to illustrate 
these points (for analyses of the numerical data, see Bohn and Berntsen, 
2008). To illustrate the findings, we will present the life scripts and life sto-
ries of two nine-year-old boys named Jakob and Erik.

In accordance with earlier findings (for an overview, see Habermas & 
Bluck, 2000), both boys were able to write coherent stories about their fall 
vacations of about equal length. Jakob told about his vacation in Turkey, 
whereas Erik wrote about a day spent at a large tropical indoor swim-
ming pool. Table 3.2 shows Jakob’s and Erik’s cultural life scripts. Jakob’s life 
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script is highly idiosyncratic and not ordered chronologically, whereas Erik’s 
life script is in almost perfect chronological order and highly normative, that 
is, it includes events frequently mentioned by the adult group and does not 
contain any idiosyncratic events at all.

Even though both boys had reported autobiographical memories about 
their fall vacation of about equal length and coherence, their life stories are 
strikingly different:

“Jakob” (boy with idiosyncratic life script): Down on Mallorca, I got •	
lost from my mother and father on the beach. And they had to ask 
other people to help search for me. And then they finally found me 
down on the beach, and then we had to go home.

Table 3.2. An idiosyncratic and a normative life script

Idiosyncratic life script (“Jakob”) Age at event

Is run over by a car 29
Becomes a professional soccer player 20
Birth 0
Plays for Brøndby Soccer club 24
Finishes school 16
Buys a new house 34
Member of the National Soccer Team 23
Team Captain Brøndby Soccer Club 26
He wins National Championship with Brøndby 27
He lifts the trophy 28

Normative life script (“Erik”) Age at event

Birth 0
Baptism 2
Learns to walk 3
Learns to talk 3
Begins daycare 3
Begins in school 6
Gets a job 19
Girlfriend 18
Marriage 29
Death 99
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“Erik” (boy with normative life script): I was born on October 25th, •	
1996. I love soccer and handball. I have two younger brothers. One is 
called Per, and the other is called Gustav. I have always liked to go to 
school. I was four when I learned how to ride a bike.

Jakob describes a single autobiographical memory, the almost classical or 
prototypical “nightmare event” for children (and parents) of getting lost: He 
gets lost and found on the beach. We get to know that this event took place 
on the Spanish island of Mallorca, but we do not learn how old Jakob was, 
when this event took place, or any other details from his life. Erik’s life story 
is as short as Jakob’s, but he is able to convey information about himself, his 
family, and even his personality. It seems that Erik’s internalization of the 
cultural life script enables him to generate a more coherent and informative 
life story.

These examples illustrate the general pattern in our results of a rela-
tion between the ability to generate a normative life script and to tell a 
coherent life story (Bohn & Berntsen, 2008), suggesting that cultural life 
scripts are important for the development of the ability to tell a coherent 
life story. Although empirical studies with adults provide evidence for the 
use of cultural life scripts as “search machines” when providing one’s life 
story (Collins et al., 2007; Rubin, Berntsen & Hutson, under review), our 
study suggests that the development of the shared cognitive structure of a 
cultural life script is an important prerequisite for establishing the story of 
one’s life.

Even though the idiosyncratic events violated the shared life script 
norms, they were in many cases not entirely unique to the child but quite 
influenced by other cultural stereotypical ideas. Nelson (2003) includes in 
her model of the cultural self the absorbtion of cultural myths and represen-
tative stories as part of the developmental process. As an example for this, 
she refers to a study by Nicolopoulou and Weintraub (1998), who found that 
preschool boys tended to tell stories about superheroes, whereas preschool 
girls were more inclined to talk about home and family life or kings and 
queens. We found patterns akin to these in some of the life scripts. Some 
boys (such as Jakob, see Table 3.2) presented the life of a sports star (soc-
cer, boxing) – arguably today’s superheroes – in their cultural life scripts, 
whereas one girl actually presented the fairy tale life of a princess. Here are 
the sports star life scripts by another nine-year-old boy and the princess 
life script of a nine-year-old girl. (Note that AGF is a Danish soccer club; to 
understand the girl’s life script, it is important to know that Denmark actu-
ally has a Crown Prince.)
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Life Script Event (boy) Age at Event

He starts playing soccer 4
He gets a playstation 6
He becomes professional soccer player 18
He plays for AGF 19
He gets into the national team 22
Wins Danish Soccer League Championship 25
Wins World Championship 28
Gets a child 30
He gets ill 75
He drops dead 95

Life Script Event (girl) Age at Event

She travels to Croatia 3
She begins in school 6
She gets a boyfriend 10
She finishes school 15
She wants to be an actress 20
She plays in the Royal Theatre 30
The Crown Prince falls in love with her 32
He marries her 32
She becomes pregnant 36
She dies 59

Even though these two life scripts differ from the adult norm of a cul-
tural life script because of their high degree of idiosyncrasy, they do follow 
the timeline of the normal life script, that is, they begin very early in life 
and progress chronologically until death. This chronological order can be 
found in the majority of the cultural life scripts at all age levels participating 
in this study, which is in agreement with findings from previous studies on 
the ablitity to order events chronologically (for a review, see Habermas & 
Bluck, 2000). Generally, our study indicates that the major developmental 
differences in cultural life scripts are less to be found in the chronological 
order or in the perceived timing of the life script events but more in the type 
of events chosen for the life scripts.

As mentioned earlier, younger children were much more inclined to use 
idiosyncratic events in their life scripts. Many of these events can be accounted 
for by the “fairy tale” and “superhero” life myths. Another source of inspiration 
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for idiosyncratic events seems to stem from the childrens’ personal  experiences 
or familiar topics, as many children use personally important or current events 
for their life scripts. For example, some children mentioned “First Christmas” 
or “First New Year’s Eve” as a life script event. This choice was probably 
inspired by the fact that data collection took place in late November and early 
December. Events such as “going on vacation” or “moving” reflect personal 
events in the childrens’ life that are important to them and that they have expe-
rienced themselves. To illustrate, consider the following series of events gener-
ated by a nine-year-old girl in response to a request for a life script for a girl 
within her culture: (1) “She gets two rabbits” (2) “The rabbits die” (3) “She gets 
two guinnea pigs.” Another nine-year-old girl, whose mother is a nurse in an 
intensive care unit, mentioned “needs oxygen from a bottle after birth” as a life 
script event. Here, stories she has heard her mother tell about her workplace 
might have led the girl to include this idiosyncratic event.

The tendency to choose life script events from a life fantasy or from 
currently important events and topics in one’s personal life declines across 
middle childhood toward adolescence. At the same time, the idiosyncratic 
events are replaced by more normative cultural life events.

Summary and Concluding Comments

Even though we may be inclined to think about life stories as highly per-
sonal endeavors, life stories are greatly influenced by collectively shared  
norms within a given culture. Cultural life scripts are schemas for cultur- 
ally expected transitional events and their timing in the average life course. 
In addition to influencing peoples’ plans for their future, cultural life  
scripts structure recall from autobiographical memory and influence what 
we choose to include in our personal life stories. In this chapter, we have 
reviewed evidence showing great overlap between the distribution of auto-
biographical memories over the life span, on the one hand, when people are 
asked for memories of important or highly emotional events and, on the 
other hand, the distribution of normative life events when people are asked 
to produce life scripts. In both cases, an increase of reported events is found 
in young adulthood, and in both cases, this increase or bump is limited to 
events with a positive emotional content. Life scripts have to be learned in 
the same way as other forms of cultural knowledge are acquired. We have 
reviewed findings showing that knowledge of cultural life scripts develops 
throughout childhood and adolescence. Although school-aged children are 
able to remember and narrate about single events, they have great difficulty 
in telling their life story. It seems that an important prerequisite for life story 
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abilities is the internalization of a cultural life script. Generally, the more 
typical life scripts children in our study produced, the more coherent life 
stories they constructed, whereas the ability to narrate about a single vaca-
tion event was unaffected by the degree of typicality of a life script. Children 
with less normative life scripts had interesting and unconventional sugges-
tions for life script events, such as becoming a soccer star or queen of the 
country. Such idiosyncratic events could be seen as derived from cultural 
myths. Another source for idiosyncratic life events were unique experiences 
from the child’s personal life that became projected into the normative life.

Future studies on this topic may examine cultural differences and gen-
erational differences in the contents of life scripts and how such differences 
may affect the content and structure of life stories in the same populations.
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A great deal of research has attempted to clarify the nature and mechanisms 
underlying memory in individuals, and there is an increasing amount 
of work concerning collective remembering by societies and cultures. 
However, there have been few attempts to bridge the gap between these 
two levels of analysis, and the present volume represents a welcome step in 
that direction. There are, of course, many possible ways to try to bridge the 
divide between individual and collective memory. In the present chapter, 
we adopt an approach that reflects our backgrounds as researchers in the 
area of individual memory: we focus on a broad concept that has important 
implications for how we think about individual memory and that, we sug-
gest, might also be relevant to the understanding of collective memory.1

We refer to this concept as the specificity of memory: the extent to which, 
and sense in which, an individual’s memory is based on retention of specific 
features of a past experience, or reflects the operation of specialized, highly 
specific memory processes. In some situations, memory is highly specific, 
and may include the precise details of a previous experience; in other situa-
tions, memory may be much more generic, including retention of only the 
general sense or gist of what happened. For example, when asked about last 
year’s summer vacation, we may be able to recall in detail the exact meal 
we ate at a favorite restaurant, where we sat, who else was present, what the 
room looked like, and how we felt about the food we ate. But when asked 
about how we arrived at our vacation destination, we might remember only 
the general outlines of the airplane trip we took, recalling little more than a 
generic image of a large jet or an airport waiting area. Consider also another 
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domain where specificity is important, albeit in a very different sense: skill 
learning. Sometimes practicing a skill produces a highly specific type of 
improvement, such as when practicing the piano results in an improved 
ability to play a specific piece, even though no general improvement trans-
fers to other pieces. But some piano exercises will result in acquired skills 
that apply quite generally to many pieces. Just as recall can range from spe-
cific to general, so, too, can the benefits of practicing a skill.

In view of these considerations, it may not be surprising that questions 
concerning the specificity of memory loom large in a number of different 
areas of individual memory research (Schacter, Dobbins, & Schnyer, 2004; 
Schacter, Gallo, & Kensinger, in press). Although a comprehensive review of 
all aspects of memory specificity is beyond the scope of this chapter, we will 
attempt to convey a sense of some of the important findings and concepts that 
have arisen in regard to memory specificity in several domains of research. 
First, we will provide a brief overview of specificity issues in relation to one of 
the most intensively studied phenomena of human memory during the past 
two decades, known as priming: a facilitation or change in the ability of an 
individual to identify or produce a stimulus as a result of a recent exposure 
to that stimulus (Tulving & Schacter, 1990). Priming is an example of implicit 
memory, that is, a nonconscious form of memory that need not involve con-
scious or explicit recollection of a prior experience (Graf & Schacter, 1985; 
Schacter, 1987). We will focus on the specificity of priming – that is, when 
priming reflects retention of specific features of previously perceived items 
or specific responses made to those items (Schacter et al., 2004). Questions 
concerning the specificity of priming effects have been the focus of empirical 
and theoretical attention for nearly 30 years, and considering this research 
will allow us to refine exactly what we mean when we refer to the specificity 
of memory. We will then consider how some recent findings concerning the 
specificity of priming relate to specificity in the encoding of new memories, 
thereby illustrating how thinking about memory specificity can potentially 
provide links between different domains of memory research.

Continuing to focus on encoding processes, we will next consider a topic 
that is relevant to both individual and collective memory research: the role 
of the self in encoding of memories. Issues concerning the self are at the 
interface between individual and collective memories, so the topic is espe-
cially germane to the present volume. Memory researchers have focused 
in particular on the benefits of encoding new information with respect to 
the self, and have attempted to elucidate whether those benefits reflect pro-
cesses specifically related to the self, or reflect more general benefits associ-
ated with any type of meaningful encoding activity.
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Finally, we will turn to the effects of emotion on memory. We will review 
studies that address the question of whether emotion enhances the specific-
ity (and accuracy) of memory, or whether it enhances the ability to remem-
ber general features of past experiences. We consider research that focuses 
on the role of emotion in modulating memory errors, and ask whether such 
modulations depend on emotion-specific processes rather than on more 
generalized memory mechanisms.

In each of the sections in this chapter, we will consider cognitive stud-
ies that delineate the psychological/behavioral properties of the various 
memory phenomena, and will also discuss recent neuroimaging studies, 
using techniques such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), 
that provide insights into the neural correlates of memory and other cogni-
tive processes. We believe that neuroimaging evidence can help to shape 
our theoretical understanding of memory specificity in various domains, 
and we will attempt to illustrate this point in each section.

Priming: Lessons from Specificity Effects

As noted earlier, priming refers to a change in the ability to identify, pro-
duce, or classify an item as a result of a prior encounter with that item or 
a related item. On priming tests, subjects are not asked to remember any 
particular prior experience. Instead, they may be asked to identify a briefly 
presented object, produce a word in response to a three-letter word stem, or 
classify a letter string on a lexical decision according to whether it is a word 
(e.g., table) or a nonword (e.g., bltae). Priming occurs when subjects per-
form the task more accurately or faster for previously studied items than for 
new, nonstudied items. Work on priming began in the 1970s, largely sepa-
rate from mainstream memory research, when researchers interested in the 
nature of word and language processing reported priming effects on lexical 
decisions that were thought to provide insight into the nature and struc-
ture of word representations (e.g., Scarborough, Cortese, & Scarborough, 
1977). Memory researchers became interested in priming partly as a result 
of studies of amnesic patients, who exhibit little or no ability to remember 
their recent experiences (usually as a result of damage to the hippocam-
pus and related structures in the temporal lobe; e.g., Squire, Stark, & Clark, 
2004). Surprisingly, despite patients’ severe impairments of explicit mem-
ory, studies conducted during the 1970s and 1980s demonstrated that they 
often show normal priming effects when given a task that does not require 
conscious recollection, such as word stem completion, where subjects are 
instructed to complete three-letter word stems with the first word that pops 
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to mind (e.g., Graf, Squire, & Mandler, 1984; Schacter, 1985; Warrington & 
Weiskrantz, 1974). At around the same time, research with healthy young 
adults revealed that a number of experimental manipulations, such as the 
length of the delay between study and test, or the type of encoding task 
performed, produced very different effects on priming tasks compared with 
explicit memory tasks such as recall or recognition (e.g., Jacoby & Dallas, 
1981; Graf & Mandler, 1984; Tulving, Schacter, & Stark, 1982).

Almost from the beginning of research on priming, theoretical and 
experimental interest focused heavily on the specificity of the observed 
effects: the extent to which priming reflects retention of detailed information 
acquired during a specific prior episode, versus activation of a pre-existing 
abstract representation in long-term memory. Thus, for example, when sub-
jects study a word (e.g., table) and later show priming by completing a stem 
(e.g., tab___) with a studied word rather than with an unstudied alterna-
tive (e.g., tablet), does such priming reflect memory for the specific features 
of the word presented on the list, or does it indicate that a more generic 
long-term representation of “table” was activated during the study task and 
affected later test performance? A number of important experimental papers 
revealed that priming effects show modality specificity on various tests (i.e., 
priming is reduced significantly by study-to-test changes in sensory modal-
ity), and also sometimes show specificity within a modality (e.g., changes in 
case or font of a word between study and test can reduce priming; see, for 
example, Roediger & Blaxton, 1987; Weldon & Roediger, 1987).

Since these early studies, numerous experiments have examined the nature 
and extent of specificity in priming (Bowers 2000). A number of different 
types of specificity effects have been distinguished. For example, Schacter et 
al. (2004) recently proposed a distinction among three types of specificity: 
stimulus, associative, and response. Stimulus specificity occurs when prim-
ing is reduced by changing physical properties of a stimulus between study 
and test, such as the typefont of a word or shape of an object; associative 
specificity occurs when priming is reduced because associations between 
target items are changed between study and test (e.g., subjects who form 
an association between a pair of words such as “officer-garden” or “table-
cloud” show more priming when tested with “officer-garden” than “officer-
cloud”); and response specificity occurs when priming is reduced because 
subjects make different responses to the same stimulus item at study and 
test. Stimulus and associative specificity effects have been thoroughly docu-
mented and explored in cognitive studies of priming, and more recently, by 
neuroimaging studies. Response specificity, by contrast, has only recently 
been the target of experimental investigation. We will first consider briefly 
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neuroimaging evidence pertaining to response specificity, and then consider 
neuroimaging studies of stimulus specificity.

Response Specificity

Implications for Mechanisms of Priming
Recent studies of response specificity in priming have been conducted with a 
view toward testing ideas that have been advanced to explain priming-related 
changes in brain activity observed in neuroimaging studies. In such studies, 
participants are scanned while they carry out a task used to assess priming, 
such as completing three-letter word stems with the first word that comes to 
mind or making judgments about pictures of familiar objects. During primed 
scans, participants are given target items (e.g., word stems or objects) that 
appeared previously during the experiment; during unprimed scans, the tar-
get items did not appear previously. Virtually all studies using such materials 
and procedures report decreased activity in several cortical regions during 
primed scans compared to unprimed scans, most consistently in areas within 
the frontal lobes and the extrastriate visual cortex (for reviews, see Henson, 
2003; Schacter & Buckner, 1998; Wiggs & Martin, 1998).

Wiggs and Martin (1998; see also Grill-Spector & Malach, 2001; Schacter & 
Buckner, 1998) contended that priming-related decreases in human neu-
roimaging that neural representations of objects, words, or other stimuli 
are sharpened or “tuned” with repetition (for more recent discussion, see 
Grill-Spector, Henson, & Martin, 2006). By this view, when an object is 
presented repeatedly, the neurons that code features that are not essential 
for recognizing the object show decreased responding; in so doing, they 
weaken their connections with other neurons involved in coding the object. 
Thus, the network of neurons that codes the object becomes more selective, 
and this neural “tuning” or sharpening is linked with faster and more effi-
cient responding (Wiggs & Martin, 1998).

Although the neural tuning account emerges from studies concerned 
with perceptual priming of visual objects, it can be extended to other 
priming-like phenomena. For example, Raichle et al. (1994) reported that 
generating verbal associates to cue words yielded increased activation in 
several brain regions compared with simple reading of stimuli. Importantly, 
activation declined with repetition of the verb generation task, and this 
reduction correlated with reduced reaction times. Consistent with a neu-
ral tuning account, the activation reductions and associated reaction time 
decreases could indicate that semantic analysis of the materials is sharpened 
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or streamlined with repetition. An alternative possibility, however, is that 
semantic analysis of the repeated stimuli is largely bypassed in favor of 
rapid retrieval of previous instances that directly indicate the appropriate 
response. More generally, it is possible that activation reductions in some 
previous priming studies could reflect such response-specific effects rather 
than neural tuning.

Dobbins, Schnyer, Verfaellie, and Schacter (2004) attempted to directly 
contrast tuning and response accounts with an object decision priming task 
that had been used in previous neuroimaging research, in which subjects 
indicated whether an object is “bigger than a shoebox”; this task had yielded 
evidence of reductions in priming-related activation in regions of prefron-
tal and fusiform cortex (e.g., Koutstaal et al., 2001). However, in previous 
studies subjects made the same response to repeated objects; Dobbins et al. 
modified the task so that sometimes subjects made the same response to 
repeated objects, and sometimes they made different responses to repeated 
objects. In the first scanning phase, pictures of common objects were either 
shown once or repeated three times, and subjects indicated whether each 
stimulus was bigger than a shoebox using a “yes” or “no” response. In the 
next phase, the cue was changed so that subjects were now required to indi-
cate whether each item was “smaller than a shoebox”; they made this judg-
ment about new items, and a subset of those that had been shown earlier. 
In the final scanning phase, the cue was restored to “bigger than a shoebox” 
and subjects were tested on new items and the remaining items from the 
initial phase.

If priming-related reductions in neural activity that are typically pro-
duced by this task represent facilitated size processing, attributable to 
“tuning” relevant aspects of neural representations, then changing the cue 
and associated response should have little effect on priming (although it 
could disrupt overall task performance by affecting both new and primed 
items). According to the neural tuning account, the same representations 
of object size should be accessed whether the question focuses on “bigger” 
or “smaller” than a shoebox. By contrast, if subjects come to rapidly recover 
prior responses, and this response learning mechanism bypasses the need 
to recover size representations, then the cue/response change should dis-
rupt priming-related reductions. When the cue is changed, subjects would 
have to abandon learned responses and instead reengage the target objects 
in a controlled manner in order to recover size information.

Both fMRI and behavioral data supported the latter account. During 
the first scanning phase, standard priming-related activation reductions 
were observed in regions previously linked with priming, including left 
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prefrontal and fusiform regions. When the cue was reversed, however, these 
reductions were eliminated in the left fusiform cortex and disrupted in pre-
frontal cortex; there was a parallel effect on behavioral response times. But 
when the cue was restored to the original format, priming-related reduc-
tions returned, and again there was a parallel effect on behavioral response 
times. These results suggest that the reductions depended on the ability of 
subjects to use prior responses during trials (note, however, that the effect 
was seen most clearly for items repeated three times before cue reversal; 
for further discussion of the important implications of this point, see more 
recent studies by Schnyer, Dobbins, Nicholls, Schacter, & Verfaellie, 2006; 
Schnyer et al., 2007).

This evidence for response specificity in neural priming, as indexed by 
fMRI signal changes, and in behavioral priming, as indexed by changes in 
response latencies, is perhaps surprising because previous priming research 
had neither documented such effects nor even considered their possible 
existence (for discussion of prior studies related to response specificity, see 
Dobbins et al., 2004; Schacter et al., 2004). Clearly, there must be limita-
tions on response specificity: a number of well-established priming effects 
occur when participants make different responses during study and test. 
For instance, priming effects on the stem completion task, in which sub-
jects respond with the first word that comes to mind in response to a three-
letter word beginning, are typically observed after semantic or perceptual 
encoding tasks that require a different response. Nonetheless, the existence 
of response specificity poses a challenge for various theoretical accounts 
of priming-related decreases in fMRI signal as well as for theories aimed 
at purely behavioral data (for further discussion of this point, see Schacter 
et al., 2006).

Stimulus Specificity Links to Encoding Processes

Whereas neuroimaging evidence concerning response specificity was 
without much prior precedent in purely cognitive studies, neuroimaging 
evidence concerning stimulus specificity was preceded by a good deal of 
cognitive research. Much of this research involved studies in which words 
were used as target stimuli; the evidence showed that conditions exist in 
which there is an effect of changing sensory modality (auditory/visual) or 
within-modality perceptual features (case, typefont) on the magnitude of 
priming. Other studies used pictures of common objects as experimental  
stimuli, and showed that priming could be reduced by showing differ-
ent exemplars of the same object at study and test (e.g., pictures of two 
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different tables, dogs, cars, and so forth) or by changing specific features of 
the same object, such as its orientation (for review, see Schacter et al., 2004; 
Tenpenny, 1995).

Koutstaal et al. (2001) reported one of the first neuroimaging stud-
ies to examine specificity of object priming. Previous studies had shown 
that repeated processing of visual objects yields activation reductions in a 
number of cortical regions, including fusiform and lateral occipital corti-
ces as well as several regions within inferior prefrontal cortex (see Henson, 
2003; Schacter & Buckner, 1998; Wiggs & Martin, 1998). Koutstaal et al. 
compared priming for identical objects and different exemplars with the 
same name, using a task in which objects were presented repeatedly, and on 
each presentation, subjects judged whether the object was larger than a 13" 
square box. Overall, subjects responded more quickly to repeated objects 
compared with initial presentation, indicating the presence of behavioral 
priming. Such priming was accompanied by reduced activity in a number 
of brain regions. Most important, speed of responding and correspond-
ing activation reductions were greater when the same object was repeated 
than when a different exemplar of the object was repeated, documenting 
stimulus specificity. The neural specificity effect was observed in various 
regions involved in visual processing, including bilateral occipital and fusi-
form cortices. Perhaps the most intriguing data came from a comparison of 
activation reductions in the right and left fusiform region for same and dif-
ferent exemplars: visually specific activation reductions for object priming 
were greater in the right than the left fusiform cortex, suggesting that the 
right fusiform region is involved in processing of and memory for highly 
specific perceptual features of repeated objects. This pattern was of interest 
because earlier behavioral studies of word priming effects, in which stimuli 
were projected to either the left hemisphere or the right hemisphere, had 
indicated that stimulus specificity effects (e.g., effects of changing typefont 
between study and test) are greater in the right than the left hemisphere 
(e.g., Marsolek, Schacter, & Nicholas, 1996).

The pattern of results reported by Koutstaal et al. (2001) – greater activa-
tion reduction for same than different object exemplars in the right than 
the left fusiform region – was replicated in a subsequent study by Simons 
et al. (2003), who also showed that activation reduction in the left fusiform 
region is sensitive to semantic (rather than perceptual) properties of studied 
objects. In a related study, Vuilleumier et al. (2002) used a behavioral task 
in which subjects decide whether pictorial images depict real or nonsense 
objects. Repeated stimuli were either identical, differed in size or viewpoint, 
or were different exemplars with the same name. Priming-related activation 
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reductions in right fusiform cortex were sensitive to changes in both exem-
plars and viewpoint. Overall, then, the neuroimaging data indicate strong 
stimulus specificity effects of a visual nature in the right fusiform region.

Are these effects restricted to priming paradigms, or do they indicate a 
wider role for the right fusiform region related to memory for the specific 
visual features of object stimuli? Garoff, Slotnick, and Schacter (2005) exam-
ined this issue in a neuroimaging study that focused on the encoding and 
subsequent recognition of visual objects. They drew a distinction between 
specific recognition, in which one remembers the exact visual details of 
a previously presented object, and nonspecific recognition, in which one 
remembers general information about an object but not the specific visual 
details. For example, if an individual studies a picture of a tiger, she might 
later remember the visual details of the object, and thereby exhibit specific 
recognition of the exact tiger that had been studied. Alternatively, she might 
remember in general having seen a picture of a tiger, without remember-
ing any specific visual details, thereby exhibiting nonspecific recognition. 
Garoff et al. reasoned that if the right fusiform cortex plays a role in encod-
ing of specific object features, then it should be more active at the time of 
encoding when an individual subsequently shows specific recognition for 
the object compared with nonspecific recognition.

To examine the issue, Garoff et al. used what is known in neuroimaging 
research as a “subsequent memory” paradigm (e.g., Wagner et al., 1998). 
In a subsequent memory paradigm, subjects encode a list of items, and 
researchers measure brain activity associated with each of the individual 
items in the list; later, subjects are given a memory test for the previously 
studied items. These latter data are used to sort the items based on subjects’ 
responses into bins comprised of remembered and forgotten items. Then, 
brain activity at the time of encoding is compared for the two types of items. 
If brain activity at the time of encoding in a particular region is greater 
for a subsequently remembered than for a forgotten item, then researchers 
infer that the region plays a role in the encoding process. In the Garoff et al. 
study, subjects encoded a series of pictures of common objects while in 
the fMRI scanner. The next day, they were given a test that included some 
of the same items seen the previous day, similar items that resembled the 
previously studied pictures (e.g., if the subject saw a picture of a tiger on the 
list, a different tiger would be presented on the test), and new pictures that 
were unrelated to any of the pictures subjects had seen previously on the 
study list. Subjects were instructed to respond “same” when they thought 
that a picture was identical to the one they had studied the previous day, 
“similar” when they thought that the picture was a different example with 
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the same name as a previously studied picture (e.g., a different tiger than 
the one that had been seen on the list), and “new” when they thought that 
no picture with the same name had appeared previously on the study list. 
“Same” responses to same items indicate specific recognition, whereas 
“same” responses to similar items, and “similar” responses to same items 
both indicate some type of nonspecific recognition.

Garoff et al. reasoned that if the right fusiform region is involved in 
encoding of visual details of object, then it should be more active at the time 
of encoding for trials associated with subsequent specific recognition than 
with subsequent nonspecific recognition. This is precisely what was found: 
the right fusiform region was significantly more active at encoding for same 
pictures that receive a “same” response the next day, compared with same 
pictures that received a “similar” response or similar pictures that received 
a “same” response. Moreover, the right fusiform region was the only region 
in the entire brain to exhibit this pattern of greater activation at encoding 
for subsequent specific versus nonspecific recognition.

These results not only provide insight into the neural mechanism of 
encoding processes that support specific recognition, they also suggest a 
previously unsuspected link between the processes that subserve stimulus 
specificity in priming and encoding/recognition. This study thus provides 
one example of how thinking about specificity of memory may provide a 
conceptual bridge across areas that might be otherwise treated separately.

We next turn to a research domain in which neuroimaging has also 
played a useful role in allowing researchers to address a rather different type 
of issue concerning memory specificity: the specificity of encoding processes 
involved in making judgments that relate new information to the self.

Specificity, the Self, and Encoding Processes

In the previous section, we considered neuroimaging evidence from sub-
sequent memory paradigms concerning the encoding origins of specific 
and nonspecific recognition. Although this line of research has developed 
relatively recently, memory researchers have long been interested in how 
encoding processes influence memory. For example, the influential depth 
of processing framework (Craik & Lockhart, 1972) maintains that mem-
ories are closely linked to, and are the natural by-products of, encoding 
operations that are performed during the analysis of incoming information. 
According to this framework, deep or semantic encoding operations that 
elaborate the meaning of incoming information tend to produce higher 
levels of subsequent memory than do shallow encoding operations that 
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focus on more superficial, nonsemantic information. However, soon after 
the appearance of the depth of processing framework, it was reported that 
encoding operations that relate information to the self support even higher 
levels of subsequent retention than do semantic encoding operation that do 
not involve reference to the self.

For example, in an early study (Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977), par-
ticipants answered orienting probes about a series of words. Some probes 
directed participants’ attention to the words’ reference to oneself (e.g., “does 
this word describe you?”), others directed participants to the word’s seman-
tic meaning (“is this word a synonym of ‘happy’?”), and other probes 
focused participants on the structural features of the words (“is this word 
in uppercase font?”). Recall was highest in the condition that referenced 
the self compared to the remaining conditions. Whereas the depth of pro-
cessing framework would lead to the prediction that any task that focuses 
on meaning should similarly enhance memory, the words that were self-
referenced were recognized more frequently than those encoded through 
other meaning-based judgments, such as the synonym condition. Further 
studies established that the enhancement was specific to referencing the 
self, rather than any person or type of social information (e.g., Kuiper & 
Rogers, 1979).

Identification of the so-called self-reference effect, that is, enhanced 
memory for information encoded in relation to oneself, was interpreted to 
suggest that the self constitutes a unique and special structure in memory. 
The rich schema evoked by the self (Cantor & Mischel, 1977; Markus, 1977) 
was postulated to afford detailed cues and organizational structure to sup-
port memory, features that are unmatched by other types of semantic infor-
mation (e.g., Rogers et al., 1977). This led to claims that the self was “special” 
and constituted a unique structure capable of enhancing memory.

Subsequent research, however, challenged the notion of self as special. 
The self-reference effect could be minimized, or even eliminated, when com-
pared to tasks orienting to a personally known, intimate other (Bower & Gilligan, 
1979; Ferguson, Rule, & Carlson, 1983) or social desirability (Ferguson et al., 
1983). These results suggest that any rich, highly familiar cognitive structure 
could be used to enhance memory, although an advantage for self-refer-
encing over these comparison conditions does emerge in within-subjects 
designs (McCaul & Maki, 1984) and was documented in a meta-analysis 
(Symons & Johnson, 1997). Evaluative dimensions, such as good/bad, could 
be the primary organizing principle to enhance memory, and underlie the 
self-reference effect because the concept of “self ” spontaneously orients 
one to these evaluative aspects. Thus, the self-reference effect might simply 
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represent another example of a depth of encoding manipulation (Craik & 
Lockhart, 1972; Craik & Tulving, 1975).

These considerations raised doubts about whether the self plays a spe-
cific role in enhancing memory; thinking about the self might instead 
engage processes that could enhance memory for any type of information. 
For example, in the adjective judgment task used by Rogers et al. (1977), 
self-referencing offers a relational organizational structure into the implicit 
categories of “me” and “not me” (Klein & Kihlstrom, 1986). In this case, 
recall of one self-relevant word can cue recall of another item based on 
their common organization around the concept of “self ” (Einstein & Hunt, 
1980). When the semantic conditions also share categorical relationships, 
recall and organization (defined as the order of output in recall) is simi-
lar for self-referenced and semantically related words. Klein and Loftus 
(1988) illustrated the effects of item-specific elaborative processes, extend-
ing Klein and Kihlstrom’s work to suggest that organization is not the only 
way in which self-referencing benefits memory. Elaboration can drive the 
effects under some circumstances, a claim that was further supported by 
a meta-analysis (Symons & Johnson, 1997). These findings led Greenwald 
and Banaji (1989) to conclude that self-referencing relies on “ordinary” 
memory systems and to suggest that the self is analogous to other mne-
monic structures in that arbitrary novel information can be meaningfully 
associated and easily accessed when rich cues are generated. In the case of 
self- referencing, the cues are memorable because they are self-generated, 
based on highly elaborated and organized existing knowledge.

The debate over self as a “special” structure in memory effectively 
reached a standstill when studies could not identify a unique process that 
caused the self to be memorable. With the advent of functional neuroimag-
ing, which provided researchers with a new tool to examine possible dis-
sociations between self-encoding and other forms of encoding, the debate 
was re-introduced. In a study using positron emission tomography (PET) 
to compare self and semantic encoding, participants were scanned as they 
judged whether adjectives described themselves, described Brain Mulroney 
(a former Canadian prime minister), described socially desirable traits, or 
counted the number of syllables in a nonsemantic control condition (Craik 
et al., 1999). The authors found a boost in memory for the self condition 
relative to the other conditions, but the neural activation pattern was quite 
similar for all three semantic conditions compared to the syllable judgments. 
Although a unique signature associated with the self did not emerge in the 
primary analyses, partial least squares analysis identified a predominantly 
right-hemisphere prefrontal activation associated with self judgments. 
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Because in the literature to date encoding processes had been observed pri-
marily in the left hemisphere, the localization of self judgments to the right 
hemisphere was surprising because the hemisphere had been largely associ-
ated with retrieval processes (Tulving, Kapur, Craik, Moscovitch, & Houle, 
1994). The authors interpreted the location of the self judgments to suggest 
that episodic retrieval draws heavily on self-referencing.

A later study extended these findings using a larger sample size and 
fMRI, which is not subject to some of the constraints on task design and 
spatial localization that are associated with PET. The authors identified neu-
ral regions that respond to self-judgments as distinct from neural regions 
that respond to judgments about semantics or another person (Kelley et al., 
2002). In their study, participants viewed a series of adjectives, and alter-
nated between judging whether the word described them (self-reference 
condition), described George Bush (other-reference condition), or was pre-
sented in upper- or lowercase font (case condition). Some regions (i.e., left 
inferior prefrontal cortex and anterior cingulate) tracked the meaningful-
ness of the judgments, with self and other judgments increasing activity 
relative to case judgments. Critically, there were also regions (i.e., medial 
prefrontal cortex and posterior cingulate) where self differed from the other 
and case conditions. If depth of encoding alone mediated the advantage 
for self-referencing, a single region, such as left inferior prefrontal cortex, 
would be expected to increase its activity across the different encoding 
manipulations, with maximal activation during the self judgments. Instead, 
Kelley et al.’s findings suggest that distinct neural regions are associated with 
self-referential encoding, compared to other social and nonsocial encoding 
manipulations, and these unique neural regions likely indicate a discrete set 
of cognitive operations engaged by the self.

Although this study suggests an intriguing distinction between process-
ing of self and other, Kelley et al. (2002) did not directly link the medial 
prefrontal activity to memory performance; thus, the medial prefrontal 
activity could reflect a response to thinking about oneself but could be 
unrelated to successful memory encoding. In a follow-up study, Macrae and 
colleagues adopted a subsequent memory approach in order to investigate 
the role of medial prefrontal cortex in encoding processes (Macrae, Moran, 
Heatherton, Banfield, & Kelley, 2004). When words initially were judged for 
self-description, those items that were later remembered activated medial 
prefrontal cortex, as well as parahippocampal gyrus, more than those items 
later forgotten. These data suggest that the medial prefrontal regions associ-
ated with the self do play a functional and specific role in encoding processes. 
Macrae et al. posit that medial prefrontal cortex could represent a module 
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analogous to the role of the amygdala in emotional memory, contributing 
as a “critical component of the human memory system” (p. 651). What is not 
known is whether it is most appropriate to consider medial prefrontal cor-
tex a memory structure per se, recruited solely in the service of self-relevant 
information, or whether the region may prioritize self-relevant information 
as it interacts with the episodic memory system. Regardless of the precise 
mechanism, it seems clear that the contribution of medial prefrontal cor-
tex is essential to self-referential memory, much as the research from our 
laboratory, reviewed in other sections of this chapter, suggests roles for the 
right fusiform in forming and retrieving precise perceptual memories, or 
the amygdala for emotional memories.

Many other studies show that the distinction between self and other is 
robust, and often reflected in the activity of medial prefrontal cortex. During 
recognition of previously studied positive and negative words, a region of 
medial prefrontal cortex was more active for self-referenced negative words 
compared to other-referenced negative words (Fossati et al., 2004). A  second 
peak in medial prefrontal cortex responded to the valence of previously stud-
ied self-referenced words (positive > negative). Medial prefrontal  cortex is 
activated during self-reference judgments of both positive and negative traits 
(Fossati et al., 2003), and activity in the region is heightened for self-descriptive 
traits (Moran, Macrae, Heatherton, Wyland, & Kelley, 2006), although further 
research is needed to test the contributions of valence and self- descriptiveness 
to encoding processes. Despite extensive cognitive changes, the self/other dis-
tinction holds with age, with younger and older adults similarly recruiting 
medial prefrontal regions and better recognizing self-referenced relative to 
other-referenced words (Gutchess, Kensinger, & Schacter, 2006).

Converging evidence from a number of other methods also supports 
the distinction between self and other recognition that has been estab-
lished using neuroimaging. Many of these studies involve recognition of 
morphed faces, in which the faces of the subject and a familiar or famous 
other are blended into a single face. In these tasks, participants must rec-
ognize each morphed face as closer to their own face or the other person’s 
face, across varying degrees of morphs (e.g., 80% self, 20% other). Wada 
testing, in which the left or right hemisphere is anesthetized in patients, 
reveals that the right hemisphere governs self-recognition (Keenan, Nelson, 
O’Connor, & Pascual-Leone, 2001), consistent with the initial PET study by 
Craik et al. (1999). Transcranial magnetic stimulation (a method that uses 
magnetic currents to interfere with neurotransmission in localized brain 
regions), also identifies a distinction across hemispheres, with temporary 
lesions of right inferior parietal regions disrupting self recognition (Uddin, 
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 Molnar-Szakacs, Zaidel, & Iacoboni, 2006) and evidence for greater motor-
evoked potentials in the right hemisphere associated with self recognition 
(Keenan et al., 2001). Evidence from split-brain patients, for whom the 
hemispheres have been separated by cutting the corpus callosum to restrict 
seizure activity, supports a self-other distinction. However, the studies 
are inconsistent regarding the role of the left and right hemispheres, with 
some supporting the idea of a right hemisphere advantage for self (Keenan, 
Wheeler, Platek, Lardi, & Lassonde, 2003) and others revealing a left hemi-
sphere advantage for self recognition (Turk et al., 2002). The different find-
ings across studies regarding the role of left and right hemispheres may 
reflect differences across tasks, or even individual differences across the 
split-brain patients. Critically, unique neural regions associated with the 
self emerge consistently across multiple methods.

Thus far, self has been primarily targeted as a structure with which to 
bolster memory performance at a general level. In contrast to the types of 
memory discussed in the other sections of this chapter, there has been lit-
tle attention to the amount of detail associated with those memories, and 
whether that detail is a veridical representation of prior experience. If the 
benefit of self-referencing is derived primarily from the schematic nature of 
the self, then the retrieved information may rely on gist rather than detailed 
representations. Furthermore, reliance on the schematic self should also 
lead to systematic patterns of errors and distortions of memory. Some evi-
dence for this comes from an investigation of the “false alarm effect,” which 
refers to high levels of false alarms for novel information that is related 
to the prototype, in this case, of the self (Rogers, Rogers, & Kuiper, 1979). 
In this study, participants rated adjectives on a scale to denote whether 
the adjective was like them, or unlike them. Two and a half months later, 
the same participants incidentally studied a subset of these adjectives and 
received an old/new recognition test on the entire set of adjectives. Based 
on initial ratings of self-description, each participant’s data were divided 
into quartiles, with sets ranging from the most self-descriptive to the least 
self-descriptive. Whereas hit rates were unaffected by the degree of self-
reference, false alarms to new items were lowest for the items that were the 
least self-relevant, and tended to increase across quartiles as items became 
more self-relevant. This finding suggests that the self contributes to memory 
not only by enriching retrieval cues and organization but also can lead to 
memory errors, perhaps through a sense of familiarity as a result of chronic 
activation of self-relevant information.

The challenge still lies ahead for future work to clarify the impact of the 
self on memory through systematic consideration of the way in which it 
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distorts memory. For example, does information closely related to the self 
concept lead to false alarms due to a feeling of familiarity (i.e., “‘Friendliness’ 
is a chronically activated trait for me because it is important to my self 
concept”), or does it actually convey recollective qualities based on one’s 
autobiographical experience (i.e., “When I see the word ‘friendly’, I vividly 
recall many past episodes of my friendly behaviors”)? It is also possible that 
the false alarms are more related to social desirability, rather than the self 
per se (Ferguson et al., 1983). The tendency to endorse positive items as self-
relevant may lead to heightened levels of false alarms for positive traits, and 
suggests a close relationship between the memory systems associated with 
self and emotion (although distinct neural regions underlie these effects; 
Moran et al., 2006).

The studies discussed throughout this section demonstrate that the self 
engages specialized structures for the encoding and retrieval of self- relevant 
information. However, there is not consensus in the literature that self rep-
resents a “special” modality in memory (e.g., Gillihan & Farah, 2005). More 
work remains to be done in order to characterize the nature of the self repre-
sentation and its relationship with other processes. The types of paradigms 
used in neuroimaging studies of self and memory are limited. It could be 
the case that the designs employed thus far inflate the appearance of the self 
as “special”, much as was the case for the initial behavioral literature. For 
example, regions of medial prefrontal cortex have been shown to respond 
broadly to social information (e.g., Mitchell, Heatherton, & Macrae, 2002). 
In order to provide convincing evidence that the self is specifically associ-
ated with a distinct type of memory, broader exploration of these inter-
related processes, as well as the specificity and qualities of self-referenced 
memories, is needed within the domain of memory. In addition, the roles 
of medial prefrontal cortex and other regions must be detailed during the 
formation and retrieval of self-relevant true memories, and false memories, 
under a variety of conditions.

Specificity and Accuracy of Emotional  
Memories

In The Principles of Psychology, William James stated, “It is a notorious fact 
that what interests us most vividly at the time is, other things equal, what 
we remember best. An impression may be so exciting emotionally as almost 
to leave a scar upon the cerebral tissues.” Many people share James’s intu-
ition that when an event contains emotional importance, we remember that 
event in a highly specific manner, with extensive detail and clarity. The term 
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“flashbulb memory,” coined by Brown and Kulik (1977), captures the pic-
turelike vividness that individuals often believe to accompany their memo-
ries of highly surprising and emotionally evocative events. For example, 
when individuals are asked what they remember about the personal cir-
cumstances in which they learned of an emotional event (e.g., the death of 
Princess Diana or the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001), they often will 
claim to remember very specific details, such as where they were and what 
they were doing (e.g., Budson et al., 2004; Christianson, 1989; Kensinger, 
Krendl, & Corkin, 2006; Paradis et al., 2004). Studies of emotional remem-
bering, then, raise important issues concerning memory specificity. We will 
address these issues by considering first research that has examined the 
accuracy of emotional memories and whether they are subject to distor-
tion, and then turning to studies that have attempted to compare directly 
the specificity of emotional and non-emotional memories.

Numerous studies have demonstrated that these memories of emotional 
events are prone to significant distortions over time. Individuals often 
report details after a 6- or 12-month delay that conflict with those that they 
reported soon after the event. Moreover, although individuals can be highly 
confident about their memories, there often is little or no correlation between 
their confidence and the consistency of their memories (Neisser & Harsch, 
1992; Schmidt, 2004; Schmolck et al., 2000; Talarico & Rubin, 2003). These 
data emphasize that emotional events do not leave indelible traces; rather, 
emotional memories, like nonemotional ones, are susceptible to distortion. 
However, studies of flashbulb memories have not allowed strong conclu-
sions to be drawn regarding whether emotional memories are more accurate 
(and therefore specific) than nonemotional memories. It is nearly impos-
sible to find nonemotional public events that are wholly comparable to the 
emotional ones (e.g., in media coverage, time spent discussing the event, 
etc.). It also is difficult (if not impossible) to assess the objective accuracy of 
participants’ memories, requiring measures of consistency to be used as a 
proxy for memory accuracy.

In a recent study (Kensinger & Schacter, 2006e), we tried to circumvent 
the first difficulty by examining how participants’ memories for an event 
were affected by the emotional importance of that event to them. In par-
ticular, we assessed participants’ memories for the final game of the 2004 
American League Championship Series between the Boston Red Sox and 
the New York Yankees. The Red Sox had come back from a 3–0 series defi-
cit to overcome the New York Yankees, reversing decades of defeat by the 
Yankees. We asked young adults to tell us what they remembered about 
the game (e.g., important plays), and about the personal context in which 
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they watched the game (e.g., who they were with, where they were), both 
within a few days of the event and after an approximately six-month delay. 
By examining the memories of participants who found the outcome of the 
game to be positive (i.e., Red Sox fans), negative (i.e., Yankees fans) or non-
emotional (i.e., fans of neither team), we were able to examine the effect 
of emotion on memory consistency. The critical finding from this study 
was that participants who found the game to be negative were more consis-
tent in their responses at the two time points than were other participants. 
The individuals who found the game to be positive, in contrast, showed 
more inconsistencies in their reports, and they also were overconfident in 
the accuracy of their responses (i.e., they demonstrated high confidence 
in their answers even when those responses were incorrect or inconsistent 
with their initial reports; see also Levine & Bluck, 2004 for a demonstration 
of overconfidence in individuals who were happy about the verdict in the 
O. J. Simpson trial). These data provide intriguing evidence that, although 
emotional events may not be immune to distortion, negative emotion may 
nevertheless provide some benefits in terms of memory accuracy.

Corroborating evidence for beneficial effects of negative emotion on 
memory accuracy has come from laboratory investigations. In one of the 
first studies to examine the effects of emotion on memory accuracy, partici-
pants were presented with lists of words that were orthographically asso-
ciated to nonpresented lure words. Some of the lists were associated with 
emotional lures (e.g., cape, nape, tape all are associated with rape) whereas 
other lists were associated with neutral lures (e.g., book, look, cook all are 
associated with hook). After studying these lists of orthographic associates, 
participants were less likely to falsely recall or to falsely recognize the emo-
tional lure words than the nonemotional ones (Kensinger & Corkin, 2004a; 
Pesta, Murphy, & Sanders, 2001).

These data provided suggestive evidence for an effect of emotion on 
memory accuracy. However, in the orthographic-list paradigm, the major-
ity of the studied items always were neutral. Thus, the emotional lures may 
have been rejected due to their conceptual incongruence with the studied 
items rather than because of specific effects of emotion. In other words, 
participants may have been able to reject that rape had been on the study 
list because the word was not consistent with the types of (nonemotional) 
words that had been presented during the study phase. More direct evi-
dence for effects of emotional salience on memory distortion has come 
from examinations of the effect of emotion on reality monitoring ability 
(the ability to distinguish what has been perceived from what has been 
imagined; Johnson & Raye, 1981).
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Accurate assignment to an external or internal source typically can be 
made by remembering the types of information associated with an event: 
memories that originate from perception or experience usually are remem-
bered with more perceptual detail (e.g., color, sound) and with more con-
textual information about the time and place of presentation. In contrast, 
memories originating from introspection or imagination include more 
detail about the cognitive operations that guided the generation of the 
information (Johnson, Hashtroudi, & Lindsay, 1993; Johnson & Raye, 1981). 
It has been proposed that participants rely on the types of information 
retrieved in order to decide whether an item has been perceived or imag-
ined, and recent neuroimaging evidence has confirmed that individuals 
tend to believe that an item was perceived if its retrieval is associated with 
enhanced activation in sensory cortices, whereas they are likely to attribute 
an item to imagination if the item’s retrieval is associated with enhanced 
activity in regions thought to support self-generated reflection and self-ref-
erential processing (Kensinger & Schacter, 2006b). Although remembering 
these characteristics typically allows accurate memory attributions, reality-
monitoring errors sometimes can occur.

Kensinger and Schacter (2006d) investigated the effect of emotion on 
reality-monitoring performance, adapting a paradigm that had been shown 
to elicit high levels of reality-monitoring errors (see Gonsalves & Paller, 
2000). We asked participants to view words, half of which were nega-
tive (e.g., snake, grenade) and half of which were neutral (e.g., barometer, 
blender). Participants formed a mental image of the named object. Half of 
the time, the name was followed by its photo, whereas the other half of the 
time it was followed only by a blank square. At retrieval, participants lis-
tened as words were pronounced over a headset, and they were instructed 
to indicate whether or not they had seen the corresponding photo. The 
critical finding from this study was that reality-monitoring errors occurred 
less frequently for negative arousing items compared to nonemotional ones. 
This enhanced discrimination for negative arousing items existed whether 
or not participants were informed about the memory task that would fol-
low, and the effect was present for both verbal stimuli and single objects.

This finding is consistent with evidence indicating that emotional con-
tent enhances the linking or binding of many types of item and event details. 
For example, emotionally arousing items are more likely to be remembered 
with details such as the color of font in which a word was written or the 
location of a word on a screen (D’Argembeau & Van der Linden, 2004; 
Doerksen & Shimamura, 2001; Kensinger & Corkin, 2003; MacKay et al., 
2004; MacKay & Ahmetzanov, 2005). Enhanced binding could combat 
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 reality-monitoring errors in a number of ways. It could increase the likelihood 
that participants remember the critical event details needed to distinguish 
presented from imagined events (e.g., sensory, perceptual, semantic details; 
Johnson et al., 1993). It also could prevent stimulus confusion. For example, 
after studying a picture of a tomato, a person may later falsely believe that 
they saw a picture of an apple if they remember only general information 
about that object (e.g., a red, round food). In contrast, this confusion may 
result less frequently for emotional items if they tend to be remembered with 
more detail, allowing them to be distinguished from other items.

To directly examine whether individuals are more likely to remember the 
specific visual details of a negative item’s presentation, Kensinger, Garoff-
Eaton, and Schacter (2006) presented participants with colored objects at 
study, some of which were negative and some of which were neutral. At 
retrieval, we used the previously described procedure from Garoff et al. 
(2005), and showed participants three different types of exemplars: “same” 
exemplars that were identical to the studied exemplars, “similar” exemplars 
that shared the same verbal labels as studied objects but that differed in 
any number of visual features (e.g., color, size, shape, or orientation), and 
“new” exemplars that were unrelated to studied objects. The data revealed 
that participants were better able to discriminate the “same” from “similar” 
exemplars when the objects were negative than when they were neutral.

These behavioral studies demonstrate that items with negative emo-
tional content can be remembered with more detail than items lacking 
emotional meaning. But they leave open the question of whether this 
increased memory accuracy for the negative arousing information is spe-
cifically related to the processing of the emotional information, or whether 
it stems from engagement of the same processes that reduce memory 
distortion for neutral information. In other words, do the effects of emo-
tion on memory accuracy result from increased engagement of domain-
general processes that serve to boost memory accuracy for emotional and 
nonemotional information, or do they arise from engagement of emotion-
specific processes?

This question is difficult to answer behaviorally, and so recent research 
has turned to neuroimaging to examine the neural processes that are 
engaged during the accurate encoding and retrieval of emotional and 
nonemotional information. Kensinger and Schacter (2005a, 2005b) asked 
participants to perform the reality-monitoring task, described earlier, 
while in the MRI scanner. As in the behavioral studies discussed above, 
 reality-monitoring errors occurred less frequently for the negative items 
than for the neutral items. The critical question was whether distinct 
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neural processes influenced the frequency of reality-monitoring errors for 
the two types of items.

The study revealed some overlap in the neural processes that were related 
to successful encoding and retrieval for the negative and neutral items. 
Most notably, activity in the left posterior hippocampus showed a relation 
to accurate encoding for both item types (i.e., greater activity during the 
encoding of items later correctly attributed to a presented or nonpresented 
source than during the encoding of items later misattributed; Kensinger & 
Schacter, 2005a), and activity in the anterior hippocampus showed a rela-
tion to accurate retrieval for both item types (Kensinger & Schacter, 2005b). 
These data suggest that there are some mnemonic processes that are broadly 
engaged during the successful encoding and retrieval of all items, regardless 
of their emotional content.

However, there also were distinctions in the neural processes that were 
related to accurate memory for the emotional and neutral items: enhanced 
activity in the amygdala and the orbitofrontal cortex corresponded with 
a reduction in the likelihood of memory misattributions specifically for 
the negative items. Activity in these regions showed a strong relation to 
memory accuracy for the negative items both during encoding (Kensinger & 
Schacter, 2005a) and during retrieval (Kensinger & Schacter, 2005b), but 
neither region showed a relation to memory accuracy for the neutral items. 
Both the amygdala and the orbitofrontal cortex are regions that frequently 
are engaged during the processing of emotional information (Bechara, 
Damasio, & Damasio, 2000; Kensinger & Schacter, 2006c; Phan et al., 2002; 
Zald, 2003). Thus, it appears that the way in which emotional information 
is processed can result in a memory accuracy advantage.

Part of the effect of these emotion-specific processes appeared to be 
exerted via their interactions with regions that promote accurate encoding 
of both emotional and nonemotional items. Activity in the amygdala was 
highly correlated with activity in the hippocampus during the encoding of 
emotional items later accurately attributed (Kensinger & Schacter, 2005a), 
consistent with a number of other studies that have found evidence for inter-
actions between the amygdala and the hippocampus during the encoding 
on emotional information (Dolcos, LaBar, & Cabeza, 2004; Kensinger & 
Corkin, 2004b; Kilpatrick & Cahill, 2003; Richardson et al., 2004).

The results provide strong evidence that the enhancement in memory 
accuracy for emotional items does not stem solely from the additional 
engagement of domain-general processes that enhance accuracy for all 
items. Rather, domain-specific processes (in the amygdala and orbitofrontal 
cortex), engaged during encoding, serve to enhance memory accuracy for 
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the emotional items. Nevertheless, the results also suggest that items with 
emotional content are not remembered because of engagement of processes 
that are entirely distinct from those that support memory for nonemotional 
information. Rather, there seems to be some overlap in the medial temporal-
 lobe mnemonic processes that support memory for information with and 
without emotional content (see also Kensinger & Schacter, 2006a).

Taken together, these studies demonstrate that information with nega-
tively emotional content is more likely to be remembered accurately and 
specifically than is information lacking emotional salience. This boost 
in memory accuracy occurs across a range of behavioral paradigms and 
appears to result from the engagement of emotion-specific processes, par-
ticularly in the amygdala and the orbitofrontal cortex, during both encod-
ing and retrieval.

Concluding Comments

In this chapter, we have reviewed evidence from several domains of indi-
vidual memory in which issues regarding the specificity of memory have 
been salient. We discussed evidence showing the stimulus and response 
specificity of priming effects, and considered the relation of such specific-
ity to memory encoding. We then discussed the role of the self in memory 
encoding, focusing on recent data from neuroimaging studies that suggest 
that self-reference encoding may constitute a specific, specialized type of 
memory process, rather than simply reflecting the operation of general pro-
cesses that operate across a numbers of domains. Finally, we considered 
evidence highlighting the specificity of emotional memory.

Although we cannot say very much about how research concerning 
the specificity of individual memory is related to collective memory, it 
seems likely that specificity is a relevant dimension for collective mem-
ory research: whether a society remembers its past in a specific or general 
manner should have important consequences for how that society views 
itself. Societal differences in values and orientations to the world could 
dictate which dimensions are distinct and valued in memory. For example, 
cultures differ in the extent to which they consider the self to be an inde-
pendent entity that is separate from the group, and this can also guide 
the expression and experience of emotion (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). It 
may be the case that cultures vary in the degree to which emotional and 
self-referential memory engage specific and special processes. Moreover, 
it seems to us that an important challenge would be to develop a means of 
assessing specificity in collective memory. Although individual memory 
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researchers have developed a variety of techniques for assessing memory 
specificity in several domains, we are unaware of analogous research in the 
area of collective memory.

Although we have focused on specificity as an important dimension of 
how individuals remember their personal pasts, there is also evidence that 
specificity is relevant to how individuals envisage their personal futures. 
For example, Williams et al. (1996) gave word cues to depressed patients 
and healthy controls, and instructed them to recall an episode from the 
past or imagine a future episode. Depressed patients showed reduced speci-
ficity in their retrieval of both past and future autobiographical events – 
that is, they retrieved or imagined vaguer, more general events than did 
the controls. Furthermore, Williams and colleagues demonstrated that they 
could induce healthy individuals to retrieve more general events through 
task instructions that encouraged them to adopt a general retrieval style. 
Such instructions produced a comparable reduction in the specificity of 
subsequently generated future events. These findings, along with much 
other evidence from both behavioral and neuroimaging studies, suggest 
that remembering the past and imagining the future depend, to a large extent, 
on shared cognitive and neural processes (for recent review and discussion, see 
Atance & O’Neill, 2005; Buckner & Carroll, 2007; Schacter & Addis, 2007; 
Suddendorf & Busby, 2005).

It is intriguing to consider whether such a link in specificity of past 
and future events holds within the domain of collective memory. It seems 
only reasonable to assume that the specificity with which societies remem-
ber their pasts is related to how, and how specifically, they envisage their 
futures. Further examination of the specificity of remembering past events, 
and envisaging future events, would appear to be a promising possible link 
between research on individual and collective memories.
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We all know that in many human groups people have created a particu-
lar version of their own collective past, represented by most members in 
roughly similar ways, and passed on from generation to generation. So far 
so good. But how does that occur?

Vague notions, especially when they seem profound and richly evocative, 
often stand in the way of precise empirical investigation. That is a common 
occurrence in the social and behavioral sciences, and nowhere is a warning 
against such seductive concepts more apposite than in the study of shared 
memories and the collective past. It is not clear in precisely what manner 
the notion of “collective memory” helps us make sense of how people create 
distinctive versions of their collective past and come to share these versions. 
The metaphor is not just unclear but also misleading, as James Wertsch 
points out (this volume). First, talking about memory rather than remem-
bering obscures the fact that there are agents here, people who actively lis-
ten, select, modify, or rigidify particular versions of their past. Second, it 
also blurs the functions of such memories, which are not about the past but 
emphatically about present interests and conflicts. This marks the simplest 
contrast between scholarly history and collective remembering – the lat-
ter has an agenda rather than a method, particular goals but no explicit 
standards (Wertsch, 2002). The process of construction, as in the case of 
individual memories, is largely implicit. Apart from the limiting-case of 
deliberate propaganda, people are not usually aware of the many ways in 
which psychological processes shape their traditions. For instance, particu-
lar scripts or idealized scenarios make specific versions of national histories 
particularly compelling, as Werstch demonstrates on the Russian case.

This is only one example of the many ways in which the memory pro-
cesses usually studied by psychologists directly shape the contents and 
transmission of cultural knowledge of the past. As Roddy Roediger and 
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colleagues demonstrate (this volume), many standard manipulations of 
experimental psychology have their counterpart in the domain of repre-
sentations of the collective past. Experimental protocols show the effects 
of retrieval on recall – information that is accessed, and is accessed often, 
is more likely to be retained in a roughly faithful manner – this is why we 
should expect recurrent memorial occasions to support strong identifi-
cation with a common past. Also, laboratory studies show the effects of 
feedback on memory – and lead us to expect social feedback, for example, 
through the teaching of national histories in schools, to have particular 
effects on representations of the past. Finally, particular emotions and the 
parameters of the emotional scenes or information predict particular recall 
patterns – an effect demonstrated by the famous “flashbulb memories,” usu-
ally so vividly recalled (e.g., “Where were you when you heard of the 9/11 
attacks?”) and with such confidence (Neisser & Harsch, 1993).

This kind of systematic description of individual processes and their 
effects on shared representations shows us how far we can go, beyond the 
vagueness of collective memory, towards an empirical explanation of recur-
rent properties of people’s notions of their past. Another indispensable 
study is the actual observation of historical memories in the making, that 
is, tracking the individual processes triggered by the event and gradually 
leading to a collectively accepted version. Very few psychologists or social 
scientists have undertaken such field studies, with the notable exception of 
Jamie Pennebaker (Pennebaker, Páez, & Rimé, 1997, and this volume). His 
naturalistic studies of such historical disasters as the 9/11 attacks or presi-
dential assassinations, as well as many other traumatic events, illustrate the 
important role of implicit processes, and consequently of implicit methods, 
in this domain. The gradual construction of a shared history goes through 
particular phases and processes that are far from obvious to the actors them-
selves – see, for instance, how people’s use of the personal pronouns “I” and 
“we” changes quickly after such a dramatic event (Pennebaker & Gonzales, 
this volume), or how their narratives of the event change over time.

Such implicit processes are not usually considered in the social science 
and history of shared representations, focused as these disciplines often 
are on what actors actually say about historical processes and their conse-
quences. In the political field, too, experimental studies illuminate some of 
the implicit processes at work, as demonstrated by Alan Lambert and col-
leagues. Dramatic historical events often usher in equally dramatic political 
changes – but traditional political science has little to say about the micro-
processes underpinning such changes. Rational choice models of actors 
with complete information and clearly expressed preferences only account 
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for part of the variance in political attitudes, which motivated the recent 
development of an empirical, indeed experimental political psychology 
(Lane, 2003). Lambert and colleagues demonstrated how a familiar politi-
cal phenomenon – “rallying the flag” in situations of perceived national 
 danger – is the outcome of complex cognitive processes, to do with the par-
ticular identification of perceived threat, the identification of which partic-
ular coalition is threatened, and strong intuitions about the logic of threat 
and counterthreat (Navarrete, Kurzban, Fessler, & Kirkpatrick, 2004).
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“Collective memory” is a term that appears frequently in the media and 
everyday conversation. We use it when talking about the causes of ethnic 
violence and geopolitical miscalculation, political leaders invoke it in times 
of crisis, and it is behind massive expenditures on museums and holidays. 
In general, it is hard to go more than a few days without encountering the 
notion somewhere, but when we try to say just what collective memory is, 
we realize how little we understand about its workings.

Despite – or perhaps because of – this conceptual muddle, a renewed 
“memory industry” (Klein, 2000) has sprung up over the past two decades. 
The open-ended nature of this enterprise is reflected in the plethora of terms 
that can be found in writings on the topic, terms such as “public memory” 
(Bodnar, 1992), “social memory” (Burke, 1989; Connerton, 1989), “cultural 
memory” (Berliner, 2005), “bodily memory” (Young, 1996), “historical con-
sciousness” (Seixas, 2004), and “mnemonic battles” (Zerubavel, 2003).

Part of the difficulty in bringing together all these strands of inquiry stems 
from the number of disciplines involves. The list includes anthropology 
(Berliner, 2005; Cole, 2001), history (Novick, 1999), psychology (Pennebaker, 
Paez, & Rimé, 1997), and sociology (e.g., Schuman, Schwartz, & D’Arcy, 
2005). Further complications arise from the fact that collective memory can 
be at the center of debates – often quite heated – in the public arena and 
popular media where little attention is given to clear definitions. Consider, for 
example, the dispute between Estonia and Russia over how the 1939 Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact should be remembered, the mnemonic standoff between 
Turks and Armenians over what happened to Ottoman Armenians in 1915, or 
unresolved differences in the United States over slavery.

In short, collective memory is a notion that is widely invoked and dis-
cussed, yet it is little understood. Instead of having a commonly accepted 
definition, there may be as many definitions as there are parties discussing 
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it, and these definitions may overlap, conflict, or simply be unrelated. It 
would be a tall order – if not simply misguided – to try to fit these com-
peting notions into a tightly structured conceptual framework, and I shall 
not attempt to do so here. Instead, I shall present some basic oppositions 
intended to outline the conceptual field on which the debate over collective 
memory is carried out. These oppositions are best viewed as continua, as 
tensions and overlap – rather than ironclad distinctions – are often involved. 
The hope is to create a conceptual field that allows productive engagement 
in memory studies.

The oppositions outlined in the sections that follow are strong versus dis-
tributed accounts of collective memory, collective versus individual mem-
ory, history versus memory, and specific memory versus deep memory.

Strong versus Distributed Accounts  
of Collective Memory

When discussing collective memory, it is all too tempting to approach it in 
terms of loose analogies with individual memory. Discussions of America’s 
memory about Vietnam, for example, often seem to presuppose that 
America is some sort of large being that has intentions, desires, memories, 
and beliefs just as individuals do. Such presuppositions lie behind state-
ments such as “America’s memory of Vietnam makes it sensitive to charges 
that Iraq may be a quagmire.”

Assumptions of this sort have often been the object of legitimate cri-
tiques. Frederic Bartlett, the father of modern memory studies in psychol-
ogy, was critical of the “more or less absolute likeness [that] has been drawn 
between social groups and the human individual” (1995, p. 293), and he 
warned that collectives, in and of themselves, do not have some sort of 
memory. Bartlett’s critique was aimed at the French sociologist Maurice 
Halbwachs, who is usually credited with founding the modern study of 
collective memory. As Mary Douglas (1980) has noted, Bartlett’s “traves-
tied account” (p. 16) of Halbwachs may have misinterpreted him, but the 
general observation behind Bartlett’s comments is on the mark and worth 
understanding.

Indeed, Bartlett himself was quite concerned with the social dimension 
of memory. Much of his argument was about how the memory of individu-
als is fundamentally influenced by the social context in which they function. 
One of his central claims in this regard was that “social organisation gives a 
persistent framework into which all detailed recall must fit, and it very pow-
erfully influences both the manner and the matter of recall” (1995, p. 296). 
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What he espoused in the end is a position that recognizes “memory in the 
group, [but] not memory of the group” (p. 294) and in reality does not fun-
damentally contradict Halbwachs (Wertsch, 2002). Misguided assumptions 
about memory “of the group” continue to surface, however, and they consti-
tute what can be termed a “strong version” of collective memory (Wertsch, 
2002). When made explicit, these claims are often rejected, but implicit 
analogies between individual and collective processes continue to emerge 
in many discussions.

An alternative that recognizes memory in the group without slipping 
into questionable assumptions about memory of the group is a “distrib-
uted version” of collective memory. From this perspective, memory is 
viewed as being distributed: (a) socially in small group interaction, as well 
as (b) “instrumentally” in the sense that it involves both active agents and 
instruments that mediate remembering (Wertsch, 2002). In the case of 
social distribution, for example, Mary Sue Weldon (2001) has examined the 
“collaborative remembering” that occurs when groups of individuals work 
together to recall information or events from the past.

Instrumental distribution, which is the primary focus of what follows, 
involves active agents, on the one hand, and cultural tools such as calendars, 
written records, computers, and narratives, on the other. It is a notion that 
derives from the ideas of Lev Semënovich Vygotsky about the “instrumen-
tal method” in psychology (Vygotsky, 1981). By introducing the notion of 
mediation, Vygotsky sought to move beyond the “methodological individ-
ualism” (Lukes, 1977) that characterized the psychology of his day and con-
tinues to be part of the discipline. His basic point was that human action, 
including mental processes, can be understood only by appreciating its reli-
ance on tools and signs. This attempt to avoid individualistic reductionism 
should not be taken to amount to a kind of “instrumental reductionism” in 
which active agents are sidelined to the point of being mere pawns of the 
tools they employ. Instead, the point is to approach human action, including 
thinking, remembering, and other mental processes, from the perspective 
of how it involves an irreducible tension between active agent and cultural 
tool (Wertsch, 1998).

The emphasis on mediated action entailed in this view means that it 
would be preferable to speak of collective remembering rather than collective 
memory, and in this connection it is noteworthy that Bartlett’s classic work 
has “remembering” rather than “memory” in the title. With this in mind, the 
term “remembering” will often be used in what follows, but the widespread 
practice of using “memory” and “collective memory” means that it is nearly 
impossible to avoid these terms altogether.
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Given this focus on mediated action and instrumentally distributed col-
lective remembering, a crucial consideration is the type of instruments, or 
“cultural tools” (Wertsch, 1998) used to remember the past. Several differ-
ent instruments, each suggesting a particular form of remembering, have 
been put forth as being important. Although making no attempt to provide 
a complete inventory of these cultural tools, it is worth noting a basic divide 
between two forms of mediation that have emerged in this discussion. This is 
the divide between explicit linguistic forms, especially narratives, that repre-
sent the past, on the one hand, and forms of mediation that rely less on explicit 
linguistic representation and more on embodied practices, on the other.

In many accounts of collective remembering it is assumed that narrative 
or other linguistic forms are the basic tools involved, and indeed language 
will be the focus of what follows. However, it is worth noting the critique of 
this assumption that has been leveled by analysts such as Paul Connerton. 
In How Societies Remember (1989), he noted the strong bias toward assum-
ing recollection is “something that is inscribed.” He viewed this as a limita-
tion that derives from a linguistic bias in hermeneutic scholarship, arguing 
that “although bodily practices are in principle included as possible objects 
of hermeneutic inquiry, in practice hermeneutics has taken inscription as 
its privileged object” (p. 4).

This critique provided the foundation for Connerton’s notion of “habit 
memory.” In his view “If there is such a thing as social memory … , we are 
likely to find it in commemorative ceremonies; but commemorative cere-
monies prove to be commemorative only in so far as they are performative; 
performativity cannot be thought of without a concept of habit; and habit 
cannot be thought without a notion of bodily automatisms” (pp. 4–5). Like 
Halbwachs, Connerton derives crucial aspects of his account of memory 
from the social theory of Emile Durkheim, something that led to a focus on 
ritual and ritualistic practice.

Notions of habits and patterns of action clearly deserve a place in the study 
of collective remembering, and as I shall argue in the analysis of specific ver-
sus deep memory, they actually play a role in linguistic mediation. I begin, 
however, by focusing on linguistic mediation, especially in the form of nar-
rative. Jerome Bruner (1990) has noted that narratives occupy a particularly 
important place in the “toolkit” of human cognition in general, and they can 
also be expected to be a crucial cultural tool for representing the past, both in 
history and in memory. From this perspective, what makes collective mem-
ory collective is the fact that members of a group share the same narrative 
resources. By harnessing and discussing these narrative resources, the group 
is shaped into what Brian Stock (1990) has called a “textual community.”
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The centrality of narratives and other forms of linguistic mediation in a 
distributed version of collective remembering has several implications. To 
say that narratives and other forms of linguistic mediation do some of the 
remembering for us would suggest the sort of instrumental reductionism 
rejected earlier, but such a formulation does provide a reminder of how 
central cultural tools are in the process.

Collective versus Individual Remembering

The study of collective and individual remembering differs greatly in terms 
of the disciplines involved and the methods employed. Individual memory 
has been a central topic in psychology for over a century, and the result 
is that relatively well established and accepted terms and methods have 
emerged. To be sure, many disagreements remain, but psychologists begin 
their discussion with the working assumption that terms like “short-term 
memory,” “long-term memory,” “semantic memory,” and “episodic mem-
ory” can be used with some shared understanding.

There are two additional defining features of the psychological study 
of memory worth noting when contrasting it with the study of collective 
memory. The first is the assumption that memory can be studied in  isolation 
from other aspects of mental life, and the second is that a basic metric for 
assessment is accuracy. Assuming that memory can be studied in isolation 
is consistent with views of it as a faculty or specialized skill, sometimes cou-
pled with claims about specific regions of the brain or neural networks. But 
even more important than such conceptual commitments are the methods 
employed in psychology to study memory. As in the study of cognition, 
attention, and other aspects of mental functioning, the disciplinary norm 
for examining memory is to employ experimental settings where variables 
can be controlled and hypotheses tested.

This control of variables approach imposes major limitations on what 
can be studied, but it clearly has yielded conceptual and empirical break-
throughs. As an example of this, consider the phenomenon of “memory 
distortion” outlined by Henry Roediger and Kathleen McDermott (1995). 
Without the experimental methods they employed, it is doubtful that this 
phenomenon could have been uncovered. Using carefully controlled lists 
of words and experimental conditions, these researchers demonstrated that 
subjects are likely to systematically, but falsely recognize certain words in 
recall and recognition experiments. For instance, when presented with a list 
such as door, glass, pane, ledge, sill, house, open, curtain, frame, view, breeze, 
sash, screen, and shutter, subjects are likely to “remember” that window 
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was in the list – even when they are explicitly warned that they would be 
tempted to include incorrect items.

As is the case for much of the psychological research on memory, the 
methodological standards employed in this case are linked to the assump-
tion that memory is a distinct phenomenon that can be studied in relative 
isolation from other mental functions. From this perspective, it is entirely 
legitimate – indeed, preferable – to study memory in and of itself, and it 
is also assumed that there are settings in which individuals can engage in 
remembering strictly for the sake of remembering.

This approach contrasts with that often employed in most discussions 
of collective memory. Instead of assuming that one can study remember-
ing in and of itself, the guiding assumption is that it is invariably bound 
up with something else. Partly for this reason, collective remembering 
seldom lends itself to being studied with a methodology grounded in the 
control of variables. Instead, it is viewed as existing in a complex setting 
and in the service of providing a “usable past” (a notion that derives from 
Nietzsche, 1874). A usable past is almost invariably part of some identity 
project such as mobilizing a nation to resist an enemy. As such, collec-
tive remembering is taken to be part of some broader agenda, and any 
attempt to consider it in isolation or view it as amenable to an experimen-
tal paradigm would be viewed as destroying the very phenomenon to be 
studied.

These observations are related to an additional point that distinguishes 
the study of individual and collective memory – what will be termed here 
the “accuracy criterion.” The very notion of memory presupposes some rep-
resentation (in the broadest sense) of the past, and it is usually assumed that 
this representation makes some claim to being accurate. As already noted 
in the case of collective remembering, however, other competing functions 
and hence other criteria for assessing the appropriateness and power of 
memory may be involved. The issue, then, is the degree to which accuracy 
is a criterion by which to assess a memory performance.

In the psychological study of individual memory, the accuracy criterion 
takes a front seat. This is not to claim that psychologists believe individ-
ual memory to be particularly accurate. If anything, decades of research 
have shown myriad ways that memory can be inaccurate. But the point 
remains that the basic metric by which many memory studies in psychol-
ogy is assessed is accuracy. One cannot talk about memory “distortion” 
(Roediger & McDermott, 1995), “false” memory (Schacter, 1996, chapter 9), 
or many other major topics in the field without presupposing accurate 
 representation of past events as a comparison point.
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Things stand somewhat differently when it comes to the study of collective 
remembering. As already noted, most research traditions concerned with this 
topic have assumed that collective remembering can only be understood as 
part of a larger picture. For example, in studies that focus on socially distrib-
uted (as opposed to instrumentally distributed) memory, David Middleton 
and his colleagues (Middleton & Edwards, 1990) have argued that remem-
bering often occurs in the context of the discursive negotiation of social dif-
ferences and identity. And in another line of research concerning “public 
memory,” John Bodnar (1992) views remembering as part of a never-ending 
struggle between “official culture” and “vernacular culture” in a society.

The larger picture of which collective memory is a part is usually for-
mulated in terms of conflict and negotiation rather than approximation to 
accurate representation. Such conflict and negotiation occur in the social 
and political sphere (Bodnar, 1992; Wertsch, 2002) of “memory politics” 
(Hacking, 1996) and are carried out in the service of providing a usable 
past that serves some identity project. This is not to say that accuracy is not 
important or is not assumed by those doing the remembering, but it does 
mean that accuracy is of secondary importance and may be sacrificed to the 
extent required to serve other functions.

A psychologist whose research of individual memory provides a sort of 
bridge to this discussion in collective memory studies is Martin Conway 
(e.g., Conway & Playdell-Pearce, 2000; Williams & Conway, this volume). 
In contrast to many analyses in psychology that assume memory can be 
studied in isolation from other aspects of mental life, Conway and Playdell-
Pearce argued for the need to examine autobiographical memory as part 
of a larger system of self and life goals. Another researcher who has devel-
oped a related line of research is Michael Ross (1989), who has argued that 
the “implicit theories” we have about ourselves shape our autobiographical 
memory. Like many psychologists, Ross assumes that remembering is often 
not very accurate, at least with regard to details, but he goes beyond many 
others in viewing the recall of personal histories as being systematically 
shaped by powerful biasing factors, including implicit theories.

In sum, the study of collective memory stands in contrast to research 
on individual memory in several ways, many of which have to do with dis-
ciplines and the methods associated with them. Psychological research on 
individual memory has tended to rely on laboratory methods that allow for 
controlled experimentation, and this has encouraged it to focus on memory 
as an isolated mental process. Furthermore, it has encouraged the privi-
leging of the criterion of accuracy when formulating research questions. 
In contrast, studies of collective remembering have tended to focus on how 
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memory is part of complex processes such as the negotiation of group iden-
tity, and this has led to a view of remembering as contestation and negotia-
tion in social and political spheres. This focus, in turn, has placed issues of 
accuracy in a secondary position.

The different methods employed in the study individual and collective 
remembering have given rise to different notions of what remembering is, 
but several scholars have provided analyses that seem to serve both orien-
tations. Perhaps the most prescient of these – once again – was Frederic 
Bartlett, the father of the modern memory studies in psychology. He 
emphasized that the active processes of remembering involves an “effort 
after meaning” (1995, p. 20), a formulation that applies to the kind of labo-
ratory experiments by Roediger and McDermott as well as the account of 
public memory outlined by Bodnar.

History versus Memory

The understanding of history and memory has itself undergone transfor-
mation over the past several centuries. In particular, the rise of mass lit-
eracy and the mental habits associated with it have had a profound impact 
on human memory. Literacy makes possible what cognitive scientists call 
the “off-loading” of information (Bechtel & Abrahamsen, 1991) into written 
texts, and the history of this process has been explored by analysts such as 
Merlin Donald (1991). The crucial point in what follows, however, is that the 
emergence of literacy – especially its widespread dissemination during the 
Enlightenment – has been associated with privileging new forms of critical 
thought and discourse. This, in turn, has been associated with a new way of 
representing the past.

This way of representing the past is usually termed “history” and stands 
in opposition to memory. In the 1920s, Halbwachs formulated a version of 
this in his comments about how “formal history” differs from collective 
memory (1950, p. 78), and in one form or another, the opposition continues 
to be a part of the discussion today. In many such discussions, however, the 
notion of collective memory remains underexplored, if not nebulous. In 
the words of the historian Kerwin Lee Klein, “Much current historiography 
pits memory against history even though few authors openly claim to be 
engaged in building a world in which memory can serve as an alternative to 
history” (2000, p. 128).

As a starting point for discussing this distinction, consider the following 
comments by Peter Novick (1999), a historian who has built on the ideas of 
Halbwachs in arguing:
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To understand something historically is to be aware of its complexity, 
to have sufficient detachment to see it from multiple perspectives, to 
accept the ambiguities, including moral ambiguities, of protagonists’ 
motives and behavior. Collective memory simplifies; sees events from a 
single, committed perspective; is impatient with ambiguities of any kind; 
reduces events to mythic archetypes. (pp. 3–4)

Contemporary discussions of how formal or analytic history differs from 
memory have been at the heart of recent debates carried on by Pierre Nora 
(1989), who has argued that “real memory” has been largely pushed aside, 
if not eradicated by the practices of creating analytic historical accounts of 
the past. The result is that “we speak so much of memory because there is 
so little of it left” (p. 7), and we have a felt need to create lieux de mémoire 
(sites of memory) “because there are no longer milieux de mémoire, real 
environments of memory” (p. 7).

In Nora’s view, memory and history are not just different; they stand in 
fundamental, even implacable opposition. For him, memory “remains in 
permanent evolution” and is “unconscious of its successive deformations, 
vulnerable to manipulation” (p. 8). In contrast, “history, because it is an 
intellectual and secular production, calls for analysis and criticism… At the 
heart of history is a critical discourse that is antithetical to spontaneous 
memory” (pp. 8–9). The nature of this opposition is such that “history is 
perpetually suspicious of memory, and its true mission is to suppress and 
destroy it” (p. 9). Nora’s line of reasoning does not entail that analytic his-
tory simply supplants memory. Instead, the implicit contrast with history 
resulted in an ongoing differentiation and redefinition of what memory is, 
and the struggle over this issue continues in the renewed debates that have 
emerged over the past few decades.

The upshot of this ongoing differentiation of history from memory is 
that it is often difficult to categorize accounts unequivocally as either one or 
other. Instead, they typically need to be positioned on a continuum, thereby 
recognizing that they are typically a mixture of both ways of relating to 
the past. For example, official histories produced by modern states clearly 
include elements of collective remembering as well as history. Indeed, 
scholars such as Louis Mink (1978) and Hayden White (1987) have raised 
questions about whether any representation of the past – including those 
generated by those most concerned with objectivity in analytic history – 
can be genuinely distanced and objective and hence whether this distinc-
tion can be maintained.

But even those who are most critical of the distinction between history 
and memory accept that it must be accepted in some form. For example, 



126 How do We Build Shared Collective Memories?

Novick (1988), a figure who has produced a major critique of the “noble 
dream” of objectivity in history, contrasts history’s willingness to deal with 
complexity and multiple perspectives with the tendency of collective mem-
ory to simplify, to see events from a “single committed perspective,” and to 
be “impatient with ambiguities of any kind” (1999, pp. 3–4).

In developing his version of the distinction between history and col-
lective memory, Novick goes so far as to assert that the latter “is in crucial 
senses ahistorical, even anti-historical” (p. 3). This is so because

Historical consciousness, by its nature, focuses on the historicity of 
events – that they took place then and not now, that they grew out of 
circumstances different from those that now obtain. Memory, by con-
trast, has no sense of the passage of time; it denies the “pastness” of its 
objects and insists on their continuing presence. Typically a collective 
memory … is understood to express some eternal or essential truth 
about the group – usually tragic. A memory, once established, comes to 
define that eternal truth, and, along with it, an eternal identity, for the 
members of the group. (p. 4)

Recent studies of commemoration, a practice closely tied to collective 
remembering, have made similar points about the tendency to eschew 
ambiguity and to present the past from a single committed perspective. In 
his discussion of the distinction between the commemorative voice and the 
historical voice in history museum exhibits, for example, Edward Linenthal 
(1996) touched on this point in analyzing the dispute over the Enola Gay 
exhibit in the National Air and Space Museum in 1995, a case that esca-
lated into a “history war” (Linenthal & Engelhardt, 1996). Linenthal con-
cluded that accepting a single committed perspective results in viewing the 
museum as a “temple” (p. 23), whereas encouraging the exploration of ambi-
guity presupposes that the museum is a “forum.” In the museum as a forum 
there is a tendency to take into consideration the “complicated motives of 
actions and consequences often hardly considered at the moment of the 
event itself ” (pp. 9–10). Instead of being a “reverently held story,” it should 
involve “later reappraisal” (p. 10) of these complicated motives, actions, and 
consequences.

In another analysis of the forces that gave rise to the history wars around 
the Enola Gay exhibit, the historian John Dower (1996) provided additional 
insight into how history differs from commemoration and memory more 
generally. Specifically, he discussed “two notions that most historians take 
for granted that controversy is inherent in any ongoing process of historical 
interpretation, and that policymaking is driven by multiple considerations 
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and imperatives” (p. 80). In formulating ways in which commemoration 
and collective remembering stand in opposition to history Dower outlined 
a notion of heroic narrative as being inherently hostile to the assumptions 
guiding the historian.

Heroic narratives demand a simple, unilinear story line. In popular 
retellings, that simple line often takes the form of an intimate human-inter-
est story…. In the case of the atomic bombs, the American narrative almost 
invariably gravitates to Colonel Paul W. Tibbets Jr., who piloted the famous 
plane, and his crew – brave and loyal men, as they surely were. And the pilot 
and his crew tell us, truthfully, what we know they will: that they carried out 
their mission without a second thought in order to save their comrades and 
help end the war. Such accounts … tell us little if anything about how top-
level decisions were made – about who moved these men, who gave them 
their orders, and why. To seriously ask these questions is to enter the realm 
of multiple imperatives (pp. 80–81).

By way of summarizing these points, consider a set of oppositions that 
can be used to distinguish collective memory from analytic history. At the 
risk of reinforcing the mistaken impression that the two can be easily and 
neatly separated, these are listed below. It is essential to keep in mind that 
the oppositions outlined here are tendencies and aspirations of collective 
memory and history rather than ironclad attributes and that the opposing 
tendencies often operate in tension with one another.

Collective Memory History

“Subjective” “Objective”
Single committed perspective Distanced from any particular  

perspective
Reflects a particular group’s framework Reflects no particular social framework
Unself-conscious Critical, reflective stance
Impatient with ambiguities about motives 
and the interpretation of events

Recognizes ambiguity

Denies “pastness” of events Focus on historicity
Links the past with the present Differentiates the past from the present
Ahistorical, antihistorical Views past events as “then and not now”
Commemorative voice Historical voice
Museum as a temple Museum as a forum
Unquestionable heroic narratives Disagreement, change, and controversy 

as part of ongoing historical interpretation
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Specific Memory versus Deep Memory

Schacter, Gutchess, and Kensinger (this volume) outline an account of 
“specificity” in individual memory, and they suggest that a parallel effort 
would be of interest for collective remembering. They define specificity in 
terms of “the extent to which, and sense in which, an individual’s memory 
is based on retention of specific features of a past experience, or reflects the 
operation of specialized, highly specific memory processes.” And they go 
on to note: “In some situations, memory is highly specific, and may include 
the precise details of a previous experience; in other situations, memory 
may be much more generic, including retention of only the general sense or 
gist of what happened.”

In keeping with earlier comments about the hazards of reducing collec-
tive to individual remembering, the point in what follows is not to argue 
that specificity on the individual plane can be expected to have exact par-
allels on the collective plane. There are important differences, especially 
when it comes to collective memory for events that occurred beyond the 
living memory of the members of a group. As Winter (this volume) notes, 
for example, events from the past and the sites of memory associated with 
them vary greatly, depending on where they are positioned vis-à-vis a gen-
eration’s life experience. Nonetheless, Schacter et al.’s suggestion that “it 
seems likely that specificity is a relevant dimension for collective memory 
research” is suggestive and deserves attention.

In accordance with the notion of instrumental distribution, an account 
of specificity in collective remembering needs to take into account the cul-
tural tools involved, especially narratives. And in this regard it is useful 
to make a distinction between “specific narratives” and “schematic narra-
tive templates” (Wertsch, 2002). Under the heading of the former I have in 
mind items in what the moral philosopher Alisdair MacIntyre (1984) called 
the “stock of stories” that shape a society. These stories may be nonfictional 
accounts of the past, or they may be parables or fiction such as those in 
the Western tradition “about wicked stepmothers, lost children, good but 
misguided kings, wolves that suckle twin boys, youngest sons who receive 
no inheritance but must make their own way in the world and eldest sons 
who waste their inheritance on riotous living and go into exile to live with 
the swine” (p. 216). Regardless of their claims to truth, the point is that such 
stories refer to specific settings, characters, and events.

Specific narratives contrast with more generalized, abstract versions, 
or what can be termed “schematic narrative templates” (Wertsch, 2002). 
The notion of a schematic narrative template finds its conceptual roots in 
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several theoretical traditions and figures, the most important perhaps being 
the Russian folklorist Vladimir Propp (1928). In developing his account of 
Russian folktales, Propp argued for the need to focus on generalized “func-
tions” that characterize an entire set of narratives, as opposed to the par-
ticular events and actors that occur in specific narratives. These “recurrent 
constants … of dramatis personae are basic components of the tale” (p. 21). 
This focus on generalized functions means that several different specific 
events and actors may fulfill a more abstract role in a narrative: “Functions 
of characters serve as stable, constant elements of a tale, independent of how 
and by whom they are fulfilled” (p. 21, italics in the original).

Propp identified an extensive network of generalized functions, including 
items such as “The Villian Receives Information about His Victim” (p. 28) 
and “The Villian Is Defeated” (p. 53) and used them to create a typology of 
Russian folktales. When exploring the implications of his ideas for collective 
remembering, what is crucial is his general line of reasoning rather than his 
detailed claims about particular functions or how they apply to folktales.

Switching from folklore to psychology, a related line of reasoning may 
be found in the writings of Bartlett (1995). Although there is no reason to 
assume that he was familiar with Propp’s writings, Bartlett did develop 
some strikingly similar claims. In his view remembering is usually more of 
a “constructive” process (p. 312) than a product of stimuli, and this led him 
to examine the generalized patterns or “schemata” brought to this process 
by the agent doing the constructing.

The writings of Propp and Bartlett contribute different points to an 
understanding of schematic narrative templates. The common points that 
can be extracted from their ideas are (a) narrative templates are schematic 
in the sense that they concern abstract, generalized functions of the sort 
that Propp discussed in his structural analysis of folk tales or that Bartlett 
discussed under the heading of schemalike knowledge structures; (b) the 
organizing form is narrative, a point that is explicit in Propp’s writings and 
consistent with what Bartlett proposed; and (c) the notion of template is 
involved because these abstract structures can underlie an entire set of spe-
cific narratives, each of which has a particular setting, cast of characters, 
dates, and so forth.

The writings of Propp and Bartlett suggest a couple of additional prop-
erties worth keeping in mind when dealing with narrative templates. First, 
they are not taken to be some sort of universal archetypes. Instead, they are 
specific to particular narrative traditions that can be expected to differ from 
one sociocultural setting to another. Indeed, they are key to understand-
ing Halbwachs’s basic maxim that there are as many collective memories 



130 How do We Build Shared Collective Memories?

as collectives. And, second, narrative templates are not readily accessible 
to the conscious reflection of those using them. As Bartlett noted, they are 
used in an “unreflective, unanalytical and unwitting manner” (1985, p. 45).

The unreflective nature of narrative templates stems in part from the 
“transparency” of narrative tools more generally (Wertsch, 2002); it is as if 
those using them look right through them without recognizing their power 
to shape how we represent the past. In Bruner’s formulation, it is easy to 
assume “that the story form is a transparent window on reality, not a cookie 
cutter imposing a shape on it” (2002, pp. 6–7). Along with the fact that 
these narrative tools are typically interwoven with identity commitments, 
this means that schematic narrative templates act as unnoticed, yet very 
powerful “coauthors” when we attempt to recount what “really happened” 
in the past (Wertsch, 2002, chapter 1).

Schematic narrative templates function to exert a conservative, yet often 
unrecognized force on collective memory, making it quite resistant to 
change (Wertsch, 2008a). This reflects the fact that they are deeply embed-
ded, both in the sense of being transparent and nonconscious and in the 
sense of being part of deeply held identity commitments. Taken together 
these characteristics suggest that narrative templates operate at a level that 
can be called “deep collective memory.”

Hence the opposition Schacter and his colleagues (Schacter, 1996; 
Schacter et al. this volume) outline between specificity and “the general 
sense or gist of what happened” has a counterpart in collective remember-
ing. The parallel is not exact, however, because instead of focusing on the 
gist of what happened, the focus is on how different collectives may have 
different gists. Collectives may differ – often quite substantially – in the gen-
eral sense they make of one and the same past event, and it is in this con-
nection that schematic narrative templates for one society can give rise to 
deep memories that are quite different from those of others.

Consider a schematic narrative template that has been outlined by 
Wertsch (2002). It is one that occupies a place of particular importance in 
Russian understanding of crucial historical episodes, and as such it imposes 
a basic plot structure on a range of specific characters, events, and circum-
stances. This can be called the “expulsion of foreign enemies” schematic 
narrative template and includes the following elements:

 1. An “initial situation” (Propp, 1968, p. 26) in which Russia is peaceful 
and not interfering with others

 2. The initiation of trouble in which a foreign enemy viciously and wan-
tonly attacks Russia without provocation
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 3. Russia almost loses everything in total defeat as it suffers from the 
enemy’s attempts to destroy it as a civilization

 4. Through heroism and exceptionalism, and against all odds, Russia, 
acting alone, triumphs and succeeds in expelling the foreign enemy

At first glance, it may appear that there is nothing peculiarly Russian about 
this narrative template. For example, by replacing “Russia” with “America,” it 
would seem to provide a foundation for American collective memory of the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. This points to the fact that the claim 
is not that this narrative template is available only to members of the Russian 
narrative tradition or that it is the only one available to this group. However, 
there are several indications that it plays a particularly important role in the 
Russian narrative tradition and collective remembering.

The first of these concerns its ubiquity. Whereas the United States and 
many other societies have accounts of past events that are compatible with 
some points of this narrative template, it seems to be employed more widely 
in the Russian tradition than elsewhere. In this connection consider the 
comments of Musatova (2002) about Russia’s past. In remarking on the fate 
of having to learn “the lessons of conquests and enslavement by foreign-
ers” (p. 139), she lists several groups who are viewed as having perpetrated 
similar events in Russia’s history “Tartars, Germans, Swedes, Poles, Turks, 
Germans again” (p. 139). She reeled this list off in a way suggesting that 
whereas the particular actors, dates, and setting may change, the same basic 
plot applies to all these episodes. They have all been stamped out of the 
same basic template, suggesting a “generalized gist” that plays an especially 
important role for Russia.

Some observers would go so far as to say that the expulsion of for-
eign enemies narrative template is the underlying story of Russian collec-
tive remembering, and this provides a basic point of contrast with other 
groups. For example, it is strikingly different from American items such as 
the “mystique of Manifest Destiny” (Lowenthal, 1994, p. 53), the “reluctant 
hegemon” story (Kagan, 2006), or a “quest for freedom” narrative (Wertsch 
and O’Connor, 1994). The expulsion-of-foreign-enemies template clearly 
plays a central role in Russian collective memory, even in instances where 
it would not seem relevant, at least to those who are not “native speakers” 
(Lotman & Uspenskii, 1985) of this tradition.

This schematic narrative template has had a powerful impact on the 
state-sponsored official history in Soviet and post-Soviet Russia (Wertsch, 
2002), yielding a striking continuity in this official account (which, like all 
state-sponsored official histories, functions as part of an identity project 
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and hence incorporates ingredients of memory as well as history). For 
example, it provides a foundation for interpreting episodes such as the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact that have remained largely intact despite the dis-
closure of archival materials that clearly contradict the specific narrative 
that had been promulgated for decades (Wertsch, 2008a). And the tenacity 
of this schematic narrative template was so great that Stalin dusted it off 
and employed it to mobilize the Soviet population during World War II, 
even though he had just spent decades downplaying, indeed repressing it 
(Wertsch, 2008b).

The conservative nature of deep memory and claims about the sche-
matic narrative templates that underlie it suggest that it may represent a 
distinct way of representing the past in comparison with specific memory. 
Something like habit memory, as outlined by Connerton, may play a more 
important role in deep memory than specific memory. Claims of distinct 
forms of memory can be traced back to the work of Henri Bergson (1911), 
another figure who, along with Durkheim, had a powerful influence on 
Maurice Halbwachs, and hence on collective memory studies. Bergson 
wrote of “habits” and “motor mechanisms,” on the one hand, and “personal 
memory-images,” on the other (p. 96), thereby laying out an issue that con-
tinues to be quite open today.

The Social Organization of Collective 
Remembering

By definition, collective remembering involves a collective of some sort, 
and hence is inherently social. But the organization of the social processes 
involved is envisioned quite differently by different scholars. The distrib-
uted version of collective remembering outlined above begins with the 
assumption that a memory community is built around a shared set of 
textual means, especially narratives. This does not mean, however, that 
everyone in the community has a single system of uniform knowledge and 
belief. Instead, as outlined by Brian Stock (1990), “textual communities” are 
shaped as much by internal differentiation and institutionalization as by the 
texts around which they are formed. In this process a variety of social and 
political dynamics typically give rise to a complex, differentiated collective.

In some cases, scholars highlight these dynamics to such a degree that 
collective remembering is viewed largely as a forum for political negotia-
tion and contestation rather than a body of knowledge. For example, in his 
account of “public memory” Bodnar (1992) views remembering primarily 
in terms of the struggle between “official culture” and “vernacular culture,” 
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one result being that the accuracy criterion that guides such a central role 
in psychological studies plays a distinctly secondary role.

Considerations of social structure have long been part of the sociologi-
cal study of collective remembering. For example, in his classic article “The 
Problem of Generations,” first published in 1928, Karl Mannheim (1952) 
argued that each generation develops a distinctive picture of political and 
social reality depending on the experiences it has during the formative 
years of young adulthood. Included in this line of reasoning was the claim 
that a generation is a social rather than a biological construct, one upshot 
being that distinctive generations may be less distinct in traditional societ-
ies where novel events may be rare and change slow.

Howard Schuman and Jacqueline Scott (1989) used Mannheim’s notions 
to formulate hypotheses about different generations recall events like World 
War II, the Vietnam War, and the Civil Rights era. They found that American 
subjects recalled as especially important events that occurred in their teens 
or early 20s, hence supporting the generational hypothesis that memories 
of important political events and social changes are structured by age.

Complementing such studies in sociology is research in psychol-
ogy on reminiscence. Studies by David Rubin and his colleagues (Rubin, 
Wetzler, & Nebes, 1986; Berntsen & Rubin, 2002) and others including 
Joseph Fitzgerald (1988, 1995) have given rise to the notion of a “reminis-
cence bump” that challenges usual assumptions about how memories decay 
over the life span. Instead of a steady decline in memories for more distant 
events, this research has consistently shown that older adults’ memories for 
events that occurred during their young adult years are more detailed than 
are memories for events that happened before or after this formative age. 
The cause of the reminiscence bump is still being debated, but analyses have 
focused on issues of self and identity development (Conway & Playdell-
Pearce, 2000; Williams & Conway, this volume) and crucial stages in the 
formation of a living narrative (Fitzgerald, 1988). Regardless of the final 
outcome of this debate in life-span psychology, this is one topic on which 
this discipline has the potential of coming into productive collaboration 
with sociological analyses of collective remembering.

More recently, Howard Schuman, Barry Schwartz, and Nancy D’Arcy 
(2005) have outlined other dimensions of social structure that influence 
collective remembering. Analyzing responses from a national sample of 
Americans, they identified varying ideas about Columbus and his place in 
American history based on race, religion, and a critical stance toward the 
United States. For example, they concluded that “among white respondents, 
the characterization of Columbus as villainous draws on a larger receptivity 
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to non-normative beliefs generally, presumably in a liberal or radical direc-
tion” (p. 16).

What is perhaps most interesting about the study by Schuman et al., 
however, is how little change there has been more generally in Americans’ 
ideas about Columbus over the past few decades, even in the face of radi-
cally new, critical portrayals of him in connection with the 500th anni-
versary of his arrival in the Americas. They report that “most Americans 
continue to admire Columbus because, as tradition puts it, ‘he discovered 
America’, although only a small number of mainly older respondents speak 
of him in the heroic terms common in earlier years” (p. 2).

This “inertia of memory” noted by Schuman et al. echoes the resistance 
to change characteristic of deep memory. This perhaps should come as no 
surprise, given the extent to which collective remembering is typically tied 
to identity and the threat that changes in accounts of the past could pose to 
the group. In contrast to analytic history, in which enough countervailing 
evidence at least occasionally gives rise to a new narrative, collective mem-
ory seems to be nearly impervious to such transformation. This appears to 
be the case even in the face of major revisions of official history, revisions 
such as those that occurred in how Columbus is presented in U.S. education 
(Schuman et al., 2005) and those that occurred in the radical rewriting of 
Russian history after the Soviet period.

Conclusion

In comparison with individual memory, collective remembering has been 
little conceptualized, and hence a major goal of this chapter has been to 
lay out a framework for pursuing theoretical and empirical inquiry. Rather 
than trying to provide a definition of collective remembering – which would 
inevitably be overly simple, if not downright misguided at this point – the 
goal has been to lay out a few basic oppositions and issues that shape the 
current debate. These are the conceptual oppositions strong versus distrib-
uted versions of collective memory, individual versus collective remember-
ing, history versus memory, and specific versus deep collective memory.

At several points, parallels between individual and collective memory 
have been identified, but this always involves a note of caution, given the 
need to avoid reducing collective to individual processes. There are obvious 
points of contact between the study of individual and collective remem-
bering, and these need to be the focus of future efforts to flesh out a gen-
eral approach to memory studies. For example, the sociological analysis of 
generations can be profitably related tied to findings in psychology on the 
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reminiscence bump, and the contrast between specific and deep forms of 
memory calls for further collaboration between those focusing on indi-
vidual remembering and those concerned with collective phenomena. At a 
more general level, this chapter suggests that a distributed approach to col-
lective remembering requires broader collaboration as we seek to formulate 
the broadly conceived field of memory studies.
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This book is about culture and memory, about how the society and culture 
in which people grow up helps to determine their individual memories, 
collective memories, and identity. We will emphasize how the process of 
repeated retrieval helps to shape our memories. Before we get to our main 
story, we need to provide some background.

Many different cultures exist within the community of scholars who 
study memory, from humanistic approaches to a whole variety of scien-
tific approaches to the field (see Roediger, Dudai & Fitzpatrick, 2007). In 
our chapter, we attempt to blend some insights from several approaches to 
studying memory. In particular, we apply the principles that have emerged 
from research in experimental cognitive psychology to issues in collective 
memory in hopes that combining insights from various disciplines may 
point the way to progress in understanding larger issues in the study of 
memory.

Our chapter has six parts. First, we discuss issues in collective memory – 
how we conceive the topic – by considering three conceptual opposi-
tions (following Wertsch & Roediger, 2008). We then discuss how these 
issues might play out in learning about history from textbooks. Next, we 
describe three main mechanisms that we believe play a critical role in 
shaping collective memory: the act of retrieving information from mem-
ory; repeated retrieval of information over long periods of time; and 
finally the role of feedback in modifying memories. The third, fourth, 
and fifth sections of the chapter spell out these mechanisms and how 
they might contribute to the creation of collective memories. The sixth 
section explores the issue of accuracy in collective memory, and how it 
is affected by the mechanisms of retrieval and feedback. Finally, we end 
with some conclusions.

6

The Role of Repeated Retrieval in Shaping Collective 
Memory

Henry L. Roediger III,  Franklin M. Zaromb, & 
Andrew C. Butler
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What is Collective Memory?

Collective memory is not a term with a precise definition. Since Maurice 
Halbwachs introduced the term in the 1920s, it has been used in many dif-
ferent ways. Historians, sociologists, anthropologists, psychologists, and 
literary analysts all have slightly different definitions of what constitutes a 
collective memory. The general feature that unites all uses of the term is that 
collective memory is a form of memory that transcends individuals and is 
shared by the group. In our treatment in this section, we rely heavily on 
observations of Dudai (2002) and Wertsch and Roediger (2008).

In Memory from A to Z, Yadin Dudai (2002) noted that “The term ‘col-
lective memory’ actually refers to three entities: a body of knowledge, an 
attribute, and a process” (p. 51). The body of knowledge refers to the com-
mon knowledge of a society or culture (a European) that can be divided 
further into subgroups (Italians, Florentines, Florentine women over 60). 
Of course, one can go further to the level of families, friends, and even 
pairs of people, where the collective memories are even more special-
ized. Regardless of the size of the group, each individual in the group will 
share various memories with other members of that group. Importantly, 
the collective memory is present in each individual; that is, each member 
of the group would produce roughly the same information if asked about 
the memory individually. In this sense, it is different from the concept of 
transactive memory, in which people serve as external memory aids to one 
another (Wegner, 1986). The attribute to which Dudai refers is “the distinc-
tive holistic image of the past in the group” (such as World War II veterans 
in the United States, to whom some refer as the “greatest generation” of 
Americans; Brokaw, 2001). Finally, the process is the continual evolution 
in understanding between the individual and the group. That is, individu-
als may influence and change the collective memory of the group, and the 
group can change the individual’s understanding of being a member of the 
group and of the group’s past.

These three features – body of knowledge, attribute, and process – are 
critical to understanding collective memory. To flesh out the concept more 
fully, we follow Wertsch and Roediger (2008) in briefly considering a set of 
three oppositions that highlight different uses of the term.

Collective Memory versus Collective Remembering

The term collective memory is sometimes used to refer to a relatively 
static set of knowledge, as in Dudai’s (2002) “body of knowledge” feature 
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or Tulving’s (1972) semantic memory. This might refer to what people in 
England know about what happened in 1066, or what most Americans 
know about their Revolutionary War or about the events of 9/11, and so on. 
By contrast, collective remembering refers to a dynamic process, how dif-
ferent perspectives and reconstructions over the years can provide a con-
tentious process of representing the past. Examples in U.S. history include 
how the view of Native Americans (“Indians”) and African Americans has 
changed over the years, often with the “new” view espoused by each group 
opposing that of the dominant culture. Such disputes over how some cen-
tral event is to be remembered erupt during construction of museums and 
monuments, the writing of textbooks, and creation of national holidays. 
These disputes over how the past is to be remembered that are fought 
among groups with different interests have been termed “the politics of 
memory” (Kramer, 1996).

History versus Collective Remembering

Halbwachs (1980, 1992) raised the issue of how collective memory – a 
representation of the past – might be different from history. In contem-
porary thinking, history and collective memory are often considered to 
be conflicting. The reason is that the two modes of knowing have dif-
ferent aspirations of representing the past. History aspires to provide an 
accurate account of the past, even when that record may reflect poorly on 
the people being represented. In contrast, in collective remembering, the 
past is often tied to the present, so that a person’s self identity and group 
identity are buoyed by the glorious past history of the people. In collec-
tive memory, negative aspects of the past may be omitted or suppressed in 
the service of representing what kind of people we are. Americans today 
grapple with how to reconcile “America the good” with atrocities commit-
ted in the past against Native Americans and African slaves, as well as to 
many immigrant groups soon after they arrived (not to mention scandals 
more recently involving abuse of prisoners). As noted by the historian 
Peter Novick (1999):

To understand something historically is to be aware of its complexity, 
to have sufficient detachment to see it from multiple perspectives, to 
accept the ambiguities, including moral ambiguities, of protagonists’ 
motives and behavior. Collective memory simplifies; sees events from a 
single, committed perspective; is impatient with ambiguities of any kind; 
reduces events to mythic archetypes. (pp. 3–4)
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Individual versus Collective Remembering

Remembering is often conceived as occurring within an individual: some 
cue reminds one of events or facts of the past. Bartlett (1932) even raised 
the issue of whether collective remembering can exist, at least in the strong 
sense that a group (as a group) “can be usefully characterized as having some 
sort of memory in its own right” (Wertsch, 2002, p. 22). After all, memories 
must be carried in individual nervous systems. In contrast to this position, 
Schudson (1992) has questioned whether memory can be anything but col-
lective in that “memory is social … it is located in institutions rather than 
in individual human minds in the form of rules, laws, standardized proce-
dures and records, a whole set of cultural practices through which people 
recognize a debt to the past” (p. 347). These views are quite different, but 
the point of contact may be “agreement on the point that socially situated 
individuals are the agents of remembering” (Wertsch & Roediger, 2008).

As Wertsch (2002) has pointed out, individuals use a set of cultural 
tools to aid in representing the past – written symbols in books, paint-
ings and icons, museums and monuments, and today the huge amount of 
information distributed on the internet. Most readers doubtless have used 
Google or Wikipedia to help remember some event or fact. Furthermore, 
our memories are socially constructed in that we rely on others to provide 
information to update our memories of events, which can both improve our 
recollections and can insert errors, depending on the information provided 
(Roediger, Bergman & Meade, 2001). In short, individuals remember, but 
with much help from social and cultural aids including reports of memories 
from other people. Collective memories may ultimately reside in individual 
nervous systems, but complex social processes provide the basis for our 
memories and their nature.

The foregoing provides our reflections on the nature of collective mem-
ory (see Wertsch [2002; 2008] for admirable overviews of the field). We turn 
now to specific processes by which we believe collective memories (indeed, 
all memories) are created and maintained over long periods of time. We 
refer first to retrieval of memories. Much evidence points to the critical 
role of retrieval in future remembering (e.g., Roediger & Karpicke, 2006a). 
Although we do not have evidence to completely back up this point, we 
strongly suspect that the only events occurring today that can be retrieved 
far into the future are ones that will have been retrieved previously. That 
is, it is probably impossible if you are over 20 to ever accurately retrieve 
an event from when you were 10 unless you have retrieved it during the 
interim. We next turn to repeated retrieval and spaced retrieval as keys in 
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maintaining memories over long periods of time, with the theme being a 
“use it or lose it” point of view. Furthermore, the process of retrieval is itself 
shaped by feedback given, either from other people or from sources such 
as history books, novels, television, and the like. We consider these issues 
in turn before continuing on to the issue of truth and myth (accuracies and 
inaccuracies) in collective memory.

History Textbooks: A Potential Source  
of Collective Memories

The classroom is a setting in which many collective memories are likely 
to be created, because people learn much of their historical knowledge 
through formal schooling. Although students are sometimes taught to con-
sider multiple perspectives on historical events, the historical information 
presented to students is often closer to the aims of collective remembering 
than to those of history (as discussed earlier). That is, historical informa-
tion is often portrayed in ways that conform to present cultural values or 
political objectives, rather than providing an objective account of the past. 
Indeed, when it comes to teaching history in educational settings, students 
primarily learn accounts of the past that reflect the current biases, goals, 
and beliefs of a particular social group or nation-state (Loewen, 1995; see 
Blatz & Ross, this volume). This contrast can also be observed in a variety of 
other contexts in which history is taught, commemorated, or symbolically 
represented, such as museums and national holidays (see Blatz & Ross, this 
volume; Blight, this volume; Pennebaker & Gonzales, this volume; Winter, 
this volume).

In the classroom, the textbook used by the teacher usually dictates the 
account of history that is taught and, as a result, textbooks are likely to 
be a primary source of information for collective memories. Although one 
might assume that the information about and perspective taken on his-
torical events has remained largely consistent over time, there is actually a 
high degree of variability. In a recent survey of U.S. history textbooks from 
1794 to 1999, Ward (2006) analyzed how textbooks have portrayed semi-
nal events in United States and modern world history over time. History 
textbooks are especially useful for studying collective memory, because, as 
Ward argues, they typically reflect the most widely read historical accounts 
in any country at a given time and are studied during a student’s formative 
adolescent years.

This point is confirmed by a study conducted in our lab in which we 
asked American college students to recall the 10 most important events that 



 Role of Repeated Retrieval in Shaping Collective Memory 143

occurred during the U.S. Civil War (1861–1865), World War II (1939–1945), 
and the current Iraq War (2003–present). Afterward, students answered 
a series of questions about their knowledge and attitudes concerning the 
specific events they recalled. When asked about the particular source from 
which they first learned about each of the recalled events, students recol-
lected having first learned 85 percent of the events listed for the U.S. Civil 
War from either textbooks (55%) or teachers (30%). Similarly, 77 percent of 
the events listed for World War II were first learned from textbooks (48%) or 
teachers (29%). Of course, given that the Iraq War is too recent to have been 
taught in the classroom, students instead recollected having first learned 
of the majority of listed Iraq War events from media sources (87%) such as 
television (62%), print media (19%), and the Internet (6%).

Ward (2006) further argues about the importance of textbooks in 
 shaping our collective knowledge and conceptions of history:

Unlike independently authored historical accounts, textbooks are a qua-
si-official story, a sort of state-sanctioned version of history. In nearly all 
countries the government takes some role in setting the standards for an 
acceptable cultural, political, and social history – i.e., what the authorities 
want the next generation to learn about its own national heritage – enfold-
ing them, as it were, into a collective national identity. The fundamental 
contribution of any textbook is, of course, the story, an account that reveals 
much about a nation’s priorities and values. Because history textbooks 
contain national narratives written by national authors for a national audi-
ence, they model the national identity in a very profound and unique way. 
(pp. xviii–xix)

Consider the events surrounding the dropping of the atomic bomb on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. Although there is no doubt as to when 
and where this occurred and the identity of the principal actors, over the 
past 60 years, U.S. history textbooks have described the rationale and sig-
nificance of these events in ways that appear to reflect prevailing attitudes 
in American society at different times toward nuclear weapons and the 
consequences of their use. In 1947, U.S. history textbooks emphasized the 
role that the atomic bombs played in hastening Japanese surrender, but 
by 1954, near the height of the Cold War nuclear arms race, textbooks 
emphasized the development of the bombs themselves, skipping the sub-
ject of their strategic role in ending the war (Ward, 2006, pp. 289–292). In 
the wake of the 1961 Cuban Missile Crisis in which the United States and 
the Soviet Union reached the brink of a nuclear war, one textbook from 
1966 informed students in its discussion of the 1945 atomic bombings that 
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“a nuclear holocaust might be the end result, if a ‘lasting peace’ was not 
found” (pp. 291). It was not until the 1990s, in the aftermath of the Cold 
War and the breakup of the Soviet Union that U.S. textbooks began to pro-
vide students with several interpretations as to why the atomic bomb was 
used at the end of World War II.

Even more striking are the differences in historical accounts revealed 
by comparing textbooks used around the world. Contemporary Japanese 
textbooks question the U.S. motives for dropping the atomic bombs and 
emphasize the devastating impact of the bombs and the cost in human lives. 
Canadian textbooks highlight the role that Canadians played in mining and 
enriching the uranium for the atomic bomb. Likewise, British textbooks 
remind students of the contributions of British and other European scien-
tists to developing the atomic bomb. By contrast, Italian textbooks focus on 
U.S. motivations by explicitly stating that there was no military justification 
for using nuclear weapons, and that President Truman was primarily con-
cerned with ensuring a dominant role for the United States in postwar inter-
national affairs, especially with respect to the Soviet Union (Lindaman & 
Ward, 2004, pp. 238–244).

Judging by the information that is both emphasized and omitted in his-
tory textbooks, it comes as no surprise that students’ knowledge and under-
standing of history can dramatically vary from generation to generation or 
from country to country (e.g., Liu et al., 2005; Wertsch, 2002). For example, 
Wertsch (2002) reported cases that pitted the recollections of World War II 
of Russian and American students that revealed striking differences in the 
specific events the two groups recalled as well as the basic structure used to 
recount the war’s narrative.

Wertsch (2002; see also Wertsch, 2008) described one exercise that 
required participants to list the most important events of World War II. 
Among American students, the most frequently listed events were: (a) the 
attack on Pearl Harbor (December 7, 1941); (b) the Battle of Midway (June, 
1942); (c) D-Day (June 6, 1944); (d) the Battle of the Bulge (Winter 1944–
1945); (e) the Holocaust (throughout the war); and (f) the atomic bombing 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (August 1945). Data collected in our lab from 
American college students generally replicated these findings, with the fol-
lowing events listed most frequently (a) the atomic bombing of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki; (b) the attack on Pearl Harbor; (c) D-Day; (d) the Holocaust; 
(e) the German invasion of Poland (September, 1939); and (f) the United 
States entering World War II. In contrast, Russian students surveyed during 
the 1990s generated a completely different list of events, which included: 
(a) the German attack on the U.S.S.R. (June 22, 1941); (b) the Battle of 
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Moscow (Winter 1941–1942); (c) the Battle of Stalingrad (Winter 1942–1943); 
(d) the Battle of Kursk Salient (Summer 1943); (e) the Siege of Leningrad 
(1942–1944); and (e) the Final Battle for Berlin (1945).

What is most striking about these lists of events is the fact that there is 
no overlap. Wertsch (2008) explains that the lack of overlap does not imply 
that participants in either of the two groups have no knowledge of the oth-
ers’ listed items. Rather, the events listed for one group are considered much 
less important than those listed by the other group. For example, what is 
listed as “D-Day” by American students is known to Russians as the “open-
ing of the second front” in June of 1944. The first and primary front in their 
eyes was the Eastern front.

Although group-related differences in historical memory may be 
explained in terms of what students learn in the classrooms of different 
countries, it is of equal if not greater importance to consider how students 
learn history. That is, what educational practices enhance learning of mate-
rials taught in the classroom? We now turn to exploring how the mecha-
nisms of retrieval, repeated retrieval (or spacing), and feedback can help 
to create, maintain, and shape collective memories, respectively. For each 
of these mechanisms, we will first review some of the research from the 
laboratory and then discuss how the principles that emerge can be applied 
to collective memory.

Retrieval: A Mechanism for Creating  
Collective Memories

One way in which people learn information is through the process of 
retrieving that information from memory. We now review findings from 
the laboratory that demonstrate the powerful effect of retrieval on long-
term retention. Of course, the mnemonic benefits of retrieval are not 
confined to the laboratory. For example, retrieval practice is regularly 
incorporated in the classroom in the form of tests. Accordingly, we also 
explore how the mechanism of retrieval may play a role in the creation of 
collective memories.

Laboratory Research on the Testing Effect

A robust finding in the cognitive and educational psychology literature is 
that testing subjects on their ability to remember previously learned mate-
rial improves long-term retention relative to restudying it for an equivalent 
amount of time (e.g., Carrier & Pashler, 1992; for review, see Roediger & 
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Karpicke, 2006a). This finding, known as the testing effect, occurs even 
when neither feedback nor further study opportunities are provided (Gates, 
1917; Glover, 1989; Roediger & Karpicke, 2006b; Spitzer, 1939). Interestingly, 
the benefits of testing have also been shown to promote retention of related, 
but untested information (Chan, McDermott, & Roediger, 2006). More 
important, the benefits of testing have been shown to be quite powerful, 
both in the laboratory and the classroom (for a meta-analysis, see Bangert-
Drowns, Kulik, & Kulik, 1991). For example, Jones (1923–1924) reported that 
when students were tested after a classroom lecture, they scored twice as 
high as untested students on a retention test given eight weeks later.

In a recent review of the steadily growing body of research on the testing 
effect, Roediger and Karpicke (2006a) argued that testing has a direct, posi-
tive effect on learning, as well as many indirect benefits. The direct effect 
of testing derives from the use of retrieval as a mechanism to enhance the 
long-term retention of information. Retrieving information from memory 
is not a neutral event; rather, it leads to a modification of the memory trace 
(Bjork, 1975). As a result, the act of retrieving information from memory 
produces a memory trace that is more resistant to forgetting. The indirect 
benefits of testing might include helping students to direct the focus of their 
subsequent studying strategies (i.e., “learning to learn”), encouraging stu-
dents to study more frequently, and reducing students’ anxiety about taking 
tests because their grade is not completely dependent on a small number of 
tests (e.g., a midterm and final) and they are familiar with the types of ques-
tions that might appear on the test.

Although most of the testing effect studies reported in the research lit-
erature have been obtained in laboratory settings using discrete verbal study 
materials (e.g., lists of words), several classic studies conducted with relatively 
large populations of grade-school students have also shown strong, positive 
effects of testing (Gates, 1917; Jones, 1923–1924; Spitzer, 1939). Recent years 
have also seen a flurry of studies that have investigated the testing effect using 
more educationally relevant materials, such as prose passages and textbooks 
(e.g., Foos & Fisher, 1988; Kang, McDermott, & Roediger, 2007; McDaniel, 
Roediger & McDermott, 2007; Roediger & Karpicke, 2006b).

Of relevance to history education, Butler and Roediger (2007) exam-
ined the benefits of testing on long-term retention of history lectures in a 
simulated classroom setting. Subjects viewed a series of lectures on con-
secutive days and, following each lecture, engaged in one of three types of 
activities (a) studying a lecture summary, (b) taking a multiple-choice test, 
or (c) taking a short answer test. One month later, students completed a 
final short answer test. Not surprisingly, studying the lecture summaries or 
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taking a multiple-choice test led to better performance on the final recall 
test than a no activity control condition. More importantly, taking an initial 
short-answer test significantly improved final recall relative to studying the 
lecture summary or taking an initial multiple-choice test. The superiority 
of the short answer testing condition compared to the study and no activ-
ity conditions indicates a direct long-term benefit of testing. However, the 
advantage of short answer testing over multiple-choice testing suggests that 
test format, and more specifically, the cognitive demands of particular tests 
on retrieval processes are critical in determining testing effects (Kang et al., 
2007). Whereas students may rely on the familiarity of responses to answer 
multiple-choice test questions, they must engage in effortful retrieval in 
order to complete short-answer recall tests.

Retrieval Creates Collective Memories

Although it has not been empirically investigated, one might reasonably 
argue that tests play an additional role of designating the historical infor-
mation and perspectives that are important to know (as well as the infor-
mation that is of secondary or little importance). This is especially true of 
standardized or AP exams that are administered at the state or national 
level. For instance, American students are much more likely to be tested on 
their knowledge of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor than the German 
siege on Leningrad, even though both events were significant in their own 
right in determining the course of World War II. In other words, tests may 
determine the importance of particular historical events and concepts in 
the minds of students.

Returning to the comparison of American and Russian students’ recol-
lections of World War II, Wertsch (2002) noticed distinct patterns in the 
basic narrative structure of their recall testimonies. He argued that these 
patterns reflect the use of what he terms a “schematic narrative template” to 
recount historical episodes. Similar to Bartlett’s (1932) conception of schema, 
schematic narrative templates are abstract knowledge representations that 
are readily accessible to the narrator and guide the reconstructive process 
of remembering. As an example, Wertsch (2002) proposed a schematic nar-
rative template for Russians entitled the “Triumph over Alien Forces” nar-
rative. It may be distilled from accounts of events that occurred throughout 
Russian history such as Napolean’s invasion of Russia in the early 1800s 
and the German invasion of World War II. The basic elements of the sche-
matic narrative template are (a) Russia is peaceful and not interfering with 
others, (b) Russia is viciously and wantonly attacked without provocation, 
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(c) Russia almost loses everything in total defeat, and (d) through heroism 
and exceptional bravery, and against all odds, Russia triumphs.

To the extent that tests either reflect or emphasize the importance of 
particular historical facts, they force students to actively retrieve histori-
cal knowledge and attempt to relate that information to the larger scope 
of national or world history as well as to the present. As such, tests might 
even serve a function that is not unlike commemorative holidays such as 
President’s Day, the Fourth of July, Veteran’s Day, or Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
Birthday in the U.S., because, in essence, national holidays stress the role of 
particular historical events and figures in shaping national history. As days 
of remembrance, national holidays are designed to encourage citizens to 
recollect, discuss, and ponder the significance of past wars, leaders, national 
tragedies, or the birth of political institutions. Together, the testing of his-
tory in the classroom and the yearly remembrance of key historical events 
and figures can serve as important tools for promoting the long-term reten-
tion of historical knowledge and the shaping of a collective memory.

Repeated Retrieval and Strengthening Of 
Collective Memories

If retrieval is a mechanism that creates collective memories, repeated retrieval 
is the process through which these collective memories are strengthened 
and maintained over long periods of time. The repeated retrieval of informa-
tion from memory has been shown to produce better long-term retention 
than a single retrieval attempt (e.g., Wheeler & Roediger, 1992). In addition, 
when the repeated retrieval attempts are spaced over a period of time, much 
greater retention is produced than when the attempts are massed together. 
This finding, which occurs when items are presented for study as well as 
when they are retrieved, is commonly referred as the spacing effect and is 
one of the oldest in the literature, dating back to the first empirical stud-
ies of memory (Ebbinghaus 1885/1967; see Roediger, 1985). We now review 
some of the findings from the laboratory on repeated retrieval and spacing, 
and then attempt to apply the idea to the long-term maintenance of collec-
tive memories.

Laboratory Research on Repeated Retrieval and Spacing

Cognitive psychologists have investigated how the timing and spacing of 
repeated retrieval influences long-term retention using the experimental 
paradigm of paired-associated learning. Specifically, if subjects learn a pair 
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of associates (A–B), where A might be “horse” and B its Spanish equivalent 
“caballo,” is it best to practice retrieving the A–B pair in massed fashion with 
retrieval attempts occurring in immediate succession, or is it better to space 
the retrieval attempts over intervals of time? At first blush, massed retrieval 
practice is appealing, because it occurs shortly after initial learning when 
little forgetting has occurred, and as a result, retrieval may be errorless. On 
the other hand, spaced retrieval may be superior, just as repeated study 
benefits long-term retention when the presentation of the to-be-learned 
items is repeated in spaced as opposed to massed fashion (Glenberg, 1976; 
Melton, 1970; for a review, see Cepeda, Pashler, Vul, Wixted, & Rohrer, 2006; 
Dempster, 1989). Moreover, if spaced retrieval is beneficial, what schedule 
of spacing should be used? Should individuals practice retrieving informa-
tion using equal spacing intervals or, rather, should the interval vary, such 
as in an expanding schedule with longer times before successive retrievals?

Landauer and Bjork (1978) conducted two experiments that compared 
these schedules of repeated retrieval. In their experiments, subjects studied 
pairs of items (e.g., names paired with surnames or names paired with faces) 
and then took a series of cued recall tests (without feedback) for each of the 
study pairs distributed according to massed or spaced (equal and expanding 
interval) schedules in a continuous paired-associates learning task. Subjects 
then completed a final recall test 30 minutes after the learning phase. They 
found that the equal-interval retrieval schedule produced better final recall 
test performance than did massed retrieval. A number of subsequent studies 
have replicated this long-term memorial advantage of spaced versus massed 
retrieval practice (e.g., Cull, 2000; Cull, Shaughnessy, & Zechmeister, 1996). 
In addition, the expanding-interval schedule produced better final recall 
test performance than the equal-interval schedule. However, many subse-
quent studies have failed to demonstrate an advantage of one type of spacing 
schedule over the other (see Balota, Duchek, & Logan, 2007).

Recent work has sought to break the impasse by redirecting the focus of 
attention to the timing of the initial test, or retrieval attempt (e.g., Karpicke 
& Roediger, 2007a; Logan & Balota, 2007). These studies have shown that the 
timing of the initial recall test in a spaced, repeated retrieval schedule may 
enhance or detract from the success of the schedule. If the first test occurs 
immediately after learning, as is usually the case in expanding retrieval 
schedules, then the memorial benefit of such a test is minimal, because little 
retrieval effort is required to successfully recall the just-presented informa-
tion. However, if the initial test occurs after a delay (provided that it is not 
too long) as is customary with equal-interval schedules, then the first test 
will require some retrieval effort, thereby promoting long-term retention.
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Repeated Retrieval Maintains Collective Memories

To the extent that repeated retrieval does play an important role in the for-
mation and shaping of collective memory, laboratory studies of repeated 
retrieval and spacing have important implications for remembering histori-
cal events. First, the spacing effect literature underscores the importance of 
considering the different times in which historical knowledge is learned and 
remembered in society. For instance, many historical facts taught in schools 
at the primary and secondary level are learned and tested in massed fashion 
and may not be encountered again for many years. By contrast, holidays 
such as the Fourth of July encourage individuals to recollect the events sur-
rounding the signing of the Declaration of Independence at equally spaced 
yearly intervals. Other remembrance occasions such as school reunions 
may first take place shortly after schooling (e.g., 5 years), then continue to 
be held at expanding intervals (e.g., 10 years, 25 years, 50 years). Given the 
variety of schedules, it is worth asking how the timing with which indi-
viduals repeatedly think about or discuss their recollections of a particular 
historical event in relation to when it was first learned or experienced influ-
ence their memory for the event. To address this question, we will discuss 
several studies of the “flashbulb memory” phenomenon, because they pro-
vide some evidence for the influence of repeated retrieval, as well as the 
frequency and timing of retrieval, on the formation and long-term mainte-
nance of collective memories.

Although the educational practices and collective rituals of social 
groups play a significant role in the development and shaping of collective 
memory, they do not have absolute control over the process. This is because 
many events that have greatly affected the course of history have occurred 
unexpectedly. Such events might include the stock market crash of 1929, 
the assassination of John F. Kennedy in the United States or Yitzhak Rabin 
in Israel, or the terrorist attacks of 9/11. As revealed by studies of the “flash-
bulb memory” phenomenon, the psychological impact of shocking public 
historical events can have long-term memorial consequences, not only for 
individuals but for larger social groups as well.

Flashbulb memories are memories for specific events that are so vivid 
and personal that an individual seems to remember exact details of the con-
text in which he or she first learned or experienced the event for a long 
period of time (Brown & Kulik, 1977). As Brown and Kulik (1977) reported 
in their pioneering study, individuals can develop flashbulb memories in 
response to any event that is very surprising or shocking and of personal 
significance, such as learning about the death of the close relative. However, 
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in many cases, flashbulb memories develop in a large number of individu-
als in response to shocking public events, such as the assassination or 
attempted assassination of a political leader. For young adult participants in 
the Brown and Kulik study in the late 1970s, the assassination of President 
John F. Kennedy in 1963 was such an event and to this day serves as the best 
known example of the flashbulb memory phenomenon. Over the past 30 
years, researchers have debated the existence, accuracy, and methods for 
assessing flashbulb memories (e.g., Conway, 1995; Neisser & Harsch, 1992; 
Rubin & Kozin, 1984). Nevertheless, for our purposes, it is worth highlight-
ing findings that elucidate the role that retrieval processes may play in the 
formation and shaping of memories for historical events such as 9/11 among 
social groups.

Less well known is the fact that Brown and Kulik (1977) examined 
whether flashbulb memories tend to arise differently in distinct groups 
of people. The authors administered questionnaires to white and African 
American participants that asked whether they remembered events asso-
ciated with various contemporary political leaders. Whereas some leaders 
were political officials in government, others were leaders in the Civil Rights 
movement, and although most of the listed events were assassinations or 
assassination attempts, one event involved an accidental drowning (Mary 
Jo Kopeckne, riding in Ted Kennedy’s car) and another was a death as a 
result of natural causes (General Francisco Franco of Spain). Participants 
were also asked to remember a personal, unexpected shock, such as the 
death of a friend or relative, serious accident, and so on. If they remem-
bered a particular event, they composed a detailed narrative describing the 
circumstances in which they learned of it. Last, they were asked to rate the 
importance or consequentiality of the event and the number of times they 
repeated telling others about it.

Brown and Kulik (1977) found that events that were quite surprising and 
highly consequential tended to elicit flashbulb memories. Such events were 
also more likely to be retold numerous times to others. More importantly, 
there was a greater tendency for African American participants to report 
flashbulb memories for the assassinations of Medger Evers, Malcolm X, 
Martin Luther King Jr., and George Wallace than white participants.

Following this initial study, a number of recent studies have also 
reported similar types of group differences in memory for historical events. 
For instance, Berntsen and Thomsen (2005) examined Danes’ memories 
for the German invasion of Denmark in 1940 and its liberation in 1945. 
The study investigated differences between the memory of individuals who 
had ties to the resistance movement and those who did not. Berntsen and 
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Thomsen (2005) found that participants who reported ties to the Danish 
resistance movement had more vivid and accurate memories than the other 
participants. Danes with ties to the resistance movement also reported 
ruminating on and discussing these events with other people more than 
Danes not involved in the resistance movement. Repeated retrieval prob-
ably helped consolidate the vivid memories.

Curci and Luminet (2006) examined influence of national identity on the 
accuracy, durability, and subjective experiences associated with memories 
for the terrorist attacks of 9/11 (see also Luminet et al., 2004). Participants 
in six countries (France, Italy, the Netherlands, Romania, Japan, and the 
United States) were asked to complete questionnaires that assessed their 
memories for the 9/11 attacks. They answered questions about the context 
in which they first learned of the attacks and their knowledge of the event 
itself. In addition, they rated the novelty, surprise, importance, or conse-
quentiality of the attacks, as well their emotional reactions and background 
knowledge. In order to examine the consistency and retention of subjects’ 
flashbulb memories, questionnaires were administered a few weeks after 
the attacks and again about a year later.

As expected, Americans’ recollections of the 9/11 attacks were more 
accurate and displayed more of the specific attributes associated with 
flashbulb memories than people of other nationalities. In addition, 
Americans reported stronger emotional responses to the event, more 
background knowledge, and an increased tendency to ruminate (with the 
exception of Dutch participants) than other nationalities. Interestingly, 
the pattern of results for Americans was similar to those for the Italian 
and Dutch participants, who displayed high specificity and consistency 
in their flashbulb memories and whose event recollections were generally 
accurate. All three groups reported strong emotional reactions on learn-
ing of the attacks and frequently rehearsing news about the event by shar-
ing it with others, ruminating, and following relevant media coverage. By 
contrast, the remaining participants from Belgium, Romania, and Japan, 
while still having reported highly specific and consistent flashbulb memo-
ries of the 9/11 attacks, were much less accurate in their recollections of 
the events themselves.

These results highlight three group-related differences in historical 
memory. First, although previous studies of flashbulb memories for earth-
quakes have shown that physical proximity to the event influenced partici-
pants’ recollections (Er, 2003; Neisser et al., 1996), the findings of Curci and 
Luminet (2006) were only partially consistent with this finding. Although 
Americans reported the most specific, consistent, and accurate memories, 
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flashbulb memories were frequent and consistent across all national groups. 
Second, some of the idiosyncratic results are difficult to interpret without 
considering culturally-specific explanations. For example, Japanese partici-
pants reported having the weakest emotional response to the 9/11 attacks. 
Romanian participants were least likely to share news of the attacks with 
others and to follow media coverage of the event, perhaps reflecting the 
enduring cultural legacy of past dictatorships. Third, there were significant 
national differences in event recall accuracy.

It should be noted that at the outset Brown and Kulik (1977) offered 
little justification for comparing the recollections of whites and African 
Americans except for making the assumption that differences might be 
observed between individuals in any two social, professional or racial 
groups; their intuitions led them to predict that some of the recent assas-
sinations of political leaders involved in the Civil Rights Movement would 
resonate more among African Americans than among whites (see Brown 
and Kulik 1977). Brown and Kulik offered no further explanation as to what 
specific aspects of group identification were associated with group differ-
ences in historical memory. However, they did argue that a surprising or 
highly consequential event is of biological significance and, therefore, may 
activate neural mechanisms that enhance the encoding of contextual infor-
mation related to the circumstances in which the event was originally expe-
rienced. To the extent that individuals in groups differ in their interests, 
different events will seem more surprising or consequential depending on 
group membership. Furthermore, the psychological impact of such events 
may lead individuals to rehearse their memories for those experiences in 
both covert (i.e., rumination) and overt manners (i.e., by writing or verbally 
discussing recollections with others), which in turn, may directly influence 
how elaborate a person’s recollections are of the original event.

Although one might argue along the lines of Brown and Kulik (1977) 
that the observed group differences in historical memory were primar-
ily determined by the memorial encoding conditions – that is, the initial 
impact of the event and the influence of group identification on that expe-
rience. Alternatively, we argue that of equal if not greater importance may 
be the role that retrieval plays in the formation and retention of memo-
ries across groups over time. For instance, in the studies mentioned ear-
lier, memory for historical events was enhanced for groups that tended to 
retrieve covertly (to ruminate over) and to recollect those events in social 
contexts (overt retrieval). Probably the repeated retrieval of events is criti-
cal to their long-term retention, as has been shown in laboratory studies by 
Karpicke and Roediger (2007b).
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The Timing and Effects of Spaced Retrieval

Shapiro (2006) has offered some further insight into the effects of retrieval 
by examining college students’ recollections of the terrorist attacks on 
September 11, 2001, over a two-year period of time. Specifically, she asked 
whether flashbulb memory (memory for reception context) and event 
recall were differentially affected by retention interval. In addition, she 
investigated whether the frequency and temporal spacing of repeated 
recollections moderated the effects of retention interval on recall. In one 
experiment, three groups were tested either one or three times for their rec-
ollections of 9/11. Three recall tests were completed by the first two groups 
at either expanding or equally spaced intervals. In the expanding interval 
group, subjects were tested 1–2 days, 2 weeks, and 11 weeks after the attacks 
of 9/11. The equal spacing group was tested 1–2 days, 6 weeks, and 11 weeks 
following 9/11. The third group served as a control and was tested only one 
time, 11 weeks after 9/11.

The memory tests were designed to determine whether subjects devel-
oped flashbulb memories for the events surrounding 9/11, as well as assess 
their knowledge of the events themselves. Based on the original criteria pro-
posed by Brown and Kulik (1977), flashbulb memory reports were based on 
subjects’ ability to report their location when they first learned of the 9/11 
attacks; what activity they were doing at the time, the source of the infor-
mation from which they first learned about the attacks, and any personal 
relevance. For the first two groups, the same queries were made during the 
follow-up assessments in order to evaluate the consistency of their recollec-
tions over time. To assess knowledge of the events themselves, subjects were 
instructed to write down everything they knew about the 9/11 attacks.

Shapiro (2006) found that the length of the retention interval did not 
affect recall elaboration or consistency for details of the reception context 
of 9/11. By contrast, recall for various aspects of the events pertaining to 9/11 
was detrimentally affected by a long retention interval. Long-term reten-
tion of the events of 9/11 was enhanced by covert retrieval, or rehearsal, as 
indicated by elevated recall performance and degree of elaboration in the 
groups assessed three times. However, somewhat surprisingly, the spacing 
of the assessments did not significantly affect event recall, which suggests 
that it was the frequency, and not the temporal spacing, of the retrieval 
attempts that mattered.

In a follow-up experiment, Shapiro (2006) examined the effects of using 
longer retention intervals of 23 weeks, 1 year, and 2 years on memory for 
the reception context and events of 9/11. Similar to the results of her first 
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experiment, neither retention interval nor the number of retrieval attempts 
affected the amount and consistency of reception context information 
recalled. By contrast, event recall performance, but not consistency, was 
detrimentally affected by the longer retention intervals. However, even fol-
lowing the longer retention intervals, event recall showed improvement with 
subsequent retrieval attempts. Using additional questionnaires to probe 
the subjective experiences associated with subjects’ recollections, Shapiro 
observed that recall was enhanced for subjects that reported their memo-
ries as vivid, frozen, or encompassing a longer period of time. Furthermore, 
recall performance was positively correlated with measures of confidence 
in accuracy and reported frequency of rehearsal through discussion. The 
latter provides further support for the idea that repeated overt retrieval aids 
maintenance of flashbulb memories.

Taken together, these findings are consistent with the notion that the pro-
cesses underlying the formation of flashbulb memories are different from 
those involved in the learning and retention of historical event informa-
tion. Whereas variations in retention interval and retrieval schedules had 
little impact on flashbulb memories, these variables significantly influenced 
 recollections of what events had actually occurred on 9/11. These findings 
lend indirect support to Brown and Kulik’s (1977) original theory of flash-
bulb memories, in which encoding mechanisms play a determining role 
in the formation of memories, but then repeated retrieval helps to main-
tain memories for the event itself, but not for the surrounding context. If, 
as Shapiro (2006) observed, repeated retrieval has little influence on one’s 
memory for reception context, then the primary determinants of flashbulb 
memories must interact at the encoding stage.

By contrasting the durability of flashbulb memories with the fragility 
of historical event memory, one can appreciate the paradox that societies 
face when coming to terms with national tragedies such as 9/11. On the 
one hand, certain subjective features of the event are seemingly unforget-
table, whereas, on the other hand, core information is readily forgotten, 
unless it is rehearsed on a frequent basis. Of course, only the single study 
by Shapiro (2006) has yet tackled these issues, so further evidence on these 
points would be welcome.

Feedback: A Mechanism for Shaping  
Collective Memories

Feedback consists of information provided or generated after recollection 
of an event (or the performance of a behavior) that allows the learner to 
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improve future recollection or performance. Feedback can be provided by 
either an external or internal source. With such a broad definition, the term 
feedback applies to many different phenomena: from signals generated by 
the somatosensory system after fine motor movements to comments made 
by audience members after hearing a presentation. For the purpose of the 
present chapter, we focus on feedback that is given in the context of acquir-
ing and using declarative knowledge. More specifically, feedback is con-
ceptualized as information about the accuracy of a person’s performance 
on a task that requires retrieval from memory (e.g., recalling the name of 
the 16th President of the United States on a test, remembering one’s 18th 
birthday, etc.). We first review research from the laboratory on the effect 
of post-test feedback on learning and retention. Then, we describe how the 
same feedback mechanisms that influence learning in the laboratory may 
also shape collective memories outside the laboratory.

Laboratory Research on Feedback

Laboratory studies have investigated a multitude of different factors that 
influence the effectiveness of feedback after a test (for reviews see Bangert-
Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, & Morgan, 1991; Butler & Winne, 1995; Hattie & 
Timperley, 2007; Kulhavy & Stock, 1989), including the timing of feed-
back, the type of to-be-learned material, the format of the test, the reten-
tion interval, and the amount of prior learning (to name but a few). Of 
these many factors, the most important is the nature of the information 
provided. In its most basic form, the feedback message must provide learn-
ers with information about the veracity of the response (i.e., whether it is 
correct or incorrect). When additional content is included, the basic feed-
back message can be expanded along three dimensions: type, form, and 
load (Kulhavy & Stock, 1989). The different types of feedback are generally 
classified as a function of the type of information included. When informa-
tion from the test is used in the feedback message, such as re-presenting the 
question along with the correct response, it is generally referred to as task-
specific feedback. The feedback message can also include a re-presentation 
of the original study materials, such as a text read before the test, in which 
case feedback is called instruction-based. Finally, additional information 
that was not presented during the initial learning or the subsequent test 
can be included in the feedback message, such as relating the to-be-learned 
material to a familiar concept from another knowledge domain. This type 
of feedback is called extra-instructional. The form of feedback refers to the 
degree of similarity (both structural and superficial) between the original 
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test question and the feedback message. For example, if a multiple-choice 
item is followed by feedback that consisted of a re-presentation of that item 
(including all of the potential alternatives) with the correct answer high-
lighted, the form of the feedback message would be essentially unchanged. 
However, if the order of the alternatives were rearranged, it would constitute 
an elaboration of feedback form. Finally, the term feedback load is used to 
describe the amount of information contained in the feedback message. A 
simple indication of right or wrong would constitute a small load, whereas 
a re-presentation of the original study materials would be a large load.

Perhaps the single most important piece of information that can be 
included in the feedback message is the correct response. When an incorrect 
response is made on a test, providing the learner with the correct response 
allows that error to be corrected. For this reason, correct answer feedback (the 
re-presentation of the question stem along with the correct response) almost 
always results in superior learning relative to simple right/wrong feedback. 
For example, Pashler et al. (2005) had subjects study a list of 20 Luganda–
English word pairs (e.g., leero – today) and then tested them twice on each 
pair (leero – ?) during an initial learning session. After each response on the 
initial learning tests, subjects received either no feedback, right/wrong feed-
back, or correct answer feedback. When subjects were tested again a week 
later, they produced a significantly higher proportion of correct responses 
in the correct answer condition relative to the right/wrong and no feed-
back conditions (which did not differ statistically). The advantage of correct 
answer feedback over right/wrong feedback replicates many other studies in 
the feedback literature (e.g., Gilman, 1969; Roper, 1977). In addition, the lack 
of a benefit of providing right/wrong feedback relative to no feedback is also 
a common finding (for a meta-analysis see Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, & 
Morgan, 2001). Presumably, this outcome occurs because knowledge that a 
particular response is incorrect does not help the learner correct the error, 
unless there is the opportunity to re-study the material or some other way 
of determining the correct answer. Thus, one clear implication of the feed-
back literature is that the feedback message must at least include the correct 
response in order to promote successful learning.

Although there is consensus with regard to the importance of including 
the correct response, the effectiveness of further expanding the feedback 
message along the dimensions of type, form, and load varies considerably. 
Some ways of expanding upon the basic feedback message appear to have 
a positive effect on learning, whereas others have no effect or, occasion-
ally, a negative effect. We provide a few examples of expansions that have 
yielded positive effects. Along the type of feedback dimension, some studies 
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have found that a self-grading feedback procedure in which students are 
re-presented with the original materials or required to correct their own 
test is superior to simply providing the correct answer (e.g., Fazio, Huelser, 
Johnson & Marsh, under review; Andre & Thieman, 1988). Presumably, this 
effect results from the active processing of the material engendered in the 
self-grading task, which may boost the retention of information relative to 
the passive processing involved in receiving correct answer feedback. In 
terms of the form, feedback messages that require the subject to generate 
the correct answer by rearranging letters have been found to be more effec-
tive than re-presenting the question and correct answer in the original form 
(Lhyle & Kulhavy, 1987). For the feedback load dimension, the best exam-
ple may be the benefit of correct answer feedback relative to right/wrong 
feedback described earlier. Expansion of the feedback message beyond the 
inclusion of the correct response has yielded mixed results. Some studies 
have found that including an elaborative explanation of why a particular 
response is wrong improves learning (Peeck, 1979; Phye, 1979), but others 
have found no effect of elaboration (e.g., McDaniel & Fisher, 1991; Kulhavy 
et al., 1985). It may be that the benefits of increasing the feedback message 
load depend on the nature of the to-be-learned material. Correct answer 
feedback may be all that is needed for relatively discrete, factual material 
(e.g., names, dates, foreign language vocabulary, etc.), whereas learning 
more complex materials (e.g., concepts, applications, etc.) may necessitate 
an elaborate explanation of the correct answer.

The primary function of feedback is to correct memory errors (Bangert-
Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, & Morgan, 2001; Kulhavy & Stock, 1989). When peo-
ple retrieve information from memory, they can make two kinds of errors: 
(1) errors of commission and (2) errors of omission. Errors of commission 
occur when incorrect information is retrieved and volunteered under the 
assumption that it is correct (or as a guess). Errors of omission occur when 
information that should be reported is either retrieved but not volunteered 
because it is presumed to be incorrect (or irrelevant) or not retrieved at 
all because it is inaccessible in memory. Feedback plays a critical role in 
correcting both these types of errors. After an error of commission, feed-
back allows the learner to replace the incorrect response with the correct 
response. When an error of omission is made, feedback informs the learner 
of the information that should have been reported and allows that informa-
tion to be encoded if it was not previously known.

With the ability to correct both these types of errors, feedback is a 
powerful tool in promoting the retention of information after tests. For 
example, Butler and Roediger (2008) had subjects study prose passages 
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on a variety of topics and then take a multiple-choice test on information 
from the passages. Correct answer feedback was provided immediately 
after some questions, while no feedback was given for other questions. One 
week later, subjects took a final short answer test that included questions 
previously tested on the initial multiple-choice test as well as new questions 
about information from the passages that were not tested earlier to serve 
as a control condition. The results showed that taking the initial multiple-
choice test without feedback led to a higher proportion of correct responses 
on the final test relative to the no test condition, another example of the 
testing effect. However, taking an initial test without feedback also led to 
a higher proportion of intrusions (incorrect responses that were used as 
lures on the initial multiple-choice test) on the final test than in the no test 
condition. Nevertheless, the test with feedback condition led to best perfor-
mance, both increasing the proportion of correct response and decreasing 
the proportion of intrusions on the final test.

Another function of feedback is to correct metacognitive errors. 
Metacognition refers to what people know about their own cognitive pro-
cesses. When people retrieve information from memory, they assess the 
correctness of that information, a process referred to as metacognitive 
monitoring (Barnes, Nelson, Dunlosky, Mazzoni, & Narens, 1999; Koriat & 
Goldsmith, 1996; Nelson & Narens, 1990). The level of confidence placed 
in a response is a major determinent of how subsequent feedback will be 
utilized. For example, when feedback study time is self-paced, subjects 
spend more time studying high confidence incorrect responses than low 
confidence incorrect responses (see Kulhavy, 1977; Kulhavy & Stock, 1989), 
probably because they are surprised that something they were sure is right 
turned out to be wrong. In general, when people are asked to assess their 
confidence in the correctness of a response, they are generally quite accurate. 
This is especially true when people have the option to volunteer or withhold 
responses (i.e., free report) because they tend to volunteer high confidence 
responses and withhold low confidence responses (see Barnes et al., 1999; 
Kelley & Sahakyan, 2003; Koriat & Goldsmith, 1996). However, sometimes 
there is a large discrepancy between actual and perceived correctness of a 
response, such as when an incorrect response is given in high confidence or 
a correct response is given in low confidence. Feedback can help to correct 
such metacognitive errors by reducing the discrepancy between actual and 
perceived correctness in a response. Research has shown that high confi-
dence incorrect responses are particularly likely to be corrected with feed-
back, a finding called the hypercorrection effect (Butterfield & Metcalfe, 
2001; 2006). Presumably, the surprise associated with finding out a high 



160 How do We Build Shared Collective Memories?

confidence response is incorrect increases processing of the feedback and 
makes the correct response more memorable. Along the same lines, feed-
back seems to be critical in correcting the metacognitive error inherent in 
low confidence correct responses (Butler, Karpicke, & Roediger, 2008).

In summary, laboratory research clearly shows that feedback enhances 
the benefits of testing. Throughout the feedback literature, the effect of pro-
viding feedback is overwhelmingly positive. The few studies that show a 
negative effect have generally provided feedback in a manner that under-
mines learning. For example, many early programmed instruction experi-
ments, operating on the principle that learning should be errorless, provided 
both the question and feedback simultaneously (i.e., instead of waiting until 
after the question had been answered to provide feedback). As a result, 
subjects could answer the question by looking at the correct answer at the 
bottom of the screen rather than trying to retrieve it from memory (see 
Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, & Morgan, 2001; Kulhavy, 1977). By helping 
to correct errors, both in memory and metacognitive monitoring, feedback 
enables learners to progress toward the desired state of knowledge. We now 
turn to describing how feedback might shape collective memories outside 
the laboratory.

Feedback Shapes Collective Memories

Much as the mechanisms of retrieval and spacing are critical to the cre-
ation and maintenance of collective memories, feedback may serve as a 
mechanism to shape collective memories into stable, schematized narra-
tives. When individuals in a group retrieve memories for a shared event, 
feedback is generated by both external (e.g., other members of the group) 
and internal sources (i.e., each individual listening to others and checking 
his or her own recollections). The feedback consists of information about 
both the accuracy of the retrieved memories as well as important aspects 
of the event (details, subevents, etc.) that may not be recalled (errors of 
commission and omission, respectively). Through the process of repeatedly 
retrieving memories and receiving feedback from the group, the critical 
aspects of the event are selected by the group and eventually coalesce into 
a collective memory.

To illustrate this process, imagine a married couple reminiscing about 
their wedding. On the way to the honeymoon, they begin to share their 
memories of the wedding day. The husband remembers how his wife looked 
as she walked down the aisle, the toast his father gave during the reception, 
and saying thank you to all the guests at the end of the night. In turn, the wife 



 Role of Repeated Retrieval in Shaping Collective Memory 161

remembers their first kiss after the ceremony, the taste of the wedding cake, 
and dancing with her friends to a favorite song. As they go back and forth 
sharing memories, each one corrects any inaccuracies in the other’s recall 
of the events (errors of commission). For example, the husband may have 
attributed a funny one-liner from a toast to his father, but the wife reminds 
him that it was his uncle that made everyone laugh with the joke. They also 
remind each other of certain details and subevents that they might not have 
otherwise recalled (errors of omission). For example, the wife recalled walk-
ing down the aisle, but the husband reminds her that she stumbled briefly 
because of her long wedding dress. Over the course of their marriage this 
process is repeated countless times: retelling the story of their wedding to 
a new friend, looking through their photo album, reminiscing during an 
anniversary dinner, etc. As a result, the particular details and subevents that 
are remembered become more consistent and uniform over time until a col-
lective memory for the event that is shared by the  husband and wife exists.

Of course, this example of feedback shaping a collective memory in a 
dyad represents the simplest group possible. The idea could be expanded to 
larger groups, such as members of a championship football team reminisc-
ing about the big game, war veterans from the same platoon sharing memo-
ries from their military service, and residents of a town recalling a horrible 
snowstorm. The critical point is that during the process of repeated retrieval 
of an event by members of a group, individuals receive feedback about the 
accuracy of their memories and any important aspects of the event that 
they failed to recall. Presumably, much of this feedback is given directly 
by other members of the group during collaborative remembering, as in 
the earlier example. However, feedback can certainly be given indirectly 
as well. Art, books, films, television, and other manifestations of popular 
culture are all prime examples of such indirect feedback. For instance, most 
(if not all) Americans have a collective memory for the series of events sur-
rounding the terrorist attacks in New York City and Washington, DC on 
September 11, 2001. In this context, reading the 9/11 Commission Report or 
watching the controversial film Fahrenheit 9/11 might be an indirect way for 
some members of the group to influence the way in which other members 
of the group remember the events of 9/11. As in laboratory research, the 
feedback that helps to shape collective memories can take on many forms 
and be delivered by numerous different methods, but its function is still to 
correct both errors of commission and omission.

To date, no research has investigated the influence of feedback on col-
lective memories outside the laboratory. Hence, our extensions of research 
to this arena as in the previous paragraphs are speculative. However, some 



162  How do We Build Shared Collective Memories?

research exists on remembering in groups (usually two or three people) that 
suggests that collaborative remembering facilitates subsequent individual 
remembering (e.g., Basden, Basden, & Henry, 2000; Weldon & Bellinger, 
1997). For example, Rajaram and Pereira-Pasarin (2007) had subjects 
study pictures and words, and then gave them a recognition test in one 
of two conditions. In the collaborative condition, the group of three sub-
jects would first discuss each item (i.e., indicating to each other whether or 
not they had studied it previously), then made an individual decision (yes/
no) about the word. In the noncollaborative condition, subjects just made 
a decision about the item without any discussion. The results indicated that 
when subjects had the opportunity to discuss the items in a group before 
making their decision, they performed better on the recognition test than 
when tested individually. Presumably, subjects in the collaborative group 
benefited from the feedback that was generated during the discussion of 
each item by allowing them to correct errors of commission and omission.

Accuracy and Inaccuracy in Collective  
Memories

The accuracy of collective memories is a major issue for historians, anthro-
pologists, psychologists, and the many other groups of researchers who 
work on this topic – not to mention the groups of people who share these 
memories. At best, agreement about the accuracy of a collective memory 
can unite a group, such as the yearly commemoration of the Declaration of 
Independence by Americans on July 4. At worst, disputes about the accu-
racy of a collective memory between groups can have dire consequences. 
For example, a centuries-old disagreement between the Sunni and Shiite 
Muslims about the legitimate successors of the Prophet Mohammed con-
tinues to spark violence. Whereas Shiite Muslims maintain that the Prophet 
Mohammed explicitly designated his son-in-law Ali as successor, the 
Sunnis claim that Mohammed wished that his successor be appointed by 
the Muslim community. Regardless of whether there is consensus or dis-
agreement about the accuracy of a collective memory, it is quite difficult (if 
not impossible) to determine the truth in any objective sense. In addition, 
even if consensus exists, the agreed upon version of events can change over 
time, like in the example of history textbooks given earlier. Thus, we will put 
aside the question of whether collective memories are generally accurate 
or inaccurate, and instead briefly discuss how the mechanisms of retrieval, 
spacing, and feedback described in this chapter might influence the accu-
racy collective memories.
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Retrieval of information from memory helps people to better remem-
ber that information over long periods of time. However, taken alone, this 
mechanism for promoting long-term retention is completely indifferent to 
the accuracy of information. If incorrect information is retrieved, then mem-
ory for that incorrect information is strengthened. For example, Roediger, 
Jacoby, and McDermott (1996) had subjects view slides depicting a crime 
and then read a narrative from another witness that contained misinforma-
tion. Immediately after the narrative, they were given a forced recall test 
and told to recall information either only from the slides or from both the 
slides and the narrative. Subjects who were asked to recall information from 
either source produced more misinformation than those in the slides-only 
condition on this immediate test. A final recall test was given 2 days later 
with instructions to recall information from the slides only. Across both 
conditions, misinformation from the narrative that was (falsely) recalled 
on the initial test was more likely to be recalled on final test. That is, the act 
of producing information on the forced recall test seemed to strengthen the 
memories (the testing effect) and led subjects to be more likely to errone-
ously recall the information later even when they were told to be sure only 
to recall information from the slides (see too McDermott, 2006).

Another example comes from the literature on multiple-choice testing: 
when subjects (incorrectly) select a lure item, they often will produce that 
lure again on a subsequent test (e.g., Butler, Marsh, Goode, & Roediger, 
2006; Roediger & Marsh, 2005) unless feedback is given (Butler & Roediger, 
2008). Critically, this effect is not a result of simple ignorance: the lure is 
more likely to be retained and reproduced later if it is selected through 
faulty reasoning than as a random guess (Huelser & Marsh, 2006). Overall, 
these findings clearly show that retrieving incorrect information on a test 
can lead to the learning and retention of that incorrect information. Thus, 
it is the accuracy of the to-be-retrieved information that determines the 
accuracy of the collective memories that are created.

Just as the mechanism of retrieval is blind to accuracy of information, 
repeated retrieval (especially when spaced) serves to increase retention of 
information, regardless of its accuracy. If incorrect information is repeat-
edly retrieved over time, it will lead to an even stronger memory for that 
incorrect information. Although no study has specifically investigated the 
effects of repeated retrieval of incorrect information, many studies have 
looked at how repeated exposure to misinformation influences subsequent 
memory. For instance, using a paradigm similar to Roediger et al. (1996), 
Zaragoza and Mitchell (1996) varied the number of exposures to misinfor-
mation after viewing slides of a crime. Subjects were presented with the 
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misinformation either once or three times. A greater number of presenta-
tions of the misinformation led to the production of more misinformation 
on a final recall test. In fact, the effect of repeated exposure to misinfor-
mation is so strong that subjects often retain the misinformation even if 
it is subsequently corrected (Lewandowsky, Stritzke, Oberauer, & Morales, 
2005) or explicitly labeled at the time of exposure (Skurnik, Yoon, Park, & 
Schwartz, 2005). One explanation for this effect is that repeated exposure 
to misinformation increases the fluency with which that misinformation 
can be retrieved from memory. After a long delay, people forget that the 
information has been labeled incorrect, but the fluency remains and people 
attribute this fluency to the correctness of the information. These findings 
suggest that the repeated retrieval involved in creating collective memories 
will increase the retention of incorrect information in the exact same way as 
correct information. Again, the accuracy of the repeatedly retrieved infor-
mation is the critical component, not the mechanism of spacing.

In contrast to retrieval and spacing, feedback can be a mechanism for 
reducing inaccuracy. As described earlier, feedback enables people to cor-
rect memory errors as they engage in repeated retrieval and form collective 
memories. However, feedback will only help to correct errors if the feedback 
succeeds in labeling the errors as incorrect. Moreover, if the information 
from the source of the feedback is incorrect, feedback can actually cause 
people to acquire incorrect information. Roediger, Meade, and Bergman 
(2001) conducted a study that illustrates this point. Using a relatively new 
paradigm for studying false memories, they had pairs of people study six 
common household scenes (e.g., a kitchen). One person was a naive subject 
and the other was a confederate of the experimenter with instructions on 
how to respond. After studying a scene, each person took turns recalling 
items from the scenes. During this collaborative recall phase, the confed-
erate reported either true items only or both some true items and some 
erroneous items, ones that did not appear any of the scenes. Later, when 
subjects were again asked to recall items from the scenes, they reported 
more erroneous items if the confederate had suggested erroneous items 
during the collaborative recall phase, an effect they termed the “social con-
tagion of memory.” Subjects in this study treated recall by the confederate 
as feedback about items that they had not recalled. Unaware that some of 
the items recalled were erroneous, they used this feedback to correct what 
they perceived to be errors of omission. Accordingly, feedback can promote 
accuracy in collective memories, but only when information can be identi-
fied as incorrect. If incorrect information is deemed to be correct by other 
members of the group, feedback will help to promote the retention of that 
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incorrect information and, as a result, inaccuracy in collective memories. 
Some collective memories may have errors introduced in this way, when 
one vocal member of the group remembers an event and gets some details 
or facts wrong.

In conclusion, the mechanisms described earlier each serve to promote 
the creation, retention, and composition of collective memories, irrespec-
tive of their accuracy. As previously discussed, one source of information 
that contributes to the creation of collective memories is history textbooks 
used in schools. If these textbooks contain inaccuracies, either intentionally 
or unintentionally, then students who must learn the information in those 
textbooks will repeatedly retrieve incorrect information and receive feed-
back from teachers (among other sources) that suggest that the informa-
tion is correct. The result will be an inaccurate collective memory, because 
the mechanisms of retrieval, spacing, and feedback are largely blind to the 
accuracy of the information placed into the system. Although many of the 
inaccuracies included in history textbooks are minor or simply a matter of 
opinion, some inaccuracies are so blatant that they might constitute misin-
formation. For instance, the Kremlin has recently begun to promote a text-
book entitled A Modern History of Russia: 1945–2006: A Manual for History 
Teachers that presents a new view of recent Russian history, which, among 
other revisions, justifies Stalin’s dictatorship as a “necessary evil.” Another 
example is the genocide of Native Americans by European settlers, which 
was omitted largely from (or else finessed) in American history textbooks 
until recent years. Thus, the accuracy of the information that is repeatedly 
retrieved and confirmed by feedback is the prime determinant of the accu-
racy of the subsequent collective memory.

Conclusion

In some ways, the study of collective memory is still in its beginning phases. 
Much has been written about the topic, but systematic exploration of the 
issues and the relation of issues in collective memory to the empirical study 
of memory by psychologists are just starting. Our aim in this chapter has 
been to show how lessons learned from laboratory experiments may be 
extended to help our framing of issues in the field of collective memory. We 
have discussed how repeated retrieval and feedback, in particular, are criti-
cal topics in both laboratory and real-world settings. Repeated retrieval and 
the feedback one receives from others in discussing some event are critical 
in developing what Wertsch (2002) calls schematic narrative templates that 
people use to organize and retrieve their collective memories.
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The field of history is premised on the idea that knowledge of our past can 
inform our behaviors in the future. Indeed, this idea is central to many 
assumptions within personality, developmental, and clinical psychology. 
Implicit in this thinking is that history is somehow made up of immutable 
facts that are set in stone in society’s memory. Who, after all, could doubt 
the accuracy of America’s role in World War II, the facts surrounding the 
discovery of the New World by Columbus in 1492, the bravery and upstand-
ing characters of the men who defended the Alamo in 1845, or the pro-
found effect of the Magna Carta in 1215? These events, of course, are not 
as straightforward as we were taught in grade school. Events such as these 
undergo rethinking, reinterpreting, and even forgetting to become part of 
the permanent fabric of collective memory. But the transition from cultural 
upheaval to history does not happen all at once. The macrocosm of how 
a collective memory is built over centuries takes place on a much smaller 
scale beginning in the days, weeks, and months following an event.

The purpose of this chapter is to suggest that our current psychological 
state shapes our thinking about historical events in the same way that histori-
cal events shape our current thinking. Just as the key to the future may be the 
past, the key to the past may be the present. What about an event that makes 
it memorable? How does memory of an event change over time? What are the 
psychological effects that accompany the integration of events in memory? 
Whereas most memory research focuses on the processes of individual mem-
ory, history is constructed through the shared memories of multiple people.

How Are Historical Memories Formed?

To answer this question, we must first ask how individual memories are 
created and retained. As described in much greater detail by others in this 
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volume, we tend to remember events that are vivid, novel, personal, emo-
tional, affect multiple sensory systems, have behavioral relevance, and are 
rehearsed. If we are presented with a serial word list, we are more likely to 
remember words like sex, kill, and fudge than words such as cup, type, and 
process. We should also be more likely to remember unexpected events asso-
ciated with vivid images and emotional upheaval, than more  predictable 
pallid ones. Ten years later, most of us would be more likely to remember an 
event like September 11, 2001, than the deaths of thousands of people who 
died that same year from an influenza outbreak.

Historical memory requires long-term change. Another factor associated 
with historical memory is that we are more likely to remember events that 
change our lives. American wars such as World War II and Vietnam tended 
to change the course of U.S. history far more than the Korean War or the 
1991 Persian Gulf War. Indeed, if a large event has only minimal long-term 
impact, it is easily forgotten. A rich example of this is the 1991 Persian Gulf 
War. When it occurred, much of the United States came to a halt. During 
the first week of the war, American streets were empty each night because 
people were glued to their television sets. Just before, during, and follow-
ing the six-week war, our research team tracked the responses of several 
hundred people in Dallas, Texas (Pennebaker & Harber, 1993). In random 
digit dialing (RDD) telephone surveys with hundreds of people, as well as 
repeated questionnaires with over two hundred college students, the average 
person reported talking about the Persian Gulf War 7.1 times per day, and 
thinking about it 11.2 times per day. The vast majority agreed that the war 
was historically significant because for the first time a united post- Soviet 
world had come together to fight for justice, freedom, and democracy.

But one year later, all the troops had gone home, the same regime was in 
power in Iraq, and no long-term consensus in the world was apparent. Two 
years after the war, we contacted 76 students who had completed multiple 
questionnaires about the war when it was underway. In our telephone fol-
low-up survey, we asked people a series of questions about the war – who the 
U.S.-led coalition was fighting (Iraq), how long the invasion of Iraq lasted (six 
weeks), how many Americans were killed in combat (approximately 150), 
and so on. Even though two years earlier our students talked about the war 
several times per day, heard about it in most of their classes, and filled out 
multiple questionnaires concerning it, their memories for the war had evap-
orated. For example, only 81 percent could identify Iraq as the country we 
were fighting, 28 percent accurately estimated the American deaths (within 
± 150 people), and only 6 percent were correct in guessing how long the war 
lasted (within a ± three-week margin). In mid-1993 when asked when the 
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invasion of Iraq started (January 17, 1991), only 57 percent accurately identi-
fied the month, and 68 percent the year. Interestingly, several students, after 
not being able to answer the first questions about the war, hung up on us to 
avoid any more embarrassment (Crow & Pennebaker, 2000).

Although we didn’t know it at the time, the Persian Gulf War didn’t sig-
nificantly change the students’ worlds. Because of this, it quickly diminished 
in their (and most of our) memories. The formation, maintenance, and 
reinterpretation of both memories and history change over time depending 
on new information. In the years to come, the 1991 Persian Gulf War may 
indeed be newly remembered depending on the ultimate outcome of the 
subsequent Iraq invasion in 2003.

Historical Events Must Touch the Right Cohort: Ages 13–25

Ask most anyone over the age of 40 what are the three most important 
songs ever written and they will likely list songs that were popular when 
they were between the ages of 13 and 25. Conway (1990) describes a series 
of studies on autobiographical memory wherein elderly people were asked 
to list their most significant personal memories. Overwhelmingly, these 
events occurred during their teenage years. Sociologists have independently 
reported that events that occur during the age window between 13 and 25 
are most likely to be commemorated in the future (e.g., Schuman, Belli, & 
Bischoping, 1997). This is consistent with findings by Rubin and colleagues 
(Rubin, Wetzler, & Nebes, 1986) who found that random word cues pro-
duce memories from events that occurred between the ages of 11 and 20. 
The second most likely age from which memories stem are from events 
that occurred between the ages of 21 and 30. In general, memories that are 
formed between the ages of 13 and 25 are the most striking events in our 
personal histories. It is not surprising, then, that historical memories are 
largely retained and passed on by people within this cohort.

The tendency toward recall of events that occur during adolescence 
and early adulthood has been explored by various authors. According to 
Erik Erikson (1950), experiences between 12 and 19 are important because 
they contribute to development of an integrated, single identity. After one’s 
mid-20s, in Erikson’s view (see also Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & 
McKee, 1978), most life transitions are less critical to the developing iden-
tity. Moreover, memories may be strongest for events from one’s late teens 
and early 20s because they are more disruptive, often being the first of many 
major life events. In Mannheim’s (1952) words, these events constitute a 
“fresh” experience.
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Historical Memories Must Be Shared

Talking forms the core of historical memories by generating the content, 
but it also serves to reinforce memory. On an individual level, objects or 
events are most likely to be consolidated in memory if they are verbally 
rehearsed. Furthermore, verbally rehearsing the details of an event influ-
ences how it is organized in memory and, perhaps, recalled in the future. 
This same process takes place at a social level as well. In fact, Shils (1981) 
claims that for a society to exist over time, its communications must be said, 
said again, and reenacted repeatedly.

Part of the reason major events are socially rehearsed is because events 
that are significant enough to change our lives typically involve a certain 
level of stress. Writing or talking about upsetting experiences is a com-
mon response that can help people to understand, organize, or resolve their 
effects (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007). In other cases, talking has been asso-
ciated with a prolongation of the emotional distress (Rimé, 1995), as has 
rumination about the event (Nolen-Hoeksema, Morrow, & Fredrickson, 
1993). In either case, increased communication seems to be a natural reac-
tion to social stress. In two related studies, on the Loma Prieta earthquake 
that occurred in the San Francisco Bay Area in 1989, and the Persian Gulf 
War in 1991, the degree of self-reported talking and thinking was exception-
ally high during the first two weeks following each event (Pennebaker & 
Harber, 1993). Similar findings emerged in natural recorded conversations 
among students in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. As these and other 
studies indicate, significant emotional events are discussed with others and, 
through these discussions, are interpreted and shaped in order to better 
understand their occurrence. This rehashing process, then, serves as the 
groundwork for future memories of the event.

Historical Events Must Reflect Well on the Culture

At some points in time, historical events are celebrated and, at others, the 
same events are forgotten – or at least not acknowledged. Events that are 
embarrassing, shameful, or in some way reflect negatively on people are 
more likely to be forgotten than more self-affirming events. The massacre 
of American Indians, slavery, and lynchings within the United States are 
generally given short shrift in most history textbooks. As described later in 
this chapter, more subtle are events that occur in a community or culture 
that may not be any residents’ fault but reflect negatively on the community. 
The assassinations of John F. Kennedy in Dallas in 1963 and Martin Luther 
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King Jr. in Memphis in 1968 are good examples. In both cases, the cities 
initially responded by minimizing the effects of the murders (Pennebaker, 
1997). Similar phenomena have been reported among Chileans in the after-
math of the Pinochet regime (Lira, 1997).

The Social Dynamics of Traumatic Events

Most historical events grow out of traumatic upheavals. Wars and revolu-
tions entail death, loss, and adapting to a new order. Creating new ways 
to think of things by definition shakes up those who cling to the old 
ways of thinking. Given the close links between memory of emotional 
experiences and history, the study of people’s responses to traumatic 
events is a productive way to examine the processes of creating historical 
memories.

Traumatic events are ultimately social events. Personal upheavals such 
as death of a loved one, a sexual trauma, or the diagnosis of a major ill-
ness have the ability to influence every part of a person’s life. Over the last 
two decades, we have asked thousands of students and nonstudents to write 
about the most traumatic experiences of their lives. Even the most private 
traumas affect others. When keeping an important and potentially explo-
sive secret from close friends, the secret can create a subtle rift in those 
relationships. The person often feels guarded and not free to discuss a per-
sonal topic that normally would be shared (cf., Bok, 1983). This is not to say 
that sharing secret traumas is always a good idea. Often when embarrass-
ing or shameful experiences are shared, the person’s social network is per-
manently disrupted. More public traumas also have social consequences as 
well. The death of a family member, for example, typically results in friends 
talking with, cooking for, and watching out for the bereaved for days or 
weeks. In certain circumstances, such as the death of a child, the event may 
sufficiently upset close friends as to cause them to avoid the family that is 
bereaved (Pennebaker, 1997).

Socially shared traumas such as natural or man-made disasters pro-
vide some of the cleanest evidence for appreciating the social dynamics of 
upheavals. Over the last several years, our research team has attempted to 
track the social changes that occur as a public trauma unfolds. The proj-
ects with the most fine-grained analyses include September 11, the Texas 
A&M Bonfire disaster, the death of Princess Diana, the Loma Prieta earth-
quake, and the U.S. response to the Persian Gulf War. Broader, and less fine-
grained, analyses have been conducted on responses to the assassinations of 
John F. Kennedy in Dallas and Martin Luther King Jr. in Memphis. Our goal 



176 How do We Build Shared Collective Memories?

in these studies has been to track people’s lives as closely and as accurately 
as possible while major events are unfolding.

As outlined later in this chapter, culturally shared traumas can have very 
different social footprints depending on the perceived cause and implica-
tions of the event. Of particular importance is the awareness of the time 
frame of a trauma. The social processes of traumas are quite dynamic with 
constant shifts in the ways people relate to one another, and to the trauma, 
in the days, weeks, months, years, and even generations after a significant 
experience has occurred.

Based on previous research with the Loma Prieta earthquake in the 
San Francisco Bay area in 1989, and U.S. citizens’ responses to the Persian 
Gulf War in 1991, we posited that three distinct social stages to traumatic 
experience occur (Pennebaker & Harber, 1993). Unlike psychological stage 
models such as those proposed by Piaget for cognitive development, or 
Kübler-Ross for dealing with news about one’s own death, a social stage 
model assumes that one’s social environment changes over time when col-
lectively confronting emotional upheavals.

The emergency stage typically occurs during the first two to three weeks 
after an event. For both the earthquake and Persian Gulf War projects, we 
found that people reported talking and thinking about the event at very 
high rates during this initial stage. Indeed, this was a time of social bond-
ing, where many people reported talking with neighbors or strangers in 
ways they never had done before. A heightened rate of talking with oth-
ers after an upheaval is common across multiple events. An elevated desire 
to share one’s perspective is evidenced among cancer patients (Mitchell & 
Glickman, 1977), or for those who have recently experienced the death of a 
loved one (Schoenberg, Carr, Peretz, Kutscher, & Cherico, 1975). Increased 
levels of socialization during times of distress are consistent with theories of 
social coping (Cohen & Willis, 1985; Psyzczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 
2002; Schachter, 1959), and are expressed by people across different cultures 
(Rimé, Philippot, Boca, & Mesquita, 1998).

The inhibition stage lasts from two to three to two or more months after 
an event occurs. In this phase individuals gradually reduced their talking 
about the event although they continued to think about it. Our sense was 
that people still wanted to tell their stories but were tired of hearing other 
people’s stories. A compelling example was that a month after the Loma 
Prieta earthquake, t-shirts began appearing in San Francisco saying “Thank 
you for not sharing your earthquake experience.” Most interesting has been 
that the inhibition phase was associated with increased rates of dreams 
about the event, higher illness rates, and more reports of assaults as well as 
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fights with friends and coworkers. In the two to six weeks after the earth-
quake, aggravated assault rates increased 10 percent over the previous year 
in San Francisco (Pennebaker, 1992). A comparable jump in assaults was 
apparent in Dallas two to six weeks after the war started.

More startling is what happened approximately two weeks after the war 
ended. Recall that the Persian Gulf War was declared to be a striking victory 
six weeks after it started. However, within a week of its conclusion, it became 
quite apparent to most Americans that the Iraq government was essentially 
unchanged and that the brutal treatment of Kurdish residents was, if any-
thing, intensified. Our surveys indicated that people simply no longer wanted 
to hear or think about the war. It was at this time that aggravated assaults 
jumped 70 percent above the previous year (Pennebaker & Harber, 1993).

The adaptation stage was an admittedly vague postinhibition label that 
signaled that people were getting on with life. In retrospect, this was not 
a particularly important theoretical advance. Since our original formula-
tion, we now appreciate that there are a number of additional processes that 
unfold in the months and years after an event.

As more studies have been conducted, it is clear that the social stages 
model is a preliminary model at best. The project was based on studies 
where a powerful event disrupted a group of people for a relatively brief 
time with little disruption to the infrastructure. Anyone familiar with the 
long-term effects of an extended war, the 2004 Tsunami, or Hurricane 
Katrina appreciates how a truly massive upheaval rips the social fabric at 
every level for years rather than weeks or months.

A related consideration is that cultural upheavals are rarely single events 
occurring at one point in time. The 9/11 attacks were soon followed by other 
events that were tied to them such as the anthrax-tainted letters to public 
officials and the U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. When Mt. St. Helens 
volcano erupted in 1981, it was followed by another series of eruptions over 
the next few months, arousing fears for those living closest to the mountain 
(Pennebaker & Newtson, 1983). In his naturalist tests of cognitive dissonance 
theory, Leon Festinger (1964) was intrigued by how major disruptive events 
typically spark rumors of even more disruptive events in the future. Historical 
events are generally historical because one large upheaval unleashes a series 
of subsequent events that change large groups of people for generations.

Although no two events are the same, it is important to begin to track 
how cultural upheavals unfold over time. In the remainder of the chapter, 
we examine a series of culturally significant events with different temporal 
lenses, with the understanding that traumatic experiences, like all historical 
events, are ultimately social. The first series of studies explore what happens 
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in the first days and weeks after an upheaval. The second section tracks 
changes over the first years after its occurrence. The final section glimpses 
at how generations of people think about events as they decide what is his-
torically significant.

History in the Making: The First Days, Weeks,  
and Months

How do people’s social worlds change once they learn of massive upheav-
als? Note that our focus is on the “audience” of disasters and upheavals – not 
those directly affected by them. Over the last few years, we have employed 
two overlapping methodologies to track people’s thoughts and behaviors 
as they learn about and react to the news of an upheaval. The first involved 
a serendipitous digital recording project surrounding the 9/11 attacks. The 
second tracked the ways people talked about upheavals on the Internet. 
Both methodologies point to consistent social shifts whereby people’s inter-
actions change over time.

Social Behaviors in the Hours Surrounding the 9/11 Attacks

The September 11, 2001, attacks on New York City and Washington, DC, 
stunned people across the United States. Through a series of coincidences, our 
lab in Austin, Texas had just started a two-day project on September 10 using 
ambulatory blood pressure machines and a device called the Electronically 
Activated Recorder (EAR). The EAR is an unobtrusive recording device that 
is programmed to record all ambient sound for 30 seconds at 12.5 minute 
intervals (Mehl, Pennebaker, Crow, Dabbs & Price, 2001). In addition to tran-
scribing what people are saying, judges listening to the recordings are able to 
accurately assess where participants are, what they are doing, and who they 
are with. Six participants had started wearing the EAR and blood pressure 
machine on the morning of September 10 and another five had worn the EAR 
in the prior weeks and were able to join our study within hours of the attacks. 
Although the study only consisted of a small sample of 11 college students, we 
were able to track their lives at a culturally pivotal point.

Results from the study revealed that group interactions with at least 
two other people were quite high immediately after learning of the attacks. 
However, this group behavior decreased in a linear fashion in the days after 
the attack, whereas dyadic interactions increased (Mehl & Pennebaker, 
2003). That is, in the days after the attacks, people spent an increasing 
amount of time at home with one other person rather than congregating 
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in large or moderate-sized groups. Moreover, self-report measures taken at 
the end of the study revealed that dyadic interactions were associated with 
less avoidance and psychological intrusion from the attacks, while contin-
ued group interactions were related to the persistence of post-traumatic 
stress. In other words, the desire to talk about the events of September 11 did 
not help people cope unless time was spent one-on-one with other people. 
This suggests that the socialization inherent in the building of a historical 
memory happens first on a very small scale. People must develop their sto-
ries with trusted others, and through this they can gradually integrate their 
own stories into the historical memory.

Recall that for six of the participants, we were also able to capture ambula-
tory blood pressure and heart rate, language use, and television/radio exposure 
at the same time that the 9/11 saga was unfolding (Liehr, Mehl, Summers, & 
Pennebaker, 2004). This full data set was only available for September 10, as well 
as the morning (when the attacks occurred) and the afternoon of September 
11. Although the sample size was quite small, there was a significant elevation 
in people’s heart rate from 79 beats per minute (bpm) on the 10th to 84 bpm on 
the morning of the 11th and 87 bpm in the afternoon. A similar trend held for 
systolic blood pressure. The percentage of EAR recording periods where radio 
or television was detected jumped from 14 percent of the time on the 10th to 
42percent and 51 percent, respectively, for the morning and afternoon of the 
11th. Linguistically, the only significant change was for the use of first person 
plural pronouns – we, us, and our. People’s use of “we” words increased from 
0.62 percent of all words used on the 10th to 0.96  percent in the morning and 
1.90 percent in the afternoon of the 11th.

Language Use in the Weeks Surrounding an Upheaval

The ways people use language in their writing and speaking reflects their 
social and psychological states. Recent work suggests that an important dis-
tinction can be made between content and function words (Miller, 1995). 
Content words, which include nouns and regular verbs, reflect what people 
are talking about. Function words, which include pronouns, prepositions, 
articles, and auxiliary verbs, convey how people are talking. Particularly strik-
ing is that function words subtly reflect people’s mood states, hormone levels, 
social relationships with others, and a variety of other psychological processes 
(Chung & Pennebaker, 2007; Pennebaker, Mehl, & Niederhoffer, 2003).

The converging technologies of the Internet and computer-based text anal-
ysis programs have opened new ways to study the social and cultural impact of 
large-scale traumatic experiences. On the Internet, several interactive systems 
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have evolved that have attracted millions of people of all ages. One of the most 
common is the use of Web logs, or blogs. Generally, people essentially create 
an online diary where they are apt to post their thoughts about the world, their 
favorite recipes, what happened on last night’s date, their plans for the day, 
and so on. Another more immediate forum is the chat room where groups 
of people get together at the same time and send one to two line messages to 
everyone in the “room.” Chat rooms function much like cocktail parties with 
multiple overlapping conversations occurring at once. As described later in 
this chapter, we used several thousand blogs to track responses to 9/11 (Cohn, 
Mehl, & Pennebaker, 2004) and thousands of chat room entries to study the 
death of Princess Diana in 1998 (Stone & Pennebaker, 2002).

In 2001, one of the largest blog sites was LiveJournal.com, which boasted 
several million active members with at least tens of thousands of posts each 
hour. Working with the LiveJournal developers, we were able to download 
approximately 75,000 blog posts from over 1,000 frequent users from between 
July 11, through November 10, 2001. All posts were analyzed using the com-
puter text analysis program Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count, or LIWC 
(Pennebaker, Francis, & Booth, 2001) to determine the degree people used 
various function and emotion words. Most relevant for this chapter were the 
results of first person singular and plural pronouns (Figures 7.1 and 7.2).

People’s use of I-words and we-words shifted dramatically once they 
learned about the 9/11 attacks. Specifically, use of I-related words dropped 
by over 15 percent after the attacks, gradually returning to about 5 percent 
below baseline over the next two months. It should be noted that use of 
first person singular is linked to self-focus, depression, and low self-esteem 
(see Chung & Pennebaker, 2007, for review of literature). It is of interest 
that people reported feeling sad, afraid, angry, and a host of other negative 
emotions in the days after 9/11 but their use of I-words dropped rather than 
increased. A virtual identical pattern emerged for chat rooms on America 
Online (AOL) in the hours and days after people learned of Princess Diana’s 
death (Stone & Pennebaker, 2002). One argument is that when dealing with 
an overwhelming negative experience, a good short-term coping strategy is 
to direct attention away from the self (Carver, 2007).

Consistent with the EAR study described earlier, people increased in 
their use of we-words by over 75 percent. Interestingly, the “we” increases 
were not attributable to greater nationalism but, rather, to greater atten-
tion to family and close friends. That is, in the days and weeks after 9/11, 
people were much more likely to talk about “my boyfriend and me” or “our 
neighbors” than they previously had been. Again, a similar – although less 
dramatic – pattern emerged for the Princess Diana chatroom data.
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Figure 7.1.  Percentage of total word use dedicated to first person 
singular pronouns in blogs from July 11, 2001, to November 11, 2001. 
[B=aggregated baseline of all blogs prior to September, 11, 2001]
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One other 9/11 finding deserves mention – use of positive and negative 
emotion words. Positive emotion words include any words that have a positive 
connotation (e.g., happy, good, tasty, friend) just as negative emotion words 
have negative connotations (e.g., sad, kill, ugly). As seen in Figure 7.3, negative 
emotion words greatly increased as of September 11 and returned to baseline 
within two weeks. More interesting is the pattern for positive emotion words. 
Although there was an immediate drop in positive emotion words, it only lasted 
for 4 days. By the fifth day, positive emotion words were slightly above baseline 
and remain at that level for the duration of the study – two months later.

Taken together, the language analyses paint a somewhat different picture 
of 9/11 than has traditionally been painted in research (e.g., Silver et al., 
2003). Rather than a monolithic negative experience, September 11 aroused 
a sense of community and positive feelings.

Social and Health Processes in the First Year of an Event
Whereas the first few days after a major upheaval are devoted to learning 
about and making sense of it, the subsequent months have a different focus. 
The rates at which people talked about 9/11 after several months dropped 
significantly. Indeed, virtually all events have a natural half-life of only a few 
weeks. We must admit that we do not have a clear picture of what generally 
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happens during the first year after an event has occurred. Some data sug-
gest that the natural order falls apart, resulting in conflict and strife – as 
occurred in Chicago after the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 (Sawislak, 1995). 
Other data, although not showing strife per se, suggest a great deal of inter-
nal tension among the residents. For example, in the year following the 
assassination of John F. Kennedy in Dallas, the death rates caused by heart 
disease increased 4 percent (compared to a drop of 2 percent nationwide 
and in other Texas cities). Murder and suicide rates increased significantly 
in Dallas in the two years following the assassination compared to control 
cities as well (Pennebaker & Banasik, 1997).

At least one other example suggests an opposite pattern. In the fall of 
1999, Texas A&M students had almost finished their month-long project to 
build a giant bonfire that they were to set afire before their annual football 
game against their arch-rivals, the University of Texas at Austin. Around 
3:00 in the morning, some cables snapped causing the entire wooden struc-
ture to collapse resulting in the deaths of 12 students. Language analyses of 
the school newspaper showed the same I and we changes as reported with 
9/11 and the Princess Diana project.

More intriguing were the findings on the students’ use of campus health 
centers (Gortner & Pennebaker, 2003). Students’ use of campus health cen-
ter visits for illness was tracked during the 8 months following the bonfire 
at both Texas A&M and its neighbor, the University of Texas at Austin. For 
the University of Texas, health center visits remained stable in compari-
son to illness rates the year before. At A&M, by contrast, there was a brief 
one-month increase in illness visits by about 15 percent compared to a year 
earlier. However, in the following four months, illness visits dropped by 
40 percent. Ultimately, the bonfire disaster was associated with improve-
ments in the student body’s physical health.

Explanations from this unexpected reversal of health may be the high 
levels of social support found in the A&M community. Indeed, social net-
works have been found to help reduce poor health following other types of 
disasters (Cohen & McKay, 1984). Turnarounds in physical health following 
a disaster suggests that whereas in some cases social strife degrades the qual-
ity of life in a community, a strongly unified response not only acts as a buf-
fer, but may actually increase health from levels before the event occurred.

History Made: Decades and centuries

As time passes, some events remain at the forefront of the culture’s memory 
and others mysteriously fade. What determines when, and how, an event 
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becomes important for a community? What fuels the process of creating 
a lasting memory? Over the last few years, we have begun addressing this 
question by looking at various indicators of popular culture within the 
United States. Much of this work was the outgrowth of the Kennedy assas-
sination project. In the years following the assassination, there was very 
little open acknowledgment that Kennedy’s death took place within Dallas 
itself. Virtually no landmarks were erected. Unlike most other cities in the 
United States, no schools, streets, or buildings were named after Kennedy. 
Oddly, a similar phenomenon occurred in Memphis, Tennessee – the city 
where Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in 1968. In Memphis, unlike 
the rest of the country, no schools, buildings, or streets were named after 
King. (Dallas named several buildings or streets after King soon after his 
death; Memphis named schools, streets, and buildings soon after Kennedy’s 
assassination.)

Approximately 25 years after the Kennedy assassination, Dallas opened 
an impressive museum/exhibit acknowledging Kennedy’s murder in the 
downtown area where the shooting took place. Earlier attempts to open 
similar exhibits in the city had been met with opposition. Approximately 
25 years after the assassination of King, Memphis opened a large exhibit 
commemorating the death of the famous civil rights leader. Similarly, the 
Vietnam Memorial Wall commemorating people who fought in Vietnam 
was opened in 1982, almost 25 years after the first Americans died in 
the war.

Is this 25-year lapse between a traumatic experience and the building of 
a monument real or coincidental? To test this idea, we sought to find monu-
ments that had been erected within the previous 100 years in the United 
States that commemorated a single discreet event (e.g., disaster, battle, or 
similar event – either positive or negative). We then computed the time 
between the event and the erection of the monument. The data showed that 
monuments tend to be erected either immediately after an event or in 20–30 
year cycles thereafter. Interestingly, whether the event commemorated was 
positive or negative does not make a tremendous difference in whether 
or not the 20–30 years was required to pass before acting (Pennebaker & 
Banasik, 1997).

Although monument building is one form of tracking the emergence of 
history, other cultural data exist as well. Indeed, movies and books often 
reflect cultural interest in occurrences from the past. Vietnam War mov-
ies in the United States provide a good example. Arguably, the upswell 
of debate and coverage of the Vietnam War peaked in 1968. Yet, no com-
mercially viable movies existed about Vietnam until Platoon was released 
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in 1986. Within the next two to three years, there were approximately 12 
other motion pictures about the Vietnam War (Adams, 1989). Our own lab 
embarked on a larger more systematic study linking the time period that 
movies depicted. In the study, a random sample of 1,400 popular movies 
from a pool of over 20,000 made between 1920 and 1990 were coded for 
date of release and the era which the movie depicted. Not surprisingly, the 
majority of movies depict the present (i.e., the time period when the movie 
was released). However, movies not depicting the present tend to take place 
about 20–25 years earlier. This pattern is actually stronger for top grossing 
movies (in terms of ticket sales) than movies in general. United States film 
watchers, and probably those elsewhere around the world, seek to remem-
ber what was happening 22 years earlier.

Why does it take 20–30 years to construct a monument or make a movie 
surrounding an important event? On a certain level, the erection of monu-
ments or the making of expensive movies are complex coordinated social 
activities. For example, there usually must be some consensus and very little 
overt opposition among residents to build a monument and a large potential 
audience for a movie. Typically, numerous committees must be coordinated 
to acquire funding for the project. Whether the building of a monument is 
a sign of enthusiasm, or a lack of opposition is unknown. There is also the 
thorny problem of deciding how to interpret an event. As has been apparent 
over the last several years in New York City since the 1991 attacks, different 
constituencies are demanding different interpretations. Should the monu-
ment be dedicated to the people working there, the rescue workers who 
died, the country/city that will not be intimidated, a rebuke of the terror-
ists themselves? Different groups of people have alternative visions that can 
only be reconciled with time.

Groups of individuals and entire societies collectively look back at spe-
cific times. During these times of looking back, people openly talk about 
and acknowledge the relevance of these events to their own personal devel-
opment. What accounts for the emergence of the 20–30 year cycle in look-
ing back? To answer that, we must revisit our original question about how 
memories are formed. As mentioned earlier, four components of memory 
must be considered: having a significant change on long-term history, influ-
encing people of a critical age, having an active dialogue about the event, 
and assuming that the event reflects well on a culture. Yet, as we have seen 
with the Persian Gulf War study, sometimes talking is actually conducive to 
forgetting, rather than remembering.

What, then, must occur for an event to re-enter social awareness? Two 
explanations are relevant – the cohort effect and psychological distancing. 
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The cohort effect suggests that those most affected (people between ages 
13 and 25) do not have the resources to memorialize the event for another 
few decades. Once they reach the ages of 38–50, they have the financial and 
political clout to build monuments and influence popular culture.

The psychological distancing effect is based on the clinical observa-
tion that people tend to distance themselves from traumatic experiences. 
Reminders of the trauma can arouse anxiety and distress (e.g., Horowitz, 
1976). Healthy coping typically involves people engaging with their worlds 
and, within weeks or months, moving beyond the event. There is a wide 
range of ways individuals deal with a loss, however, and the issue becomes 
more complex when looking at groups of people dealing with the same loss. 
In Dallas after the assassination of Kennedy, for example, some individu-
als sought to openly discuss the event. Others increased their donations to 
worthy causes (perhaps a form of sublimation). Yet others murdered, com-
mitted suicide, or died quietly from heart disease. Statistically, then, a com-
munity or culture can show a number of seemingly inconsistent patterns in 
the months, and even years following an unwanted tragedy.

Based on the Dallas example, a sizable minority will support the building 
of a monument, whereas a separate group will oppose it. One group seeks to 
remember, the other to forget. Interestingly, the impact of these two forces 
changes over time in different ways. The desire to look back slowly increases 
as people begin to acknowledge the event’s effects on their own lives and on 
that of their society. The members of society who initially oppose the build-
ing of a monument do so because the event arouses too much anxiety and 
distress. These negative emotions, however, tend to dissipate over time. The 
driving emotional force of the opposition to any monument, then, quietly 
diminishes. The net effect is that society builds a consensus for the erection 
of a monument and an acknowledgment of the importance of the given 
collective memory. Over time, as events assume a more realistic perspective 
and as the factual memory becomes more blurred, it may be easier to reach 
a consensus on how the event should be remembered.

History: The Long View

Being distanced from an event can do more than allow wounds to heal. 
With enough time, historical memories are reinterpreted and changed to 
match the needs of the culture. With time, the memories can often evolve 
into something mythlike, with positive outcomes emphasized and the 
costs forgotten. Interestingly, this phenomenon occurs across time and 
cultures.
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As the year 2000 approached, an international group of researchers 
decided to ask over 1,300 college students from seven different countries 
what were the three most important events that had occurred in the last 
100 and 1,000 years (Pennebaker, Páez, & Deschamps, 2006). Results show 
that historical memories are influenced by recency and self-relevance. 
With one exception, the most important historical events of the last 1,000 
years occurred in the second half of the millennium; with one exception, 
the most important historical events of the last century occurred begin-
ning after about 1935. The bias toward recall of more recent events may be 
perpetuated by generational recall in the form of communicative memo-
ries (Laszlo, 2003). Unlike semantic and cultural memory, communicative 
memories are those memories that are being actively transmitted between 
three living generations. No events in the top 10 of either list occurred in the 
Southern Hemisphere. Indeed, most of the historical events happened to 
have occurred in the very countries where our participants lived. Imagine 
that. It appears that humans reflect a common tendency to temporally and 
physically link personal experience to past historical events.

Averaged across all countries, the most important event of the last 1,000 
years was the French Revolution. Interestingly, of over 1,000 American 
students’ entries about important events, only seven listed the French 
Revolution. Why was the French Revolution of interest to everyone else in 
the world, whereas the American Revolution was uniquely important for 
people in the United States? Given that all of the participants from other 
countries were living in countries ruled by monarchs during the French 
Revolution, one can immediately surmise why the overthrow of the rul-
ing king had far more resonance than the overthrow of an occupying force 
(Table 7.1).

Historical memories are shaped by the interests and subjective experi-
ences unique to each culture and era. Other analyses asked participants to 
rate the degree to which different events were considered positive or neg-
ative. For example, World War II was rated very negatively for Poles but 
neutral, and even positively, for some Russians. It is interesting to ponder 
Table 7.2 to appreciate the degree to which the majority of events that are 
viewed in a positive light are done so by the participating country.

As the tables suggest, history is indeed fickle. What people viewed as histor-
ically significant at the end of the twentieth century will undoubtedly change 
over the next generation. The dynamic nature of historical events is wonder-
fully illustrated by tracking the cyclical popularity of Christopher Columbus. 
In a compelling analysis, Wilford (1991) chronicles how the legacy of Columbus 
has risen and fallen century after century. For example, on his return to Spain 
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in the late 1400s, Columbus was praised as a hero. By the early 1500s, his 
conquest was dismissed or ignored by other explorers, such as Cortez, who 
returned with gold and fantastical stories of the New World. By the mid-1500s, 
Columbus’s star was again rising and he was viewed as a man of vision. Within 
the United States, Columbus emerged as a national hero around the time of the 
American Revolution. By the late 1800s, the Americans had reengineered his 
image as a rags-to-riches story exemplifying the American dream. In France 
at about the same time, he was viewed as a religious icon who had exported 
Christianity to the New World. At this time, the French were active in promot-
ing Columbus for sainthood. But, by the mid-1900s, Columbus’s star was fall-
ing. He was considered a symbol of globalization, imperialism, and genocide. 
The 500th anniversary of his “discovery” of America was virtually ignored by 
countries on both sides of the Atlantic.

Conclusions

We have broadly traced how individuals and groups think and talk about 
emotional upheavals. Our purpose has been to capture the unfolding of his-
torical events to better understand how we collectively construct important 
events. By understanding the basic processes of individual memory, we can 
begin to see what boundary conditions are necessary for any event to be 
remembered over time.

Table 7.1. Top 10 Rated Historical Events across Six Countries.  
For the last 1000 and 100 years.  

Note: Rankings are based on student samples from England, Germany, Italy, Japan, 
Spain, and the United States. USSR collapse refers to both the break-up of the USSR 

as well as the reunification of Germany.

Rank 1,000 Years 100 Years

1 New world discovery WW2
2 French revolution WW1
3 Industrial revolution Space exploration
4 WW2 USSR collapse
5 WW1 Wars in general
6 Religion, reformation Cold war
7 Wars in general Vietnam
8 US revolution Spanish Civil war
9 Science theory Great depression

10 Space exploration Computers
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In addition to traditional memory processes, however, the role of basic 
social dynamics cannot be underestimated. Cultural upheavals are ulti-
mately emotional and result in people talking about them in a variety 
of ways. Frequent discussions of events help to shape and reinforce how 
they are interpreted. In the weeks and months after the upheavals, the 
groundwork for future collective memories is laid through further cul-
tural shifts resulting from the initial upheaval. The more that people use 
a specific cultural event as a memory-based bookmark, the more likely it 
will take on long-term historical significance. By a memory-based book-
mark, we mean a common cultural reference point: “ever since 9/11” or 
“since Vietnam.”

Columbus, the French Revolution for people living in monarchies, the 
American Revolution for people in the United States, and World War II 
are all bookmarks that undoubtedly shared many of the same short-term 
social dynamics that we have seen with our analyses of 9/11, the Loma Prieta 
Earthquake, and the Persian Gulf War. Only a small number of today’s 
upheavals will ultimately be more than footnotes in history texts in a hun-
dred years. For something like 9/11 to be historically significant, there must 
be long-term cultural changes linked to it. In addition, those between 13 
and 25 years old in 2001 must be active in writing books, movie scripts, 
and building monuments. Their children and grandchildren, too, must be 
motivated to learn more about and promote that fateful day.

Ultimately, collective memories reflect the self-serving biases of human 
nature. With the passage of time, painful events become more tolerable and 
are reconceptualized to reflect the desired identity of a culture. Painful or 
shameful events are either forgotten or are morphed into experiences that 
reflect well on the society. Just as historians, sociologists, and psychologists 
have inferred how Americans have felt about themselves over the past cen-
turies by examining how the country remembered Christopher Columbus, 
the future interpretations of events such as 9/11 will serve as windows into 
the souls of future generations.
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Where were you when you first heard about the 9/11 attacks? Do you 
remember what you were doing at the time? How did you feel when you 
first heard the news, and how does thinking about this event make you feel 
now? As of this writing, many Americans over the age of 15 most likely find 
these questions remarkably easy to answer. The fact that a singular event in 
history could be remembered so well, and by so many people, is relevant to 
at least two lines of research in the memory literature.

First, the very fact that people can answer such questions so easily is rel-
evant to research and theory on “flashbulb memories” (Brown & Kulik, 1977; 
Kvavilashvili, Mirani, Schlagman, & Kornbrot, 2004; Sharot, Martorella, 
Delgado, & Phelps, 2006). As originally conceptualized, flashbulb memories 
were regarded as extraordinarily detailed, long-lasting, and unusually accu-
rate “snapshots” of the specific context in which an unexpected, emotion-
laden event occurred (Brown & Kulik, 1977). Over the years, research has 
qualified some of the early claims regarding such memories. For example, 
even though people often perceive that such memories are accurate, such rec-
ollections can contain the same sorts of distortions one finds with other types 
of memories (Neisser & Harsch, 1992). Nevertheless, more recent work has 
found that flashbulb memories can sometimes be extraordinarily accurate 
and detailed, provided that the event has direct, personal relevance to the 
perceiver (Bernsten & Thomsen, 2005). As we discuss in more detail later in 
this chapter, the vividness of these memories is important because it suggests 
that such recollections may be especially likely to trigger strong emotions.

Second, the fact that such vivid memories are distributed across literally 
millions of people has implications for research and theory on collective 
memory (Halbwachs, 1992). Although there is no single agreed-on defini-
tion of such memories (cf. Wertsch & Roediger, 2008), one of the important 
functions of such memories is that they have a remarkable capacity to create 
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a sense of unity or “oneness” among people who would not otherwise see a 
meaningful sense of kinship. This certainly seems to be true of the 9/11 attacks 
in the sense that this event, as with other calamitous threats to a nation or 
its people, creates a “remembering collective that recollects and recounts 
itself through the unifying memory of catastrophes and suffering … bind-
ing its members together by instilling in them a sense of common mission 
and destiny” (Zertal, 2005, p. 2) In other words, although memories of the 
9/11 attacks are certainly important for many people, such memories are par-
ticularly important for Americans because they have become an important 
element of how they define themselves. To paraphrase an analogous point 
made by Balkin (1999), such memories bind Americans together because 
these memories are linked to a story that is their story.

Collective Memory and Emotion

In our view, catastrophic events such as the 9/11 attacks are particularly 
valuable because they highlight the important relation of emotion to under-
standing collective memory. Although collective memory researchers have 
hardly ignored emotion (Cohn, Mehl, & Pennebaker, 2004), less is known 
about this factor than one might think. This is especially true in terms of 
the different types of consequences that emotion can have in shaping and 
guiding social attitudes and values.

We discuss these findings in more detail later in this chapter, but our 
interest in these matters was stimulated by a recent line of research in our 
laboratory that, over the past few years, has yielded some provocative and 
highly counterintuitive results (Lambert et al., 2008; Olson, 2003). In this 
paradigm, participants are randomly assigned to condition in which they 
either were, or were not, reminded of the 9/11 attacks. Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, these reminders triggered a significant increase in negative emotion, 
including heightened levels of unhappiness, anger, and anxiety. Of greater 
interest, these emotional experiences led to systematic “shifts” in partici-
pants’ support for key sociopolitical issues. For example, the anger elicited 
by memories of the 9/11 attacks led, in turn, to a general tendency to sup-
port “pro-military” positions, which included greater support for Bush’s 
decision to invade Iraq as well as the president’s “war on terror.” Moreover, 
the direction and magnitude of this effect were completely unaffected by 
participants’ own political ideology (measured earlier in the experiment). 
This meant that, even among the most “superliberal” Bush-hating partici-
pants in our sample, reminders of the 9/11 attacks led to increased support 
for the president’s policies, as mediated through anger. For us, these and 
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other aspects of our findings to be discussed later serve as a provocative 
illustration of the power of collective memories, and the important role that 
emotion might play in this regard.

The rest of this chapter is organized in the following way. We begin with 
a brief consideration of some basic theoretical issues regarding collective 
memory. This is not meant to be an exhaustive review of the literature but 
is meant to clarify a few key issues that are germane to some key points. 
We next discuss two different “senses” of emotion as it relates to collective 
memory, namely, memories of emotion as opposed to the effects of memory 
on emotion. Following this, we consider some interesting but understudied 
implications of emotion as it might apply to the passage of time, and how 
such passage could ultimately yield striking incongruities between the ways 
that people felt about an event in the past, as opposed to how they might 
feel later. In the final section of the chapter, we discuss in more detail the 
recent findings we have obtained in our own laboratory that, as suggested 
earlier, provide specific documentation of the interactive roles of collective 
memory and emotion in shaping important sociopolitical attitudes.

Theoretical Background

Collective memories are often relevant to the citizens of a particular nation, 
but such memories can also be critical to other types of collectives, such as 
religious groups (e.g., Jewish memories of the Holocaust; cf. Novick, 1999). 
As for the sense of “togetherness” that collective memories might foster, such 
effects could operate at different levels. For example, such unity could refer 
to a global sense of identity (e.g., nationalism, patriotism) among members 
of a group. However, these effects might be more specific, anchored with 
respect to a specific attitude or decision, such as a decision to go to war. 
The process by which collections of individuals might vary increase in their 
“groupiness” is related to Campbell’s (1958) concept of entitativity, which 
refers to the degree to which a collection of persons are bonded together in 
a coherent unit (Lickel et al., 2000). For example, groups high in entitativ-
ity tend to maintain greater cohesiveness and “feel” more like a collective 
compared to groups low in entitativity (McConnell, Sherman, & Hamilton, 
1997). Entitativity is somewhat related to the concept of group homogeneity 
(Lambert & Wyer, 1990; Lambert, Barton, Lickel, & Wells, 1998; Tajfel, 1981; 
Park & Hastie, 1987), although the two concepts are not identical (Yzerbyt, 
Judd, & Corneille, 2003).

One of the long-running debates in the collective memory litera-
ture is whether studying the mechanisms underlying individually held 
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memories – the kinds of memories most often studied by experimental psy-
chologists – can lead to a greater understanding of collective memories, and 
vice versa (Velleman, 1997; Wilson, 2005). Although we do not subscribe 
to a strong “reductionistic” view (i.e., that collective memory can simply be 
reduced to individual memory processes), we believe that many of the find-
ings obtained in the experimental psychological literature on “individual” 
memories are relevant to collective memories as well. In other words, a focus 
on the collective does not automatically preclude a focus on the individual, 
and vice versa.

In writing this chapter, we were particularly interested in those aspects 
of collective memory that are relevant to emotion. However, this does 
not imply that that all examples of collective memory must necessarily 
involve strong affective experience. For example, Americans memories 
of the Declaration of Independence or British memories of the Battle of 
Hastings both seem to qualify as excellent examples of collective mem-
ory. However, neither of these memories is likely to be associated with 
particularly strong emotions. Hence, emotion may be only one of several 
different sorts of factors that have the capacity to bind people together. 
In the two examples cited earlier, for instance, it is the symbolic mean-
ing of these events that probably give the memories significance to their 
respective target populations. The factors that determine the presence/
intensity of emotion in collective memory strikes us as an important 
issue in its own right. As far as we know, little formal work has been 
done on this topic. It may be useful in future work to delineate factors 
on the basis of whether they have to do with the nature of the event itself 
(e.g., how long ago it occurred, its vividness) or the properties of the 
person  remembering it.

Finally, it is important to recognize that collective memories are, by their 
very nature, embedded in a singular historical/social context. For this rea-
son, it is possible that some of the dynamics surrounding a given collective 
memory may be specific to that particular memory, and may not generalize 
to other memories that are relevant to events that occurred in a different 
context. Although we focus on a number of different collective memories in 
this chapter, our main attention is on the 9/11 attacks, as a “running theme” 
to illustrate some of the main points we wish to make here. Nevertheless, 
we believe that emotion is likely to play an important role in collective 
memory much of the time, and one of the overarching goals of this chap-
ter is delineate the various ways that this might occur for various types of 
 collective memory, including but not limited to those associated with the 
9/11 attacks.
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Emotions as Memorial Representations: On the Storage and  
Retrieval of Affective States

In the collective memory literature, emotion is often framed as something 
that is remembered. For example, the question we posed at the beginning 
of our chapter – How did you feel when you first heard the news about 
the 9/11 attacks? – represents a query about a past internal state. This sense 
of emotion can be understood as a type a memory within the declarative 
memory system, which “provides a basis for conscious recollection of facts 
and events” (Squire, 1994, p. 203). Hence, questions about one’s past emo-
tional state are, in principle, not appreciably different from asking people 
to remember other facts about that day (e.g., do you recall calling your 
 parents?). Recalling information about a past emotional state may, or may 
not, correspond to how you currently feel. For example, a person may 
remember being extremely confused and upset when they first heard the 
news about the 9/11 attacks. However, this does not necessarily imply that 
they are feeling that way at the time they are answering the question.

In short, we speak here of memories about our emotions. Setting aside 
the issues surrounding collective memories for the moment, such memo-
ries are important for several reasons. For one thing, we have a huge num-
ber of them. If you took the time to write about all of the things that have 
happened to you over the last week, many of these events are likely to be 
associated with at least some kind emotional reaction (e.g., boredom, sur-
prise, pleasure, irritation, happiness, sadness, impatience, etc.). There may 
be some truly mundane events that do not trigger any emotion at all, such 
as picking up a cup of coffee (unless it happens to be unexpectedly hot). For 
the most part, however, events of any consequence usually are associated 
with some emotion, even if such emotions are quite fleeting (cf. Zajonc, 
1980). Moreover, memories of our own emotions almost certainly play a 
role in formation and construction of personal identity. In particular, the 
sense of who we are as a person, and our ability to predict our own future 
behavior, are likely to be based in part on our memories of our own affective 
responses to previous events (Stryker, 2004).

Implications for Collective Memory

How might these considerations be relevant to collective memories 
in  particular? In the discussion to follow we first consider two distinct 
ways that memories for emotion could foster the “sense of the collective” 
that is often mentioned by researchers in this area. As we shall show, this 
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sense of collectiveness does not necessarily have to be based on objective 
 reality, insofar as people could potentially overestimate or exaggerate the 
extent to which others share one’s own memories of affective experience. 
We  continue this theme in the next section, exploring the various memory 
biases that might play a role here and the consequences that such biases 
might have.

Creation of the Collective through Interaction and Social Inference

Memories are obviously something that people share with one another 
during one-on-one interactions (Boyer, 1992) and such sharing can often 
include sharing of memories about emotional experiences (Harber & 
Cohen, 2005; Laurenceau, Barrett, and Pietromonaco, 1998; Rime, 2007). 
Such shared memories could focus on events that are specific to the peo-
ple involved (e.g., “Remember that time when we took that road trip to 
Boston?”) or could extend to a much more widely experienced event (e.g., 
“I can’t believe it’s been 40 years since we sat in front of the television and 
watched the funeral of President Kennedy”). In the latter case, sharing of 
memories about a widely experienced event could lead huge groups of peo-
ple to feel a greater sense of kinship than they otherwise would. Again, we 
speak here of the sharing of memories about emotions, not the affective 
experience itself; we consider the latter in more detail presently. However, 
it would be a mistake to dismiss such memories as trivial or inconsequen-
tial. On the contrary, sharing how one “felt at the time” can be psychologi-
cally important and useful in its own right, even in the absence of actual 
 emotions during the retelling.

A sense of the collective does not, however, necessarily have to be based 
on objective reality. In other words, a perception that other share one’s rec-
ollections may be more important than whether that overlap is actually 
present. For example, many Americans are likely to feel that they have a 
psychological bond with at least some other Americans in terms of their 
emotional experiences surrounding several disparate historical events. 
Depending on their age and other demographic factors, this could include 
memories of the attack on Pearl Harbor (1941), launching of Sputnik (1957), 
the assassination of JFK (1963), the resignation of Richard Nixon (1974), the 
explosion of the Challenger shuttle (1986), or the start of the Persian Gulf 
War (1990).

In theory, there could be very high overlap across people in the vivid-
ness of people’s memory of these and other events, along with the emotions 
associated with them. In practice, however, people may often perceive more 
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consensus than is really the case. Research in the social psychological lit-
erature has shown that people tend to assume that others share their own 
attitudes and experiences, especially when we are not privy to any specific 
information about others (Ross, Greene, & House, 1977). In other words, 
in the absence of any information to the contrary, people often “default” to 
their own experiences when forming inferences about others. Hence, for 
example, a 50-something ex-hippy might tend to overestimate the extent to 
which people of his generation remembered and experienced Woodstock in 
the same way he did. Importantly, this could be true even if his experiences 
are, in fact, fairly idiosyncratic and are not shared by many people at all. In 
this sense, one could argue that one’s subjective perception of the overlap of 
one’s memories/emotions with others can, in certain cases, be most critical, 
independent of whether those perceptions are actually correct.

On the Role of Selective/Reconstructive Memory

The considerations listed here raise a related issue, namely, the extent to 
which memories for emotions are guided by selective or reconstructive 
biases. Although memories of events such as the 9/11 attacks might gen-
erally be accurate, this does not mean that such biases never exist in this 
domain. Such biases could certainly include memory for one’s own previ-
ous emotions. In other words, as with other sorts of memories, recollection 
of one’s own internal state could be systematically be distorted by consider-
ations that are present at the time of retrieval.

As for where such biases might come from, it is heuristically useful to con-
sider two general families of causation. On the one hand, such biases could 
be driven by “internal” factors specific to the person engaging in the recol-
lection. Certainly, there is much evidence in the experimental psychological 
literature showing that memories for one’s own previous emotions can be sys-
tematically biased by one’s own personality traits (e.g., level of neuroticism) as 
well as chronically experienced or acute emotional experiences, such as feel-
ings of anxiety (Feldman-Barrett, 1997; Safer, Levine, & Lench, 2006). Such 
considerations certainly could lead to collective memories. For example, if 
you happened to be anxious at the time you thought about the 9/11 attacks 
and your original reaction to them, this might lead you to selectively focus 
on, or perhaps even falsely “remember,” previous experiences that were asso-
ciated with anxious feelings as opposed to experiences associated with other 
 emotions, such as anger (Levine, Whalen, Jamner & Henker, 2005).

On the other hand, emory for one’s previous emotions could also be 
affected by considerations that are more “external” to the person doing the 
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remembering. Of particular relevance to collective memory is the attempts 
of politicians to deliberately influence our memories through the use of 
propaganda, speeches, or other types of “political spin” (Ewen, 1996). It 
has long been recognized that politicians often have much to gain through 
manipulating the emotions of the people they seek to govern, and this could 
certainly include subtle or not-so-subtle attempts to distort memories for 
what people felt at any particular time. For example, political observers 
often observed that Hillary Clinton’s campaign during the 2008 presiden-
tial election cycle relied, in part, on augmenting Americans’ nostalgia for 
Bill Clinton’s presidency during the 1990s. To the extent that such efforts 
were even partially successful, such effects could have been, in part, related 
to some distortion or exaggeration of people’s memories for their positive 
emotions (e.g., economic well-being) during that period. Of course, politi-
cians often have much to gain by deliberately manipulating and drawing 
people’s current emotions, an issue that we consider in more detail later in 
this chapter.

The upshot of these considerations is that memories of emotions, like 
other types of memories, can often be constructed. To reiterate, this does 
not necessarily contradict the notion that vivid events can be remembered 
quite accurately. Some aspects of people’s memories may, in fact, be remark-
ably accurate, especially when they pertain to overt “external” events, such 
as having a mental snapshot of the flow of events on a particular day. When 
it comes to our own internal experiences, however, memory biases may be 
more likely, although the extent to which this is true is likely to depend on 
the nature of the emotional experience and the extent to which the emotion 
was behaviorally expressed at the time.

On the Role of Memory in Triggering the Active  
Experience of Emotion

The previous discussion of the emotion-memory relationship focused on 
memory for past emotions. However, this is just one aspect of the interrela-
tion between memory and emotion. In particular, remembering our past 
can also give rise to current emotional experience. Episodic memory is par-
ticularly likely to be involved in these considerations, for reasons that are 
captured well by Endel Tulving’s (2002) famous essay in which he noted the 
“time capsule” essence of episodic memory:

With one singular exception, time’s arrow is straight. Unidirectionality of 
time is one of nature’s most fundamental laws. It has relentlessly governed 
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all happenings in the universe – cosmic, geological, physical, biological, 
psychological – as long as the universe has existed. Galaxies and stars 
are born and they die, living creatures are young before they grow old, 
causes always precede effects, there is no return to yesterday, and so on 
and on. Time’s flow is irreversible. The singular exception is provided 
by the human ability to remember past happenings. When one thinks 
today about what one did yesterday, time’s arrow is bent into a loop. The 
rememberer has mentally traveled back into her past and thus violated 
the law of the irreversibility of the flow of time. She has not accomplished 
the feat in physical reality, of course, but rather in the reality of the mind, 
which, as everyone knows, is at least as important for human beings as is 
the physical reality. (Tulving, 2002, p. x)

Tulving does not specifically consider emotion in his analysis, but this view 
clearly suggests that episodic memory can play an important role not only 
in remembering, but also in reexperiencing, the emotional content of the 
initial event. For example, memories of the 9/11 attacks may not simply 
involve remembering being upset, it may subsequently lead one to actually 
be upset.

Readers familiar with the process-oriented literature on memory may 
have already noted that the sense of emotion emphasized here might 
bear some relevance to nondeclarative systems of memory (e.g., automa-
tized, proceduralized processes such as classical conditioning; cf. Squire & 
Kandel, 1999). However, the problem in this analysis is that there is con-
siderable debate in the literature as to what is the best way to frame the 
nature of these dual memory systems (e.g., explicit vs. implicit, as opposed 
to declarative vs. nondeclarative). As a related point, nondeclarative pro-
cesses are sometimes assumed to be nonconscious but this assumption 
may not be applicable when speaking of the active experience of emotion  
(cf. Clore, 1994). For present purposes, the distinction that is most impor-
tant is between memories of emotion (covered in an earlier section of this 
chapter) as opposed to the effects of memories on emotion, which is the 
focus of the current discussion.

Communication of Emotion, Redux

As with other internal nondeclarative states, human beings possess the abil-
ity to transform emotional experiences into verbal reports. However, some 
transformations can be more difficult than others. Researchers and poets 
alike have long known that the process of “putting emotions into words” can 
be inherently difficult and there can be a large gap between the words that 
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we are using to describe an emotional state and the features of the emotional 
state itself. Nonetheless, human beings do seem to have a drive to express 
their current feelings and this fact has some important implications for many 
aspects of social behavior, including issues relevant to collective memory.

Earlier in this chapter, we had suggested that people might be inclined 
to share memories about their past emotional experiences, even when the 
retrieval process does not actually trigger any emotion per se. Such sharing 
may be even more likely when recollections of past events spontaneously 
activate strong emotions (Rime & Christophe, 1997). Classic work in the 
social psychological literature has shown that people often have a drive to 
affiliate with others when they are experiencing strong emotions (especially, 
negative emotions arising out of stress) as part of a larger effort to under-
stand their own internal feelings (Schachter, 1959). In addition, the “urge to 
share” may be also driven by the psychological benefits of expressing one’s 
emotional experiences to others (Harber & Pennebaker, 1992). The process 
of sharing/communicating such emotions seems likely to represent a spe-
cific social psychological mechanism, which could contribute to the “sense 
of the collective” that has been of such strong interest among researchers in 
the collective memory literature.

What Kinds of Memories are Likely to Trigger Emotions?

Before turning to the next section, it is useful to consider an interesting but 
understudied issue, namely, what kinds of collective memories are likely 
to involve emotion in either of the senses we have discussed thus far (i.e., 
emotion as a stored representation, or as an actively experienced affec-
tive state). Thus far, we have focused mostly on episodic memory, which 
includes “memory for specific events that were personally experienced and 
remembered” (Balota & Coane, in press). As noted earlier, such memo-
ries do not necessarily have to involve the direct experience of emotion. 
However, when memories do involve emotion, it seems intuitively likely 
that the memory in question is, in fact, an episodic memory. Certainly, our 
most powerful emotional reactions (e.g., feelings of grief, euphoria, depres-
sion, anger, happiness) seem to usually revolve around an event or series of 
events, that we more or less personally experienced.

The issue of what it means to “personally experience” an event is more 
complex than it might seem. To illustrate, consider three different settings 
that a person might acquire knowledge about the 9/11 attacks: (a) on the 
morning of September 11, 2001, a resident of New York City looks up and 
watches the second plane crash into the South Tower, (b) 1 hour later, a 
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woman who lives in Seattle watches a rebroadcast of that event, (c) 10 years 
later, a child first learns about the 9/11 attacks by watching the same video 
rebroadcast in class. Most people would agree that the person in Seattle 
has an episodic memory of the attacks, even though she was not personally 
there and learned about it in after-the-fact fashion. If this is so, however, 
there seems no reason in principle why the child in the third scenario could 
not also be said to have an episodic memory of the event itself. These con-
siderations arguably begin to blur the distinction between semantic and 
episodic memory. However, this complication is not of central concern 
for present purposes since, as we note later in this chapter, the distinction 
between these two types of memory may not necessarily be critical in the 
context of theory and research on collective memory.

By way of contrast, semantic memory pertains to an even broader base 
of memory, which could loosely be regarded as people’s “general world 
know ledge,” which would include, among other things, your understand-
ing of concepts and words (e.g., the meaning of the concept of mammal), 
beliefs about objects in our environment (e.g., knowledge that tomatoes are 
red, edible, and are smaller than watermelons), as well as knowledge of facts 
about people and events, including those involving the self. For example, the 
knowledge that your mother gave birth to you is part of semantic, but not epi-
sodic, memory, as humans typically lack reliable episodic memory of events 
from the first year or so of life (cf. Newcombe, Lloyd, & Ratliff, 2007).

To what extent do emotions play a role in semantic memories? Certainly, 
we can have positive or negative appraisals of events and objects we have 
not had any personal experience at all. For example, semantic memory can 
include knowledge about all sorts of people and historical events (e.g., Adolf 
Hitler, Mahatma Gandhi, the crash of the Hindenburg, the coronation of King 
Louis VIII) about which we may have positive or negative feelings, even in 
the absence of any personal experience. Moreover, depending on the event 
in question and the type of knowledge that one has acquired about it, the 
intensity of such emotions can sometimes rival those associated with episodic 
memories. For example, few people alive at the current time personally expe-
rienced the Holocaust. However, knowledge of the event itself, and the vivid 
photographs that document its existence, can trigger exceptionally strong 
reactions in people, even if they were born long after the event took place.

Past–Present Emotional Discordance

The way that people felt about an event may not necessarily match their 
current feelings. For example, events that once elicited joy may now make 
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us rather gloomy. Conversely, events that formerly elicited a sense of doom 
now may be more likely to make us rather cheery. In such cases, remem-
bering the initial event could elicit a sense of conflict (e.g., “torn feelings”), 
such as a mixed sense of wistfulness, happiness, and anger that someone 
might feel in the context of bitter divorce, when reminiscing about a joyful 
marriage ceremony with one’s former spouse. In such cases, the conflict 
may involve a sharp discrepancy between the emotions stored along with 
the original episodic trace (e.g., “I remember dancing all night with you in 
the garden”) versus current emotions that are based on more recent events. 
Such discrepancies could include at least two “types,” namely, circumstances 
in which (a) the original memory is associated with positive emotions but 
we feel more negative now, or (b) the original memory is associated with 
negative emotions but we feel more positively now. For example, the former 
might involve hating something we once loved, whereas the latter might 
involve loving something we once hated.

Setting aside the exact nature of the discordance, research has demon-
strated that people have a remarkable tendency to engage in personal “revi-
sionism” in their own personal histories in the service of alleviating or even 
eliminating such conflict. For example, work by Michael Ross and his col-
leagues (Ross & Wilson, 2003; Wilson & Ross, 2001) have shown that people 
often distort memories of their own past. This revisionism often occurs in 
the service of rendering a more evaluatively consistent balance between how 
we feel now and how we remember feeling then. This sort of process may 
generally be consistent with principles of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 
1957), which suggests that people find evaluative discord unpleasant and 
will be motivated to resolve the consistency by changing one or more of the 
elements that are contributing to it. In the case of conflict between present 
and (memories of) past emotions, one could resolve this dissonance either 
through modifying one’s current feelings (e.g., “Perhaps I really still do love 
her, after all”) or by revising one’s sense of what one’s original feelings were 
like (e.g., “Deep down, I guess I did have some serious doubts about the 
marriage”).

Implications for Collective Memory

These considerations have some theoretically and practically important 
ramifications for collective memory. Take, for example, the fall of the Berlin 
Wall in 1989. As widely reported by the media, reunification of West and 
East Germany appeared to result in a general state of euphoria. However, 
Germans’ current feelings tell a rather different story. Recent polls from 
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various polling organizations indicate some sharply divided and remarkably 
disparate feelings among Germans, with a surprisingly high percentage of 
Germans (approximately 25 percent, as of 2004) expressing the opinion that 
Germany was better off with the wall intact. This is just one example, but 
we suspect that the experience is not uncommon. A large group of people 
might experience (more or less) the same emotional reaction to an event 
when it initially occurs. However, this in no way implies that the group will 
always have this kind of emotional consensus. Over time, groups are likely 
to become more heterogeneous in their emotions depending on the idio-
syncratic trajectory of people’s own personal lives. For example, Germans 
whose economic fortunes substantially improved with the fall of the Berlin 
Wall should, for obvious reasons, be more likely to retain their positive feel-
ings regarding reunification compared to those who fared less well after 
that event.

This issue is important because it means that after-the-fact recollections 
of a key historical event may, or may not, increase the psychological sense of 
togetherness among a group of people, even if huge groups of people all felt 
more or less the same emotion at the time. Time has a tendency to change 
our views, but the exact track of revisionism may take different paths for 
different people over time. Memories that create a sense of collectiveness at 
one point in time may not necessarily have that property indefinitely.

The Power of Collective Betrayal

As noted earlier, emotional discord in individuals can produce strong emo-
tions in its own right, such as feelings of disappointment or even betrayal. 
However, the existence of such bitterness in one person is one thing; the pres-
ence of such emotions among large groups of people, all at the same time, is 
quite another. The phenomenon of large groups of people all feeling strong 
emotions at the same time is relevant to several classic lines of research in 
the social science. This includes LeBon’s (1895) classic work on “mob behav-
ior” as well as numerous other theoretical models concerned with the psy-
chology of crowds (e.g., Reicher, 2004). To be sure, groups do not always act 
in a coordinated manner, even when their members are feeling much the 
same emotion. However, there are important cases in which the collective 
experience of emotion can lead to dramatic and sudden changes. Indeed, 
history is filled with examples of nations whose citizens have experienced 
collective euphoria over a change in leadership or political structure, only 
to feel quite differently a relatively short time later, when optimism about 
the “new guard” quickly fades into a sense of disappointment, sometimes 
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even betrayal. Again, it seems likely that the strength of these emotions  
is derived from a sharp discord between past and present, between what 
people felt at a particular time and how they feel now.

One very recent example of this emerged very recently in the former 
Soviet Republic of Georgia. In 2003, Mikheil Saakashvili received nearly 
unanimous support among Georgians as part of the nonviolent “Rose 
Revolution” in which Eduard Shevardnadze – a politician strongly asso-
ciated with the corrupt practices of the Communist Party – was swept 
from office. Only 4 years later, however, Georgians engaged in massive 
and widescale protests demanding Saakashvilli’s immediate resignation, 
fostered (ironically) by the widespread perception that he had engaged in 
many of the same sorts of corrupt actions that led to his predecessor being 
removed from office. We are not aware of any data that specifically speaks 
to this point, but it seems likely that the collective memory of the Rose 
Revolution – and in particular, the positive feelings and optimism sur-
rounding that event – may, ironically, be one of the important reasons for 
the widespread existence of anger. Rapid changes in society often involve 
intense emotions. It seems likely that collective memories may often play 
a key role in eliciting the widespread activation and expression of these 
 affective states.

Implications: The “rally effects”

Just a few days after the 9/11 attacks, President George W. Bush saw his job 
approval ratings soar 39 points to 90 percent. This represents the highest 
approval rating ever recorded for an American president, besting the previ-
ous record of 89 percent, held by Bush’s father, just after the commencement 
of the Gulf War in 1991. These events are familiar to American political 
theorists, who often use the term “rally effects” (short for “rally ‘round 
the flag effect”) to describe these dramatic boosts in approval ratings in 
response to a singular historical event (Mueller, 1970). We believe that there 
is a strong connection between rally effects and collective memories, for at 
least two reasons. First, although political scientists rarely mention memory 
processes in their discussion of rally effects, such effects are, by definition, 
shifts in political preferences that occur in “after-the-fact” fashion to his-
torical events and these preference shifts can last for months or even years 
(Brody & Shapiro, 1989). Hence, rally effects are strongly rooted in collective 
memory of an historical event. Second – and even more important, to our 
mind – the consequences of rally effects are directly relevant to the “sense of 
the collective” that is so central to the idea of collective memory in the first 
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place. For example, it is difficult to imagine that George W. Bush could have 
galvanized support for the subsequent war in Iraq without broad support 
for his presidency, and the 9/11 attacks certainly provided that support in 
the form of recordbreaking levels of presidential approval.

Political criticisms of Bush aside (e.g., whether he “misused” the 9/11 
attacks for his own agenda in Iraq) the fact remains: rally effects provide 
presidents with a base of support that can be used to launch enormously 
important policies and executive decisions which can, in turn, have dra-
matic implications not only for Americans but for other people around 
the world as well. We cannot imagine any better illustration of the impor-
tance of collective memory and why social scientists should study it. In the 
remainder of this chapter, we consider in greater detail some relevant data 
that speak to these issues.

Brief Overview of Theory and Research on Rally Effects

Early models of such effects (Mueller, 1970) suggested that any sudden 
international crisis could trigger sustained boosts in presidential popu-
larity. However, Baker and O’Neal (2001) have cast some doubt on this 
assumption, suggesting that rally effects are much rarer than was thought at 
first. For example, even the most severe financial crises do not reliably lead 
to significant changes in support for the president. On the basis of their 
review, Baker and O’Neal (2001) suggest that an emerging military crisis – 
especially if it is sudden, dramatic, and international in scope – is one of 
the few factors known to be sufficient, in and of itself, to trigger sustained 
increases in support for the president. In line with this view, there are only 
a small handful of well-documented rally effects aside from those follow-
ing the attacks of 9/11, and all of these fit the criteria laid out by Baker and 
O’Neal, namely, (a) the attack on Pearl Harbor (1941); (b) the Bay of Pigs 
crisis (1962); (c) the earlier-mentioned entry of the United States into the 
Gulf War (1991); and (d) the invasion of Iraq (2003).

Although rally effects have been well documented empirically, the psy-
chological dynamics underlying rally effects are poorly understood. This is, 
in part, because rally effects have been studied almost exclusively through 
analyses of presidential surveys (often through telephone polls). Such polls 
undoubtedly possess many strengths, such as the ability to generate huge, 
nationally representative samples overnight. However, pollsters have only a 
limited window of opportunity – often, less than a minute – to pose ques-
tions to the respondent. This obviously limits the scope of questions to be 
posed and, of those that are included, these can sometimes yield ambiguous 
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results. For example, the ubiquitous “job approval ratings” that form the 
basis for many presidential approval polls are often interpreted as reveal-
ing general support for the president, but it also might indicate much more 
narrow approval of the president’s specific role as military commander-  
 in- chief.

Throughout this chapter, we have emphasized why and how emotion 
might be relevant to collective memory. Here, too, we see emotions playing 
a large role as well, insofar as emotions have the capacity to exert a strong 
impact on social attitudes and values. However, the precise nature of this 
impact should depend on the precise type of emotion that is activated. We 
probe this issue in more detail later in this chapter.

The “Functional Approach” to Emotions and Social Judgment

Once a particular emotion is activated, such emotions can powerfully shape 
our understanding of our environment (Forgas, 2002). This can lead to 
context-based shifts in our attitudes and values, that is, how we appraise 
the “goodness” and “badness” of our environment. In other words, social 
psychological preferences are not fixed; rather, they are often dependent on 
situational context. This is not a novel idea (Mischel, 1968; Wicker, 1969) 
in and of itself. However, recent research has only begun to uncover the 
 specific way that emotion plays a role in this regard.

As it turns out, emotions can affect judgment and behavior in several, 
and not just one, way. For example, emotions can play a role at a rela-
tively “early” stage of processing, such as influencing the kinds of stimuli  
which we notice, and influencing how ambiguous stimuli are interpreted. 
Of particular interest for our concerns, there is a rapidly growing line of 
research on the functional approach to emotion, which assumes that affec-
tive experience is often connected to one or more psychological goals or 
motives (Frijda & Mesquita, 1994; Harmon-Jones, 2004; Keltner & Gross, 
1999; Schwarz, 1990). One question to arise from this functional approach 
is whether the activation of motives precedes the experience of emotions, 
or whether emotions precede the activation of motives. For example, does 
the motive of retaliation trigger anger, or does anger activate motives for 
retaliation? This issue has long been debated among theorists in this area 
and, hence, for present purposes, it is heuristically useful to regard motives 
and emotions as psychological clusters or “bundles” in which the activation 
of goals often leads to activation of emotions, and vice versa.

The functional approach to emotions becomes particularly important 
and interesting in those cases where a singular event can trigger two or 
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more distinct motive/emotion clusters, each of which could exert very dif-
ferent effects on judgment and behavior. Consider the example of threat. On 
the one hand, many – although perhaps not all – threatening contexts are 
likely to be associated with motives of retaliation and retribution, which are 
likely to be associated with anger. On the other hand, threatening contexts 
may also be associated with motives for protection and security, which are 
likely to involve anxiety and fear. Hence, although anger and anxiety may 
often be correlated as a result of their shared negative valence (Lerner & 
Keltner, 2001), they nevertheless have the capacity to affect behaviors and 
judgments in rather different ways.

An Experimental Study of the Consequences of  
Collective Memory

Experimental methodologies are not often used in the collective memory 
literature. However, there is no reason why such an approach could not be 
used fruitfully to study such memories, particularly with respect to assess-
ing their consequences. This perspective rests on the assumption that the 
salience of collective memories, like other sorts of memories, can vary 
in terms of their salience (i.e., their cognitive accessibility). As a num-
ber of scholars have noted, anniversaries represent a “natural manipula-
tion” of the salience of collective memories (Pennebaker & Banasik, 1997; 
Schwalbe, 2006). However, laboratory-based priming procedures afford 
the opportunity to study the consequences of such differences in salience 
under more controlled conditions. In particular, one can randomly assign 
participants to conditions in which their memories of a particular event 
either are or are not made more salient. Although rather straightforward, 
this approach can be extremely valuable insofar as it provides causal 
evidence regarding the effects of any given memory on judgment and 
behavior.

This is, in fact, the approach we have used over the last few years in our 
laboratory, in an attempt to better understand the consequences of people’s 
memories of the 9/11 attacks (Lambert et al., 2008; Olson, 2003). Across 
several studies conducted between 2002 and 2007, we employed two differ-
ent kinds of memory manipulations designed to affect the salience of par-
ticipants’ memories of this event. In some experiments, participants were 
assigned either to watch an eight-minute clip of the 9/11 attacks (excerpted 
from a CNN-produced video entitled America Remembers) or to solve a 
series of anagrams. In other studies, participants were asked to write an 
autobiographical account either of the 9/11 attacks or of the mundane events 
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that occurred during a typical day. Importantly, both types of memory 
manipulations produced similar effects, showing that our results were not 
due to the idiosyncratic way that memories were activated.

Immediately after being reminded of the 9/11 attacks, we assessed par-
ticipants’ current emotional experience on the basis of a battery of self-
 report items adapted from the PANAS (Watson & Tellegen, 1985), perhaps 
the most widely used self-report instrument designed to assess emotional 
experience. Among the large number of studies using the PANAS (or modi-
fications of it), the usual approach is to form two very general indices of 
affect and, in particular, positive versus negative affect. Although such 
broadband indices can be useful in some contexts, we were interested in the 
possibility that memories for traumatic events could elicit different types 
of negative emotion which could exert different types of effects on judg-
ments and attitudes. To this end, we constructed two multi-item indices, 
including (a) an anger index (based on an average of angry, mad, and irate) 
and (b) an anxiety index (based on an average of anxious, jittery, nervous, 
worried, relaxed, comfort, and calm, after reverse scoring where necessary). 
These two indices tended to correlate moderately with another, ranging 
between .30 and .50, depending on the experiment. Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, participants reported significantly higher levels of anger and anxiety 
if they had been induced to think about the 9/11 attacks than if they had 
not. Nevertheless, despite this overlap in emotion, the now-activated emo-
tions of anger and anxiety led to different sorts of “shifts” with respect to 
 sociopolitical  attitudes, as we note later in this chapter.

Following assessment of emotion, we typically had our participants 
complete a large, randomized battery of questions which tapped a number 
of different sociopolitical attitudes. This battery included attitude queries 
about the president and his policies (including but not limited to those per-
taining to the Iraq War) as well as more general items relevant to liberalism 
and conservatism. We then conducted tests of mediation, which allowed us 
to examine any effects of the experimental manipulation on attitudes and 
whether such effects were mediated by emotion. By and large, most of our 
effects were in fact mediated by emotion. That is, the memory manipulation 
produced strong differences in emotion across condition, and these differ-
ences in emotion then produced systematic changes in attitudes and values. 
Once changes in emotion were statistically controlled for, the effects of the 
memory manipulation usually but not always disappeared; see Lambert 
et al., 2008 for further details).

One of the more interesting aspects of our research is that we found evi-
dence of double dissociation in terms of the effects of anger versus anxiety 
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on attitudes. That is, anger affected attitudes that were unaffected by anx-
iety, whereas anxiety affected attitudes that were unaffected by anger. As 
for anger, increased levels of this emotion were associated with a general 
rise in support for the president (reminiscent of the classic rally effects as 
conceptualized by political scientists) but this effect occurred in the larger 
context of a general rise in “militant aggressiveness,” including enhanced 
support for the war in Iraq along with more favorable attitudes toward peo-
ple, groups and institutions associated with a pro-military position, as well 
as a general surge in punitiveness, even in domains completely unrelated 
to the ongoing war in Iraq. Again, all of these effects were mediated by 
anger. In contrast, anxiety led to more favorable attitudes toward culturally 
defined “traditional” institutions and attitude objects associated with secu-
rity, order, and stability, including more positive attitudes toward powerful 
government and traditional religious values. (For a more thorough discus-
sion of these results and their relation to other models of social attitudes, 
see Lambert et al., 2008.)

Another interesting aspect of these results is that the effects of mak-
ing these collective memories salient were essentially identical, and did 
not depend on individual differences in either (a) political ideology, that 
is, where participants fell along the liberal-conservative dimension or (b) 
political expertise, conceptualized here as general knowledge about the 
identity of political figures within and outside the United States. This was 
true in two important areas of the data. First, the extremity of anger and 
anxiety as triggered by the memory manipulations was the same regardless 
of these individual differences (for example, liberals were just as angered by 
these memories as conservatives, and vice versa). Second, the consequences 
of the memory on sociopolitical attitudes, mediated by emotion, were the 
same regardless of a priori ideology and political expertise. The upshot of 
these considerations is that increasing the salience of memories of the 9/11 
attacks, even years after the fact, had remarkably similar effects, regardless 
of the kinds of personal attitudes and opinions that participants had when 
they first walked into our laboratory.

To reiterate a theme running throughout this chapter, these findings are 
especially important because they shed light on the specific mechanisms 
by which collective memories about the past can have implications for how 
people respond to currently unfolding events in their lives. In short, these 
findings suggest the implications of collective memories for the “collective 
present,” the latter of which refers to unusual consensus among otherwise 
disparate individuals in terms of their attitudes and opinions about people 
and events.
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Broader Implications of Our Research

We began our discussion by specifically focusing on the 9/11 attacks, but we 
believe that our findings speak more broadly to some larger issues that may 
transcend that event in particular. It is extremely unusual to see large numbers 
(i.e., millions) of people all feeling essentially the same emotion at the same 
time, but memories for historical events can lead to just this sort of scenario.

As we have noted, memories for certain types of historical events can 
trigger strong emotions, regardless of whether the event occurred in the 
recent or distant past, and regardless of whether the person personally 
experienced the event or not. Once activated, such emotion can have enor-
mously important implications for social policy that can, in turn, affect 
large portions of the population.

Quite apart from the circumstances surrounding the 9/11 attacks, a 
rather different illustration of the interconnected roles of collective mem-
ory, emotion, and public policy is afforded by the recently released tapes of 
conversations between President Lyndon Johnson and Martin Luther King 
Jr., just four days after John Kennedy had been assassinated (Beschloss, 
1997). One key element of this conversation is Johnson and King’s aware-
ness that Americans were essentially in a state of collective mourning. For 
his part, Johnson clearly believed that this provided a golden opportunity 
to work for swift passage of civil rights legislation (which Kennedy had 
obviously played a large part in developing) and history shows that he was 
essentially correct. Thus, here again we see that collective memory of a 
singular, powerful event led to important consequences and that these 
consequences were almost certainly, in large part, a result of emotional 
experience.

In summary, we believe that these considerations nicely highlight the 
reasons why studying emotion may engender a greater understanding of 
collective memory, especially in terms of the powerful effects that such 
memories can have on many elements of behavior and judgment. By the 
same token, however, studying emotion in the context of collective mem-
ory is likely to afford a greater understanding of emotion, which is often 
studied in relatively controlled, arguably sterile laboratories. There is a 
long history of research on the connection between emotion and memory, 
but many of the nuances and complexities of this relationship have yet to 
be fully understood, especially in the collective memory literature. It is our 
hope that the present chapter highlights the need to further explore this 
relationship along with the theoretical and practical implications that are 
relevant to it.
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According to the “Whig” narrative, world history is a series of long  struggles 
and many detours that fortunately led to that apotheosis of mankind’s polit-
ical achievements, the British Empire of circa 1900 – as excellently dem-
onstrated by (among many others) George Macaulay Trevelyan (see, for 
instance, Trevelyan, 1904). That is also the version of history gently satirized 
in the famous 1066 and All That, which, as the authors added in their subtitle, 
provided the reader with A Memorable History of England, comprising all the 
parts you can remember, including 103 Good Things, 5 Bad Kings and 2 Genuine 
Dates (Sellar & Yeatman, 1930). The connection between memory and whig-
gish history is no coincidence. “Presentism,” that bogeyman of historiogra-
phers, is an unfortunate and ever-present temptation to see past events in 
the light of current norms and conditions. But it also manifests itself in the 
idea that the present is necessary – that history had to happen the way it did 
(Hawthorne, 1991; Tetlock, Lebow, & Parker, 2006). And if the past proves to 
be rather embarrassing, it should be transmogrified or omitted altogether, lest 
it ruins the flattering self-image on which rests a sound polity.

All this may seem familiar, but the studies surveyed by Craig Blatz and 
Michael Ross show how deep-seated the biases are, and how they operate 
even in the most “historically aware” of places. In the early days of memory 
research, Frederic Bartlett had used a version of the “telephone” or “Chinese 
whispers” game, to show how a complex story is gradually simplified, but 
also made more culturally acceptable, as it passes along from one person 
to another along a long chain of transmission (Bartlett, 1932; Bergman & 
Roediger, 1999). Ross and his colleagues used a similar technique to show 
how historical narratives gradually acquire more flattering passages and 
distort or omit the embarrassing ones. As they point out, this is paradoxical 
in an age of “repentance,” when governments and international institutions 
(but rarely the people) seem to compete in their apologies for past deeds.

Part IV

H O W  D O E S  M E M O RY  S HA P E  H I S T O RY ?
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What was a matter of satire to the Victorians acquired a much more 
sinister edge in the last century, by virtue of the sheer scale of atrocities 
and massacres. This, as David Blight points out, is one of the main rea-
sons why we have witnessed such a “memory boom” in public discourse. 
Scholarly history was not the prime mover here. The spectacular develop-
ment of memory studies in history is a consequence of a larger social phe-
nomenon, an ever-increasing awareness that shared historical memories 
are generally contentious and contested. An early source for this aware-
ness is, of course, the intractable problem of Holocaust memory. Modern 
Germany may provide the only example in history of a society that has 
faced collective responsibility in the most explicit manner, in contrast to 
other participants in World War II atrocities (Buruma, 1994). To this day, 
the issue of what to make of the past and of the entanglements of personal 
and collective responsibility, is a major theme of public debate in countries 
as diverse as South Africa, Spain, Argentina, and postcommunist European 
democracies.

These debates, as Blight points out, often reveal the inescapable tensions 
between collective remembering of the kind described in previous chapters 
of this volume, and the exigencies of scholarly history – especially around 
the dimension of trust. After all, historians pride themselves in having a 
metier, a series of procedures rather than a set of goals. This focus on meth-
ods, on how to do scholarly work rather than on what to demonstrate, is 
very similar to the shift in religious exegesis, from theological demonstra-
tion of dogma (we know that the text is true, and we can use any available 
methods to demonstrate it) to historical philology (we must use specific 
methods to analyze texts, whatever conclusions that leads us to) (Todorov, 
1982). This should remind us that it takes particular historical conditions, 
to create and foster such an unnatural form of remembering – unnatural in 
that it goes against the grain of our cognitive tendencies. What those condi-
tions are is still somewhat mysterious; it is at least clear that an emphasis on 
factual chronology, explicitly distinguished from myth and epic, is not an 
exclusively Western achievement (Brown, 1988; Goody, 2006).

The development of a politics of memory has led historians to treat col-
lective remembering as an object of study, rather than an annoyingly ill-
mannered competitor. Jay Winter is among those historians whose focus 
has shifted from historiography to a history of memory (Winter, 1995). In 
particular, Winter describes the socialization, or the appropriation, of a col-
lective past through the consecration of particular places – those statues, 
museums, and memorials that are supposed to provide us with a material 
representation of shared history (see also Nora, 1984, 1986). These places 
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serve specific social functions, ritual ones in particular, but they also express 
more than we realize of shared ways of construing the past. Consider, for 
instance, the striking difference between most World War II memorials – 
heroic and hieratic statues, explicit warlike imagery, emphasis on effort and 
victory – and the Washington, DC, Vietnam memorial – a simple list of 
names, with not a single comment or illustration. The shift in public repre-
sentations, from war as collective triumph to war as individual catastrophe, 
is a psychological one – in the connections people establish between their 
own past and history.
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After the attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon on September 
11, 2001, the Princeton historian Bernard Lewis explained the thinking and 
behavior of Muslims to the American public in a New Yorker article (Lewis, 
2001). Lewis wrote that, unlike Americans, Muslims know and care about 
history:

In current American usage, the phrase “that’s history” is commonly used 
to dismiss something as unimportant, of no relevance to current con-
cerns. … Middle Easterner’s perception of history is nourished from the 
pulpit, by the schools, and by the media, and although it may be – indeed, 
often is – slanted and inaccurate, it is nevertheless vivid and powerfully 
resonant. (p. 51)

Lewis implies that Americans’ (and presumably most Westerners’) his-
torical memories are not “nourished from the pulpit, by the schools, and 
by the media.” He further implies that Americans’ historical memories are 
accurate, even if they do not care much about history.

In this chapter, we dispute each of these claims. Muslims are not unique 
in their use or abuse of history. People’s memories of the histories of the 
national, ethnic, or religious groups to which they belong (ingroups) are 
often tilted in favor of their ingroups and against other groups. We pres-
ent evidence that historical memories are skewed, in part, because children 
and adults are presented with selective and biased depictions of the past. 
Educators, religious leaders, politicians, and media all play an important 
role by influencing the knowledge available. We also show that people’s 
response to the information available further affects their historical memo-
ries. People’s memories are influenced by how they attend to, process, and 
retrieve the information that they receive. Individuals create historical 
memories that depict their valued ingroups favorably, even after reading 
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unfavorable information. We reason that favorable memories of ingroups 
satisfy important group and individual needs. We conclude by discussing 
a recent surge in government apologies for past injustices. Government 
redress is important because it can possibly satisfy group and individual 
concerns, and contribute to more balanced historical memories.

Learning History

The histories taught in schools and presented in the media are not impartial 
renderings of past events; rather, these histories reflect a bias to report the 
past in a way that confirms current preferences, goals, and beliefs (Loewen, 
1995). Conceptions of the past are flexible and succeeding generations rewrite 
history to reflect their own beliefs and achieve their current goals (Barkan, 
2000; Mead, 1929/1964). Historians use the term “presentism” to describe 
these biased portrayals of the past (Butterfield, 1959). As a consequence of 
presentism, young people everywhere commonly learn versions of history 
that justify and glorify the actions of their own national, ethnic, and reli-
gious groups. Episodes that highlight the superiority of the present group are 
emphasized; whereas episodes potentially damaging to the group’s image are 
deemphasized or omitted (Frijda, 1997; Loewen, 1995; Paris, 2000).

There are many examples of the selective presentation of history in school 
texts and the media. Recently, Japanese government officials announced 
their intention to revise textbooks to delete descriptions of how the Japanese 
army ordered civilians to commit mass suicide in the Battle of Okinawa 
during World War II (Onishi, 2007). Fitzgerald (1979) analyzed school his-
tory texts used in the United States during different decades. Until the Civil 
Rights era in the 1960s, slaves were depicted as appearing “magically” at 
some unspecified time and disappearing after the Civil War (p. 83). History 
texts failed to mention that slaves were forcibly abducted and removed from 
their families and homes. Furthermore, slave owners were commonly por-
trayed as generous and the Ku Klux Klan as having “a worse reputation than 
it deserved” (p. 86). Fitzgerald also described how Native Americans were 
represented favorably in texts in the 1830s and 1840s, more negatively after 
the Civil War (“savages,” “half-civilized”), and then omitted entirely from 
textbooks between the 1930s and 1960s.

Similar editing of history occurs in our home country, Canada. 
Backhouse, a Canadian legal scholar, recently observed that Canadians 
have a “stupefying innocence” (Backhouse, 1999, p. 278) about the extensive 
record of racism in their country, partly because such information is often 
omitted from history texts. Also, Canadian history textbooks tend to glorify 
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the Canadian army’s contributions in World War I and World War II. For 
example, many texts describe a four-day battle in which Canadian soldiers 
led the Allied conquest of the highly fortified Vimy Ridge during World 
War I. This military success is often portrayed as a founding moment in 
Canadian history. One historical Web site emphasizes Canadian heroism 
by presenting the reactions of a French soldier when he learned that the 
heavily fortified Vimy Ridge had been captured by the Allies. Supposedly, 
the soldier first exclaimed, “C’est impossible!” Then, on learning it was the 
Canadians who had won battle, he continued “Ah! Les Canadiens. C’est pos-
sible!” (Return to Vimy Ridge, 2007). These accounts of the conquest of Vimy 
Ridge typically omit details that reflect less favorably on the contributions 
of Canadian troops. Canadian forces won the conflict at Vimy in large part 
because of months of intense planning and artillery support by French and 
British troops. Furthermore, the capture of Vimy Ridge was a limited vic-
tory in the Battle of Arras, which the Allies eventually lost (Valpy, 2007).

Additional examples of the the cleansing and glorification of military 
history are easy to find. Japanese government officials recently announced 
that they were no longer going to discuss the Japanese army’s complicity 
in creating the “comfort women” system (Onishi, 2007). The U.S. mili-
tary concocted a story concerning the death of Corporal Pat Tillman in 
Afganistan. An ex-NFL football player, Tillman was accidentally killed by a 
fellow American soldier. In the accounts that first emerged after his death, 
however, the military portrayed Tillman as dying bravely under enemy 
fire (Herbert, 2007). An official inquiry found some high-ranking mili-
tary officials responsible for the false story, including a three-star general 
(“Demotion Expected,” 2007).

Finally, like Muslim clerics, leaders of other religions offer accounts of 
the past that can influence the views and actions of their adherants. For 
centuries, Christian religious leaders tended to portray the death of Jesus as 
a Jewish crime, a rendering of history that caused Jews great harm. In 1987, 
Pope John Paul II acknowledged the destructive effects of church teachings 
about Jews and created a new Church doctrine that transformed Catholic-
Jewish relations. Based on the new doctrine, the Catholic United States 
Bishops’ Committee for Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs declared in 
1988 that passion plays must avoid unfavorable caricatures of Jews (Accattoli, 
1998; Foxman, 2003). As these examples show, religious leaders regularly 
present and interpret stories of the past. They can create pasts that further 
negative or positive relations between religious groups.

The content and implications of public portrayals of history are read-
ily documented, but the motivations behind efforts to control the past are 
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more complex. Political elites use history to promote the viability, dyna-
mism, and superiority of their group. Stories of the past help define and 
justify group values and goals, and guide group members’ behaviors. In his 
novel 1984, George Orwell wrote: “He who controls the present controls the 
past” (1949, p. 32). The reverse also holds: those who control the past control 
the present.

Although it is possible to understand the historical memories of individ-
uals partly in terms of the information offered to them by various political 
elites, people’s own psychological motivations are also important. People 
prefer not to hear and remember injustices committed by members of their 
ingroup. In the next section, we examine the psychological bases and impli-
cations of this preference.

Individual Historical Memories

Memory is often described as a form of mental time travel (Kandel, 2006). 
According to this metaphor, people can travel back in time and recapture 
their original experiences. This metaphor is appealing, but misleading. 
People are often unable to recapture their original experiences because they 
cannot remember details. People sometimes recall only a few aspects of an 
episode; they may then use their current knowledge and preferences to fill 
in gaps and resolve ambiguities in their memories (Bartlett, 1932; Neisser, 
1967; Ross, 1989). Memory is also selective. For example, in recalling the 
history of their country, people typically do not try to recover everything 
they might have learned. Like politicians and religious leaders, ordinary 
people tend to recall past events that offer support for their present know-
ledge, preferences and motivations (Blatz & Ross, 2009).

Lost in Transmission

People learn about most historical events from others rather than experience 
the episodes directly. We have already discussed the selective presentation of 
history in textbooks. But transmission of historical memories also occurs at a 
more personal level as recollections are transmitted from individual to indi-
vidual and from parent to child. There is reason to suppose that biases can 
arise during the simple transmission of historical information from person 
to person. Psychologists have examined the transmission of memories using 
the method of serial reproduction (Allport & Postman, 1947; Bartlett, 1932; 
Lyons & Kashima, 2003). This approach is similar to a children’s game called 
“Telephone” or “Chinese Whispers.” Typically, the first person in a chain 
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reads a text and, after a brief delay, recalls this text for a second participant. 
The second participant then listens to the first person’s account and, after a 
brief delay, recalls it for a third individual. This process is repeated until the 
chain has three or more participants. Most studies examine the transmission 
of fictional stories rather than historical information, but the findings have 
implications for historical memories. Accounts become shorter as they move 
down the chain; peripheral details are lost, whereas central details remain; 
and elements that are unusual or that contradict stereotypical beliefs are lost 
or altered.

In a recent study, we examined how information about a historical injus-
tice is transmitted from individual to individual in a three-person chain 
(Blatz & Ross, 2006). Participants learned about an episode that allegedly 
occurred either in the participants’ home country (Canada) or in a distant 
land (Australia). The passage presented a series of events in which represen-
tatives of the government behaved in a prejudiced and cruel manner toward 
aboriginal children. The first participant in each chain listened to an audio 
recording that described how the Canadian or Australian government forc-
ibly removed aboriginal children from their homes and communities and 
placed them in residential schools. The goal of the schools was to “civilize” 
the aboriginal children, who were strictly disciplined for speaking their 
native language and robbed of their cultural identity. Many children were 
physically, psychologically, or sexually abused. The passage was based on 
episodes that actually happened in Canada (Krotz, 2007), although similar 
events also occurred in Australia (Manne, 2006). The first person transmit-
ted the passage from memory to a second individual, who then passed the 
information on to a third person. All participants were asked to repeat the 
information as accurately as possible.

As in past research, we expected the story of the event to become shorter 
as the description was passed along the chain. These changes should occur 
regardless of whether the events occurred in Canada or Australia. When 
the events happened in Canada, however, we expected the alterations of 
the passage to be systematic: the final version of the story should be more 
flattering to government officials and less damaging to the aboriginal chil-
dren than the original passage. These changes would occur because of a 
feature of memory: people more readily remember information that is con-
sistent with their beliefs and supports their preferences (e.g., Ross, 1989). If 
they have a positive attitude toward Canada, they should better remember 
aspects of the passage that are less damaging to Canada. Also, if they forget 
aspects of the passage, they may use their positive beliefs about Canada 
to reconstruct the missing information. For example, suppose participants 
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forget exactly how many aboriginal children “attended” residential schools. 
Their favorable views of Canada might lead them to reconstruct a number 
that is lower, rather than higher than the actual number. When the events 
transpired in Australia, we expected alterations but not changes that would 
promote a more favorable evaluation of the episode. Presumably, Canadian 
students have not been exposed to as much positive propaganda about 
Australia as about Canada. Also, they should be more psychologically moti-
vated to regard their own system of government as fair (Jost & Banaji, 1994; 
Tajfel & Turner, 1986).

We tested our ideas by coding the recollections of the passage for mem-
ory errors that reduced the degree of harm and distanced the episode from 
present-day Canadians or Australians. For example, some participants 
underestimated how many children were placed in residential schools or 
recalled that the events happened longer ago than the original passage 
described. If the events occurred long ago, people alive today are not directly 
implicated in the wrongdoing. When the story was located in Canada, such 
errors were rare for the first person (who heard the original passage), but 
errors became increasingly common as the memory proceeded down the 
chain. Each person remembered the passage as slightly less damning to 
the Canada of today than the preceding person did. No similar changes 
occurred when the events were located in Australia. This study indicates 
that ordinary people, and not just political elites, alter historical memories 
to serve their current motivations.

Social Identity and Historical Memory

Some people are more motivated than others to think favorably of their 
ingroup. One important influence is the degree to which individuals iden-
tify with their group. High identifiers feel strongly connected to their group. 
They are especially likely to value their group and feel psychologically 
threatened by their group’s harmful actions (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 
2002; Hinkle & Brown, 1990). High identifiers may feel guilty about their 
group’s misconduct, even if they, themselves, are innocent of wrongdoing 
and the incident happened decades earlier (Branscombe & Doosje, 2004; 
Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 2006). Consequently, high iden-
tifiers should be particularly likely to exhibit positively biased historical 
memories.

Sahdra and Ross (2007) studied the historical memories of Sikhs and 
Hindus, two groups with a history of retaliatory, extremely violent acts 
against each other in India and elsewhere. Sikh and Hindu participants 
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attempted to recall events in which Hindus committed acts of violence 
against Sikhs and Sikhs committed similar actions against Hindus. Sahdra 
and Ross also assessed the extent to which participants identified with their 
religious group. As expected, Sikhs and Hindus who identified highly with 
their religious group recalled fewer incidents of violence and hatred perpe-
trated by ingroup members than did low identifiers. Low identifiers showed 
no bias in historical memory; they were as likely to recall violence per-
petrated by the ingroup against the outgroup as they were violence perpe-
trated by the outgroup against the ingroup.

High identifiers might report biased memories because they were 
exposed to biased historical information prior to the study. Alternatively, 
the bias could occur because of psychological processes occurring at the 
level of the individual. For example, high identifiers may be more motivated 
than low identifiers to recall events favorable to their group. To demonstrate 
the contribution of individual motivation, Sahdra and Ross (2007) experi-
mentally varied Canadian participants’ identification with Canada. Some 
participants were randomly assigned to read information that strengthened 
their identification with Canada. Others were randomly assigned to read 
information that lowered their identification with Canada. Participants in 
both groups were then asked to recall acts of violence and hatred committed 
by Canadians against members of other groups. As expected, participants 
who were experimentally induced to identify highly with Canada recalled 
fewer incidents of violence and hatred than did participants in the low iden-
tity condition. The historical bias revealed in this study seems to reflect high 
identifiers’ motivation to view Canada favorably.

The results of these studies suggest that biases in historical memories 
can result from apparently unintentional, psychologically motivated altera-
tions to memory. Yes, educators, governmental officials and other political 
elites often provide versions of history that flatter their ingroups. But every-
day memory and communication processes also contribute to distortions 
in historical memory. Furthermore, biased historical memory is not limited 
to particular religious or ethnic groups, as suggested by the quote presented 
at the beginning of this chapter.

Confronting Historical Injustices

Remembering Ingroup Tragedies

Most religious, ethnic, and national groups stage annual festivals to rec-
reate and celebrate past glories, such as independence days and military 
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successes. These celebrations reflect the motivation to emphasize the favor-
able aspects of ingroup history. However, ethnic groups and nations also 
memorialize tragedies that occurred decades or even centuries ago. Jews 
commemorate the Holocaust, Armenians remember the Armenian geno-
cide, Acadians memorialize their expulsion from Eastern Canada in 1755, 
and Palestinians memorialize the Great Catastrophe (land and lives lost 
during Israel’s war of independence), and so forth.

Why do groups preserve memories of tragedies? One answer is that, like 
memories of former glories, recollections of ingroup suffering and asso-
ciated rituals enhance ingroup solidarity (Devine-Wright, 2003; Irwin-
Zarecka, 1994; Novick, 1999; Roe, 2003). The tragic history unites members 
of the ingroup and also sets them apart from other groups (Novick, 1999). 
The sometimes bizarre competition among groups to claim that their own 
tragedy is greater than others of its kind (Novick, 1999) perhaps reflects 
the motive to distinguish one’s own group from the rest of the pack. Just as 
groups frequently represent their strengths and past glories as unique, they 
also emphasize the distinctiveness of their tragedies.

The downside of memorializing historical injustices committed against 
one’s group is that such recollections can fuel bad feelings and intergroup 
hostility. Groups may fail to settle present conflicts because earlier griev-
ances remain unresolved. The conflicting sides cannot put the past behind 
them as they attempt to deal with the present and future. For example, the 
second author of this chapter has engaged in causal discussions with ordi-
nary Israelis and Palestinians about prospects for peace in the Middle East. 
The focus of the conversation often turns to discussion about events that 
happened decades and even centuries earlier. As conflict theorists com-
monly observe, if there is any hope for resolution, opponents need to switch 
from debating past wrongs to developing future plans for reconciliation 
(e.g., Ross, Ross, Stein, & Trabasso, 2006).

Governmental Apologies

Sometimes, leaders of previously victimized groups attempt to settle past 
grievances by demanding apologies and compensation for historical injus-
tices. For example, members of the African American community have 
asked federal and state governments to apologize and atone for slavery for 
over a century (Brooks, 1999). Although the tendency to ask for redress 
is not a recent phenomenon, governments and some religious leaders 
are now showing an increased willingness to accede to such demands 
(Accattoli, 1998; Brooks, 1999). In 1988, Canada and the United States 
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apologized and provided financial compensation to Japanese Canadians 
and Americans who were interned during World War II (Brooks, 1999), 
in 1993, the United States apologized to native Hawaiians for seizing their 
land one hundred years earlier (“Apology Passed,” 1993), and in the last 
few years, the governments of Canada and New Zealand apologized and 
provided financial compensation for discriminatory taxes that their coun-
tries imposed on Chinese immigrants in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries (“Compensation Offered,” 2006; “Government Offers 
Token Regret,” 2004; “Government Sorry,” 2002). As we write this chapter 
in 2007, a growing number of state legislatures in the United States are 
for the first time officially aknowledging and expressing regret for their 
role in perpetuating slavery (e.g., “Virginia Expresses ‘Profound Regret’, ” 
2007).

Efforts to acknowledge and apologize for distant injustices often ignite 
controversy. Proponents of redress argue that governmental apologies 
help heal the wounds of past injustices. In proposing that the Virginia 
House of delegates provide an apology for African slavery, one of the 
sponsors of the bill, Donald McEachin noted: “It is meant to be a reso-
lution that is part of a healing process, a process that still needs to take 
place even today in 2007” (Gibson, 2007). Opponents argue, as they did 
with respect to the proposed Virginia apology, that the wounds should 
have healed long ago and the victim group should just “get over it” (this 
argument overlooks the fact that the victim group might have been seek-
ing redress for many years). Opponents also argue against redress on the 
grounds that the people who should offer or receive an apology are dead 
(Thompson, 2002).

Governments may also hesitate to provide an apology for historical injus-
tices against a minority because the majority opposes such offers. In a poll 
conducted in 2002, a majority of white Americans rejected a proposal that 
the government offer redress for slavery (Viles, 2002). Despite this oppo-
sition, governments today seem more inclined than their predecessors to 
apologize. The reasons for this willingness to apologize probably include the 
recognition that demands for redress will persist and that other governments 
have apologized for similar incidents without ill effects (Ross & Schumann, 
2007). Also, members of the previously victimized minority often achieve 
greater political clout. In Virginia, the apology for slavery was sponsored by 
African American Virginia Delegates, at least two of whom were descended 
from slaves (Gibson, 2007). Following the Virginia expression of regret, the 
legislatures in Maryland, North Carolina, Alabama, and New York quickly 
issued their own apologies, and more are in the offing. Virginia broke the 
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solid opposition to governmental apologies that had existed for more than 
a century.1

This increasing governmental willingness to apologize coincides with an 
emerging consensus among social scientists that redress is beneficial (Barkan, 
2000; Blatz, Schumann, & Ross, 2007; Brooks, 1999; Dyzenhaus & Moran, 
2006; Minow, 1998, 2002). By acknowledging an earlier injustice, govern-
ments affirm the historical memories of the victimized minority. The apol-
ogy indicates that the government and majority are to blame for wrongs that 
caused great suffering among minority members. In its expression of regret, 
the State of Virginia explained that slavery was “sanctioned and perpetuated 
through the laws of Virginia and the United States.” There was no mention of 
generous owners and happy slaves in this statement by the legislature, as there 
had been in some American history textbooks (Fitzgerald, 1979). Instead, the 
statement notes that slaves were “brutalized, humiliated, dehumanized” and 
that slavery “ranks as the most horrendous of all depredations of human 
rights and violations of our founding ideals in our nation’s history.”2

Such acknowledgments of the devastating effects of slavery might seem 
too obvious to warrant mentioning, but they can be psychologically import-
ant. In addition to confirming the memories of the minority, these acknow-
ledgments may help to short-circuit any psychological tendency to justify 
government wrongs (Blatz et al., 2007). According to social psychologists, 
people are motivated to believe that they live in a just country, where people 
get what they deserve and deserve what they get (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 
2004; Lerner, 1980). In the face of injustice, members of the nonvictimized 
majority sometimes maintain a belief in the fairness of their country and 
government by minimizing the degree of wrong or blaming the victims for 
their suffering (Lerner, 1980). As we have already observed, members of 
the majority may also bury historical facts to maintain their belief that they 
live in a just and fair country. Like members of the majority, members of 
the victimized minority also need to believe that they live in a fair and just 
country. To foster a sense of justice, they may hold their own group at least 
partly responsible for its problems. It is therefore important that govern-
mental apologies explicitly verify the degree of harm, the innocence of the 
minority, and the fairness of the current system. The apology dissociates the 
current majority group and system from the earlier injustice; the apology 

 1 Some writers argue that President Lincoln apologized for slavery in his second inaugural 
address (e.g., Lazare, 2004). Lincoln eloquently described the evils of slavery, but we do 
not see evidence of an explicit apology on behalf of the government.

 2 The Virginia statement also expressed regret for the State’s treatment of Native 
Americans.



 Historical Memories 233

demonstrates the government’s commitment to addressing even the injus-
tices of previous generations (Blatz et al., 2007).

Government apologies sometimes also include praise for both the vic-
tim and majority groups (Blatz et al., 2007). For example, the Virginia state-
ment emphasized “the faith, perseverance, hope, and endless triumphs 
of … African Americans” and that “their significant contributions to this 
Commonwealth and the nation should be embraced, celebrated, and retold 
for generations to come.” Virginians more broadly are praised for exemplify-
ing “the founding ideals of liberty and equality … by providing some of the 
nation’s foremost trailblazers for civil rights and electing a grandson of slaves 
to the Commonwealth’s highest elective office.” Such praise may enhance 
the majority and minority’s views of each other and of the fairness of their 
 system of government, as well as increase their enthusiasm for the apology.

We have claimed a lot of potential benefits for governmental apolo-
gies. Is there any evidence that they actually deliver these benefits? There 
is  little empirical research on this question. Some scholars have assessed 
the effectiveness of redress by contrasting how various countries respond 
to different historical injustices (e.g., Brooks, 1999). For example, they often 
compare how Japan’s unwillingness to apologize for wartime atrocities has 
hindered reconciliation with its neighbors to how Germany’s offers of apol-
ogy and reparations fostered positive relations with its neighbors (Barkan, 
2000). Although such research is instructive, the evidence is inconclusive 
because countries and past injustices diverge on many dimensions.

We conducted a more controlled study to evaluate the effects of redress. 
We surveyed Canadians of Chinese and non-Chinese descent to assess their 
reactions to the Chinese Head Tax (a discriminatory tax imposed on Chinese 
immigrants more than 80 years ago) one month before and one month after 
the Canadian government officially apologized and offered financial com-
pensation for the Head Tax (Blatz, Ross, Day, & Schryer, 2007). Both Chinese 
and non-Chinese Canadians reported that the Head Tax reflected less 
poorly on the Canadian system of government and evaluated Canadians of 
European heritage more favorably after redress was offered than before. The 
apology had no effect on either group’s evaluations of Chinese Canadians. 
When asked to evaluate the actual redress offer, both groups responded 
favorably, but non-Chinese participants were particularly enthusiastic.

The findings from this study confirm that redress is beneficial – but espe-
cially, in this case at least – for the nonvictimized majority. Clearly, one study 
is not definitive, but our results indicate that, once offered, reparations for 
historical injustices are supported by the majority. The minority also seems 
to benefit, though ironically to a lesser extent. Perhaps the advantages for 
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the minority are more long term, however, as it and the majority forge a 
more respectful and harmonious relationship.

What is the impact of redress on historical memories, which are the 
focus of this paper? Do governmental offers of redress lead to a rewriting 
of history texts? Are shameful historical injustices discussed more openly 
following redress? Are the government’s and majority’s roles in the injus-
tices examined? Is the impact of the injustices on the victims detailed? 
Anecdotally, we see some evidence that a governmental apology might 
increase awareness of a historical injustice even a long time after the apol-
ogy is offered. As an annual class exercise, one of us (MR) asks his Canadian 
university students to indicate the degree to which they are aware of vari-
ous historical injustices, and especially acts of racism and discrimination 
committed by the Canadian government. The students are generally igno-
rant of most of the events in the list. They are almost all familiar, however, 
with the government’s internment of Japanese Canadians during World 
War II and its subsequent apology. Students seem to be most familiar with 
the one injustice in the list that received an official government apology 
and offer of reparations. Apologies may have the power to alter historical 
memories.

Summary

Groups glorify their histories because recollections of the past serve impor-
tant political and psychological purposes. Political elites intentionally mis-
represent history and ordinary people unintentionally alter it. In recent 
years, governments have increasingly apologized and atoned for historical 
injustices. Although there is little research on the topic, it appears that the 
political and psychological motives that are met by manipulating history 
can be satisfied by apologizing and atoning for a group’s past misdeeds. 
Redress for historical injustice could be an important step in producing 
more balanced historical memories as well as fostering harmony among 
groups.
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Memory is as the affection: we remember the things
which we love and the things which we hate.

Ralph Waldo Emerson

Almost nothing renders us human as much as our unique capacity for 
memory. Other animals surely have memory in biological and even social 
forms. They can do amazing things in flocks and herds. But no other crea-
tures can use memory to create, to record experience, to forge self-con-
scious associations, to form and practice language, to know, collect, narrate, 
and write their pasts. We not only can know at least some of our past; we 
know that we can know it. Sometimes it seems that memory really is the 
root, the fountain of human intelligence. It is this deeply human power of 
memory that makes it so ubiquitous, so essential to human life, but also 
such a problem and such a subject of inquiry. As the Israeli philosopher 
Avishai Margalit has written: “Memory is knowledge from the past. It is 
not necessarily knowledge about the past” (Margalit, 2004). In everyday 
life, and in the world of scholarship (whether cognitive psychology, neuro-
science, anthropology, literature, or history), all considerations of memory 
seem perpetually to ride on the teeter-totter of trust and distrust, up and 
down, with distrust carrying the most weight, and trust struggling to keep 
the teeter-totter moving at all. Can we believe what memory provides us? 
Can we afford not to? Is it part of human nature to perpetually struggle  
to live without memory only to be forever trapped in its tentacles or lost in 
its mists?

But memory’s power is everywhere and the testimonies ancient. In  
The Confessions, St. Augustine refers to memory as the “vast court,” the 
“treasury” in the mind. He stands in awe of its force – a great “chamber,” he 
calls it, and no one had “sounded the bottom thereof.” “Great is the power 
of memory,” Augustine wrote, “a fearful thing. O my God, a deep and 
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boundless manifoldness; and this thing is the mind, and this am I myself.” 
Augustine seems convinced that we are our memories: they dictate to us, 
we respond to them, and we endlessly revise them. Memory can control 
us, overwhelm us, even poison us. Or it can save us from confusion and 
despair. As individuals we cannot live effectively without it; but it is also 
part of the agony of the human condition to live with it as well. Is all of this 
equally true when memory takes on the collective, social, group form? How 
do we know a collective memory when we meet one? Do whole societies 
take their very sustenance from memory in similar ways as individuals? 
Svetlana Boym, a scholar of nostalgia, aptly called collective memory “a 
messy, unsystematic concept.” We do indeed need to be careful with terms 
such as popular and collective memory. We need to tie them to histori-
cal particulars and to specific contexts. But the idea of collective memory 
is indispensable to understanding how people comprehend themselves in 
time. Collective memories, writes Boym, provide the “common landmarks 
of everyday life.” Instinctively, and I think empirically, we know that mem-
ory has this powerful social dimension. We should worry about memory 
collectively as Augustine worried personally. Contending social memories 
explode in our faces every day in the world. Historians ignore the social 
power of memory at their peril. Pierre Nora defined collective memory as 
“what remains of the past in the lived reality of groups, or what these groups 
make of the past” (Augustine, [398]1996; Boym 2001; Nora, 1989). This pro-
cess of making collective memories goes on every day in all societies. It is 
that making of collective memory, through all its many mediums, that is 
our subject – why and how it happens, and who controls it?

Historians especially do not ordinarily trust memory, but we have been 
captured by its charms, its significance, its role in helping us explain how 
history is used and understood, how versions of the past endlessly contend 
with one another for control over the sovereign present, and how the study 
of memory is also the study of forgetting – willful, organized, or uncon-
scious. In The Hamlet, William Faulkner reminds us of our human weak-
ness when it comes to embarrassing or traumatic memory. “Only thank 
God men have done learned how to forget quick,” says one of his characters, 
“what they ain’t brave enough to try to cure.” What a nice, succinct char-
acterization of Civil War memory in the United States. And then there is 
Mark Twain, warning us simply not to depend on memory at all as a human 
faculty. “When I was a young man,” said Twain, “I remembered everything 
whether it happened or not. But now that I am an old man, I remember only 
the things that never happened” (Faulkner, 1931; Rasmussen, 1995; http://
www.twainquotes.com). But even though we know the world is riven with 
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too much memory, too much war, nationalism, and exploitation enacted in 
the name of some kind of memory, in the balance sheet of remembrance 
versus forgetting, it is far more dangerous to forget.

When a tourist arrives at the Bahnhof in Weimar, in eastern Germany, 
he or she is confronted with a very rare orientation. A large sign reads: “Yes, 
this is the city where so much great art was created. It is also the city next 
to Buchenwald. Weimar is both, and we want you to be aware of this awful 
contradiction while you are here.” (How adept are Americans at confront-
ing their own deepest contradictions?) Heinrich Himmler had the famous 
Goethe oak tree cut down up in the gorgeous forested hills above Weimar 
to build the death camp of Buchenwald. The Nazis were perverted priests 
of contradiction. As James Young has written, Himmler and other Nazis 
were so adept at neutralizing and stealing Goethe’s “cultural authority” (and 
German romanticism generally) and turning it into barbed wire and mass 
murder (“Weimar Claims,” 2007; Young, 1993). So often, it seems, it is in the 
starkest or most brutal of historical contradictions that we find our deepest 
understanding of the obligation to remember.

Those without a sense of irony or tragedy will probably never under-
stand the compelling power of historical memory. In metaphors of beauty 
and horror, we also know why we have art, and there may be no art without 
memory. Frederick Douglass’s metaphors of freedom in his Narrative pro-
vide unforgettable reminders. He remembers standing as a lost and desperate 
teenage slave on a ridge overlooking Chesapeake Bay, viewing a multitude 
of sailing ships. “Those beautiful vessels, robed in purest white,” he writes, 
were “so many shrouded ghosts, to terrify and torment me with thoughts of 
my wretched condition.” As he pours out his “soul’s complaint” in autobio-
graphical remembrance, Douglass puts his own voice in quotation marks 
and speaks to the ships: “You are loosed from your moorings, and are free; I 
am fast in my chains and am a slave! You move merrily before the gale, and I 
sadly before the bloody whip! You are freedom’s swift-winged angels that fly 
around the world; I am confined in bands of iron! O that I were free! O that 
I were on one of your gallant decks!” (Douglass, [1845]2003). In the depth 
of such remembered contradictions, and in the spirit to overcome them, we 
find our most compelling reasons why we remember in spite of ourselves. 
As readers of Douglass, or for that matter of Goethe, we can sit with the 
poets, in the dark nights of our own souls, along our own Chesapeake Bay 
or our own Ettersberg mountain above the valley of Weimar, and contem-
plate the deepest yearnings of our own tortured and distracted times.

For the past (nearly) two decades a “memory boom,” or “memory indus-
try” has swept over both scholarship and civic life. Among historians, the 
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problem of what Patrick Hutton has called the “history/memory puzzle” 
seems to have first crept into our discourse in the 1960s and 1970s with the 
study of collective “mentalities” in European history (Hutton, 1993, 2005; 
Klein, 2000). The broad revolution in social history no doubt led us with 
time to social memory, although preoccupations with race, gender, and 
class have made many hard-boiled social historians suspicious of this turn 
toward something often too loosely and vaguely termed cultural memory. 
Before 1980, it was rare to see any citations with the word “memory” in the 
title; today, it appears everywhere and has caused somewhat of a backlash 
and accusations of trendiness. The linguistic turn in intellectual and cul-
tural history in the 1970s and 1980s also no doubt ushered some historians 
down the memory road, as did a widespread debate over the nature and 
validity of the constructedness of narrative and knowledge itself. If hardly 
anyone believed anymore in the “noble dream” of neutral narratives, then 
the subject might as well be competing narratives – memories and counter-
memories – and how they emerge in relation to social and political power.

Moreover, the bloody history of the twentieth century made us more 
concerned with how nations organize their pasts, how they forge creation 
stories, invent traditions, and how and why great violence can be commit-
ted in the name of memory. As national identity became a prime subject in 
many disciplines in the second half of the twentieth century, following on the 
disintegration of empires which themselves now had to explain their pasts 
to increasingly pluralistic and skeptical populations, how could “memory 
studies” be far behind? And years behind anthropologists, historians discov-
ered the work of Maurice Halbwachs, whose insights into how we remember 
collectively in groups, associations, communities, frameworks, and ever-
changing contexts served those historians who now wanted to discern how 
historical consciousness is formed in any given culture. In many ways, what 
historians used to suspiciously or derisively refer to as “myth” transformed 
in the 1980s and 1990s into the study of memory. We came to realize – again, 
or more than ever – that myths are the deeply encoded stories from his-
tory that acquire with time a symbolic power in any culture. We came to 
understand, with Roland Barthes, that myths are ideas, values, or stories that 
have lost “the memory that they were ever made” up. A myth, wrote Barthes, 
“organizes a world that is without contradictions … a world … wallowing in 
the evident … a blissful clarity: things appear to mean something by them-
selves” (Barthes, 1957; Halbwachs, 1950). The role of the historian has always 
been to correct this “blissful clarity” in public knowledge – to push our noses 
into the contradictions – but we have to first know why and how such myths 
take hold and endure beyond our capacity to write and teach them away.
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What historians studying memory have come to understand, simply put, 
is that the process by which societies or nations remember collectively itself 
has a history; and we have been writing, for better or worse, histories of 
memory. Some historians, notably my colleague at Yale, Jay Winter, have 
argued that we have just gotten too vague and loose with the ubiquitous 
use of the idea of memory. Winter suggests we replace the term “memory” 
with “acts of remembrance” in order to distinguish particular ways, sites, or 
practices in which memory is displayed. Because memory is so “unstable, 
plastic, synthetic, and reshaped,” writes Winter, we need a better terminol-
ogy and more attention to the historical detail, through good research, by 
which memory struggles unfold (Winter, 2006). I could not agree more that 
the study of memory needs careful research, in old fashioned and imagina-
tive ways. Sometimes the study of memory can seem like just one damned 
commemoration or ritual after another with no framework, as though his-
tory is really nothing more than competing parades and monuments. But I 
see no good reason yet to abandon the term memory, and we cannot avoid 
contrasting it with the scholarly craft of history.

“Memory is today our inspiration,” writes Paul Hutton, and “history as 
an art of memory will be remembered as the historiographical signature 
of our times.” And Winter has called it the historians’ “generational signa-
ture.” That may be true, but history and memory have distinct boundaries, 
and we should maintain them as best we can. History and memory are two 
attitudes toward the past, two streams of historical consciousness that must 
at some point flow into one another. Historians are custodians of the past; 
we are the preservers and discoverers of the facts and stories out of which 
people imagine their civic lives. But we need a sense of both humility and 
engagement in the face of public-popular memory. “The remembered past,” 
warned John Lukacs, “is a much larger category than the recorded past” 
(Hutton, 2005; Lukacs, 1968). We might wish the public would demonstrate 
a more critical sense of history, that they would listen to their professors 
and teachers and read good history; but shutting off antiquarianism is like 
stopping Niagara. And often a grandparent simply carries far more author-
ity than we do, and a feel-good story can trump our tragedies and contra-
dictions any day of the week on the History Channel.

History is what trained historians do, a reasoned reconstruction of the 
past rooted in research; it tends to be skeptical of human motive and action, 
and therefore more secular than what we commonly call memory. History 
can belong to or be read by everyone; it is more relative, and contingent 
on time, place, and scale. But if history is shared and secular, memory is 
often treated as a sacred set of absolute meanings and stories, possessed as 
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the heritage or identity of a community. Memory is often owned, history 
interpreted. Memory is passed down through generations; history is revised 
generation after generation. Memory often coalesces in objects, sites, monu-
ments; history seeks to understand contexts in all their complexity. History 
asserts the authority of academic training and rules of evidence; memory 
carries the more immediate authority of community membership or family 
experience. In an essay on the slave trade and memory, Bernard Bailyn aptly 
stated memory’s appeal: “Its relation to the past is an embrace … ultimately 
emotional, not intellectual” (Bailyn, 2001). And we know that this contrast 
between history and memory matters when our highest political leaders do 
not even comprehend the meaning of the term “revisionism” when they use 
it to deride or condemn critics of their policies?

There can be no doubt that the “history/memory puzzle” has caught on 
with remarkable traction in the past two decades or so. And over the past 
century, the Western world has experienced at least two major memory 
booms. The first took place roughly during 1890–1920, leading up to and 
transformed by World War I and its staggering losses. That boom was rooted 
in the collapse of empires, the origins of new nation-states, a nostalgia for 
vanishing worlds and cultures, in industrial and urban alienation, in newly 
invented traditions and widespread monument building, in celebration 
days on national calendars, and in a host of major intellectuals who probed 
memory in their work (including Henry Bergson, Sigmund Freud, Marcel 
Proust, Virginia Wolf, Maurice Halbwachs, and others). In America, two 
memory booms also occurred during approximately the same periods. Let 
me suggest my own list of reasons for the current phenomenon of a mem-
ory boom from a historian’s perspective. This list is hardly exhaustive, it is 
not in any particular order of priority, and meant only to be suggestive.

The Sheer Scale of Violence in  
the Twentieth Century

The mixture of nationalism, imperialism, and technology in war in the 
twentieth century made it the most violent in human history. Perhaps this 
has created a new paradigm in which all human societies have to measure 
their values, institutions, and prospects (or we wish they would). If the 
nineteenth century was the century of “progress,” as so many have claimed, 
the twentieth century, in spite of all its marvels of scientific development 
and imagination (its enormous strides in medicine, in women’s rights, and 
in life expectancy), has left a most indelible mark on our comprehension of 
human evil. In his 1994 book The Age of Extremes: A History of the World, 
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1914–1991, Eric Hobsbawm makes this point. Among the twelve eminent 
thinkers he asked to comment on the ultimate meaning of the twentieth 
century at the outset of the book is the Spanish anthropologist Julio Carlos 
Baroja, who captures the incongruence between individual survival and 
comfort and the horrific violence of our age. “There’s a great contradiction,” 
says Baroja, “between one’s own life experience – childhood, youth, and 
old age passed quietly and without major adventures – and the facts of the 
twentieth century … the terrible events through which humanity has lived 
through” (Hobsbaum, 1994). Because our species has been so violent in the 
past four to five generations, perhaps social memory has reached a new 
scale of potency and visibility. War and genocide in the past century (and 
in our current post–9/11 world as well) has challenged us with uncounted 
numbers of victims and witnesses whose stories must be known. In the 
twentieth century, it was the victims of wars, not merely those who fought, 
who became the subject along with their testimony. As never before, the 
witness to or the victim of great violence is the new and most determining 
engine of memory – legally and morally, whether in war crimes trials, truth 
commissions, autobiographies, films, or other mediums.

The Holocaust

Perhaps it is obvious, but just how, and how much, Jews and other 
Americans, as well as citizens of all other countries, ought (or were able) to 
develop a sense of the past in relation to the Nazi Holocaust during World 
War II became the central symbol of historical memory consciousness in 
the last quarter of the twentieth century. Peter Novick’s recent book, The 
Holocaust in American Life, which argued that Americans had become 
obsessed and stultified by Holocaust remembrance, touched many nerves, 
and reminded us of the dangers of a surfeit of memory. But it only added fuel 
to the fire of memory study and entered an argument without end. Daniel 
Goldhagan’s 1996 book, Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans 
and the Holocaust, served as a lesson in just how vexing the meaning of the 
Holocaust is for developing any sense of a normal past for the middle of 
the twentieth century in Germany. And a decade before that, the famous 
Historikerstreit in Germany (the “historians’ controversy”), succeeded by a 
“limits of representation” debate in the 1990s, exposed the agony of “debat-
ing” the Holocaust at all. The Historikerstreit was an extended exchange 
between opposing sides respresented by the historian Ernst Nolte and the 
philosopher Jurgen Habermas. Nolte argued that the Holocaust should 
not be treated as a unique event but as part of and compared to other 
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atrocities in history that were just as evil (Stalin’s mass murders for exam-
ple). Habermas charged Nolte and his defenders of trying to “normalize” 
(Goldhagen, 1996; Maier, 1988; Novick, 1999) Nazism in a new, conservative 
narrative of German nationalism, to integrate Auschwitz into a longer view 
of German development. As a subject in historiography and of public his-
tory in many parts of the world (museums in Germany, memorials in cities 
all over the West, and in the National Holocaust Museum in Washington, 
DC), Holocaust studies and commemorations continue unabated.

Anniversary Consciousness

Beginning with the American Bicentennial in 1975–1976, but especially taking 
hold in the 1980s and 1990s with the bicentennial of the French Revolution, 
the centennial of the Statue of Liberty, a host of World War II commemora-
tions, and then the Columbus quincentennial, the world has witnessed a pre-
occupation with civic remembrance as perhaps never before. This is in part 
media-driven and politically driven, but it also reflects something deeper in 
our cultural need for therapeutic remembrance and absolution at the end of 
the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first centuries. For Americans, the 
coming flood of books, conferences, films, and commemorations surround-
ing the two-hundredth anniversary of the birth of Abraham Lincoln in 2009 
and the Civil War sesquicentennial to follow will be hard to avoid.

The End of the Cold War

Perhaps nothing politicized and proliferated expressions of identity and 
memory as the great changes of 1989–1991. After 1989, with startling sud-
denness, the struggle over public, collective memories became a burgeon-
ing international controversy. This has led to new nations, new secessions, 
new wars and genocides, all of which are enacted at least in part in the name 
of memory. The Cold War, it seems, contained for a long time a certain urge 
in the world to kill for memory. On the positive side, democracies have also 
emerged in the name of memory. Unfortunately, the urge to kill for memory 
is both ancient and new every day and every generation in the world.

The Explosion of New Histories

The multiplication of knowledge, the creation of whole new fields of study, 
especially the phenomenon of “area studies” in the humanities, and the 
advent of the variety of persuasions and theories that travel under the label, 
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postmodernism, have brought a new and powerful challenge to the idea 
of objective knowledge in historical studies. Relativism is nothing new to 
historians, but this challenge has caused greater attention to be placed on 
questions of group memories, even the notion of racial memory and gen-
dered ways of knowing. All the new subjectivity has also brought increased 
interest in competing versions of the past and in the illusive problem of 
“authenticity” in language, behavior, and cultural expression.

Multiculturalism and Museum Controversies

In America, our growing pluralism and diversity, coupled with a post–Cold 
War turning inward of national concerns, fomented a series of “culture wars” 
over racial, ethnic, and interest group memories and identities. This has led 
to numerous disputes over national history standards for curriculum, and 
over museum exhibits of all kinds, struggles over who owns cultural artifacts, 
bones, sites, their names and interpretations. We do not tend to call such 
disputes multiculturalism as much as we used to, but it has fostered an often 
valuable debate over whether we can ever again achieve a unified national 
narrative of American history – in schooling or in the political culture. The 
pursuit of the whole from its parts, the story of the one and the many, has 
been a troubled but rewarding journey down the memory road. The public 
museum has become the site of much of our contention over who owns the 
past and how it ought to be represented. Whose stories will be told in the 
public arena (in the spaces of our civil religion, on the Mall in Washington, 
DC)? The debacle over the Enola Gay exhibit at the National Air and Space 
Museum is only the most famous example of many such controversies. Ed 
Linenthal and Tom Englehardt’s book History Wars (1996) examined this 
dispute and others. And Linenthal, in a marvelous book on the Oklahoma 
City bombing, The Unfinished Bombing, demonstrated poignantly the grow-
ing rift between the “commemorative voice” and the “historical voice” in 
public history discourse (Linenthal, 2001; Linenthal & Engelhardt, 1996).

Heritage Tourism and the Commodification  
of Memory

State-sponsored, highly commercial tourism to historical and cultural sites 
has become one of the largest growth industries in the world. Such heritage 
pilgrimages and consciousness is, no doubt, having a profound impact on 
public tastes for history; journeys into realms of nostalgia and exoticism are 
available for anyone who can afford to travel. The market for such tourism 
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has stimulated an even greater obsession with the illusive idea of “authen-
ticity” in objects, sites and material culture. Affluence and demographic 
change have shaped this phenomenon in recent decades; far more people 
are in higher education than ever before in Western developed countries 
and they have leisure time and disposable income for “culture” as never 
before. The bibliography that the Gilder Lehrman Center for the Study of 
Slavery and Abolition compiles and publishes each year on “Slavery and 
Abolition” across the globe, shows no less than 50 entries for 2004 on the 
field of public history and heritage tourism alone (Lowenthal, 1996).

The Growing Distance between Professional 
History and Public Memory

The popularity of film, novels, and popular histories, and an apparent distrust 
out in the mass culture for “academic” history, demonstrates a serious gulf 
between elite knowledge and the huge public interest in the past. The “loss of 
audience,” the power of the visual mediums, the struggle to establish a new 
paradigm of what academic authority even means in this age of mass culture 
are all concerns for those of us who study memory in modern societies. At 
least among some historians, I think we became intrigued with the Memory 
Boom because we want to reach wider audiences and fear irrelevance.

An Age of Diminished Expectations

Perhaps we are living in a time of an extended fin-de-siècle melancholia, 
an era of the decline or exhaustion of civic culture. If since the end of the 
clarity – the unities and certainties – of the Cold War (or since the great 
upheavals of the 1960s), we have experienced a breakdown in agreed-upon 
institutions, values, languages, or methods of cohesion, then this too may 
account, in part, for a growing social preoccupation with memory and iden-
tity. Perhaps many people for two and three decades now have been looking 
backward or inward, or for escapes into nostalgia and heritage they can 
possess, when looking ahead is no longer a source of confidence. Finding a 
memory community is much better than “bowling alone” (Putnam, 2000).

The Urge to Repair, or Rage for Restitution

All over the world at the beginning of the twenty-first century, nations and 
cultures are struggling to heal from, memorialize, adjudicate, or at least 
understand and explain traumatic pasts. Untold scars have been left on 
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 individuals and whole societies awaiting some kind of airing, confrontation, 
or justice. In the past two decades, no less than some 20 truth or reconcilia-
tion commissions of one kind and another have been attempted in nearly as 
many countries. In the 1990s, it is as if the sepulcher of the past was opened, 
the power of “victim” groups rose markedly, and stories of past oppression 
by armies, dictatorships, prison systems, apartheids, and even democratic 
governments like the United States in the case of the Japanese internment, 
came rushing out. And many anguished questions flowed out of that sep-
ulcher as well: What does the present owe the past? Who or what decides 
the nature of “repair” for past wrongs? (Brooks, 2004; Thompson, 2002; 
Torpey, 2006). Where do the moral and the practical meet in remember-
ing and debating crimes or social evils that evolved in centuries long past? 
What is collective, intergenerational responsibility for the past? For slavery? 
What is it about modernity in the past century, much less the recent decades, 
that has allowed, or compelled the creation of spaces where these questions 
have become so pressing and contested in the marketplace of ideas? What 
would reparations for something like New World slavery look like in our 
time? Should we try to see it through a tort lens, a legal class action claim 
on society by descendants of slaves? Or should we only hope for any real 
repair through a lens of atonement, of apology and all manner of symbolic 
action that might lead to social policy? This is, of course, a rich, controversial 
debate with a long shelf life.

On September 9, 2001, 2 days before the attacks on New York and 
Washington, the United Nations conference of racism and retrospective jus-
tice in Durban, South Africa, boycotted by the Bush administration, issued 
several resolutions. The first is so simple it almost reads like a middle school 
lesson of the day. But its words may say it all about why we are reaping this 
memory harvest, with all its lessons and its blood. “We are conscious,” said 
the U.N. Declaration, “of the fact that the history of humanity is replete 
with major atrocities as a result of the gross violation of human rights and 
believe that lessons can be learned through remembering history to avert 
future tragedies.” “Never forget” has become such a cliché in our times. But 
it lies deep at the root of the memory boom and always will. When faced, 
understanding the worst aspects of the past can lead us to knowledge and 
light, if not redemption. Thus could Avishai Margalit conclude that “even 
the project of remembering the gloomiest of memories is a hopeful project. 
Probing the genuine tragedy in the past, those stories that fit no progres-
sive narrative and crash into dead ends, says Margalit, “rejects the pessi-
mist thought that all will be forgotten …” “Why ought humanity remember 
moral nightmares rather than moments of human triumph – moments in 
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which human beings behaved nobly,” he asks? Because, Margalit contends, 
“the issue for us to sort out is what humanity ought to remember rather 
than what is good for humanity to remember” (Margalit, 2001).

There are, of course, risks as historians alter their gaze on to matters of 
social and public memory. We could become servants of the very “culture 
wars” that have given rise to so many struggles over memory in our time. 
Memory is usually invoked in the name of nation, ethnicity, race, religion, 
or someone’s felt need for peoplehood and victimhood. It often thrives on 
grievance; its lifeblood is mythos and telos. Like our subjects, we can risk 
thinking with memory rather than about it. The world is riven with too 
much memory; its obsessions can paralyze whole peoples and stifle democ-
ratizing and universalizing principles. But it is precisely because of this 
dilemma that we should study historical memory. We should know its uses 
and perils, its values and dark tendencies. People will develop a sense of his-
tory by one means or another. The greatest risk, writes the essayist Cynthia 
Ozick, is that they will derive that sense of the past only from the “fresh-
hatched inspiration” of their “Delphic priests.” History is often weak in the 
face of the mythic power of memory and its many oracles. But we run the 
greatest risk in ignoring that weakness, wishing that the public would adopt 
a more critical, interpretive sense of the past. “Cut off from the uses of his-
tory, experience, and memory,” cautions Ozick, the “inspirations” alone of 
any culture’s Delphic priests “are helpless to make a future” (Ozick, 1991). 
As historians, we are bound by our craft and by our humanity to study the 
problem of memory, and thereby help make a future.

We must respect the poets and priests, honoring them by studying and 
learning from them. We should study and understand the power of the 
myths that define societies and cultures. But then, standing at the conflu-
ence of the two stream (history and memory), we should write the his-
tory of memory, observing and explaining the turbulence we find. In “To a 
Historian,” Walt Whitman invited us to mingle our best skills with his own 
in this exciting task:

You who celebrate bygones,
Who have explored the outward, the surfaces of the races, the life that 

has exhibited itself,
Who have treated of man as the creature of politics, aggregates, rulers 

and priests,
I, habitan of the Alleghanies, treating of him as he is in himself in his 

own rights,
Pressing the pulse of the life that has seldom exhibited itself, (the great 

pride of man in himself)
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Chanter of Personality, outlining what is yet to be,
I project the history of the future (Whitman, 1926).

Whitman says the poet can see further ahead by seeing deeper into the 
human condition than the scholar who is restricted to researching surfaces. 
Perhaps. But we should take his challenge. Neither poets nor historians can 
stand alone in using and explaining the past. Because all memory is in some 
way prelude, we have to chant together.
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Historians are interested in sites of memory, understood as places where 
groups of people engage in public activity through which they express “a 
collective shared knowledge … of the past, on which a group’s sense of 
unity and individuality is based” (Assmann, 1995). The group that goes to 
such sites inherits earlier meanings attached to the event, as well as adding 
new meanings. Their activity is crucial to the presentation and preservation 
of commemorative sites. When such groups disperse or disappear, sites of 
memory lose their initial force, and may fade away entirely. Thus, historians 
are more interested in remembrance as a cultural practice than in memory 
as an individual’s capacity to recall or reconfigure the past.

The term, sites of memory, abumbrated in a seven-volume study edited 
by Pierre Nora (n.d.) has been extended to many different texts, from leg-
ends, to stories, to concepts. In this brief essay, I define the term more nar-
rowly to mean physical sites where commemorative acts take place. In the 
twentieth century, most such sites marked the loss of life in war. It is these 
sites that have attracted the attention of entire battalions of historians in the 
past twenty-five years.

What makes such sites of memory attractive for historical research is their 
character as topoi with a life history. They have an initial, creative phase, when 
they are constructed or adapted to particular commemorative purposes. Then 
follows a period of institutionalization and routinization of their use. Such 
markings of the calendar, indicating moments of remembrance at particular 
places, can last for decades, or they can be abruptly halted. In most instances, 
the significance of sites of memory fades away with the passing of the social 
groups which initiated the practice. There are entire libraries of historical 
accounts of this trajectory on the local, national, and transnational level.

What lies behind this literature are archives. Sites of memory oper-
ate on many levels of aggregation and touches many facets of associative 
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life. Although such sites were familiar in the ancient and medieval period, 
they have proliferated in more recent times. Consequently, the subject has 
attracted much academic and popular discussion. We therefore concentrate 
here on sites of memory in the epoch of the nation state, primarily in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. States leave behind mountains of docu-
ments, and these sources – written or visual – have given flesh and blood to 
the work of scholars all over the world.

A second feature of this subject accounts for its recent interest through-
out the historical profession. The Weberian model of secularization has 
been coming under increasingly caustic criticism. Historians have found 
many ways to trace the presence of the sacred in modern life. To a great 
degree, the sacred has moved outside the churches and into secular space. 
Commemorative sites, alongside museums and exhibitions, are now repos-
itories of the sacred; they are the churches and cathedrals of modernity. 
They have their own calendars, parallel to but distinct from the liturgical 
one. In the modern period, most sites of memory were imbedded in events 
marked distinctively and separately from the religious calendar. However, 
there has been some overlap. Visiting a commemorative site on Armistice 
Day, November 11, in countries remembering the end of the 1914–1918 war, 
is close enough to the Catholic feast of All Saints on November 2; in some 
countries with a large Catholic population, the two days occupy a semisa-
cred space of public commemoration. First comes the visit to the cemetery; 
then the visit to the war memorial or other site. The day marking the end of 
World War II in Europe, May 8, is also the saint’s day of Joan of Arc. Those 
engaging in commemorative acts on that day may be addressing the secular 
celebration or the Catholic one; some celebrate the two together. Usually 
the site chosen to mark the day differs.

Here, too, we can see why historians flock to this subject. It is a lightning 
rod to catch the energy imbedded in moral discourse in modern society. 
Commemoration at sites of memory is an act arising out of a conviction, 
shared by a broad community, that the moment recalled is both signifi-
cant and informed by a moral message. Sites of memory materialize that 
message. Moments of national humiliation are rarely commemorated or 
marked in material form, although here, too, there are exceptions of a hor-
tatory kind. “Never again” is the hallmark of public commemoration on the 
Israeli Day of Remembrance for victims of the Nazi persecution of the Jews. 
The shell of public buildings in Hiroshima remind everyone of the moment 
the city was incinerated in the first atomic attack. Where moral doubts per-
sist about a war or public policy, commemorative sites are either hard to fix 
or places of contestation. That is why there is no date or place for those who 
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want to commemorate the end of the Algerian War in France, or the end of 
the Vietnam War in the United States. There was no moral consensus about 
the nature of the conflict; hence, there was no moral consensus about what 
was being remembered in public, and when and where were the appropriate 
time and place to remember it (Prost, 1999).

When the Japanese prime minister visits a shrine to war dead, he is hon-
oring war criminals as well as ordinary soldiers. The same was true when 
President Ronald Reagan visited the German cemetery at Bitburg, where 
lie the remains of SS men alongside the graves of those not implicated in 
war crimes. And yet both places were sites of memory; contested memory; 
embittered memory, but memory nonetheless.

The critical point about sites of memory is that they are there as points 
of reference not only for those who survived traumatic events but also for 
those born long after them. The word “memory” becomes a metaphor for 
the fashioning of narratives about the past when those with direct expe-
rience of events die off. Sites of memory inevitably become sites of sec-
ond-order memory, or postmemory, that is, they are places where people 
remember the memories of others, those who survived the events marked 
there. Historians have made this theme a matter of considerable scholarly 
work in recent years.

Historical Remembrance and Sites of Memory

One important philosophical matter has drawn the critical gaze of histo-
rians. It is to object to a stylized and unpersuasive analytical distinction 
between history on one side as documented narratives and memory on the 
other as free-floating tales that may or may not be true. Historians think 
otherwise, and work to bring the two closer together. Increasingly, over the 
twentieth century and beyond, the space between history and memory has 
been reconfigured. In between is a varied set of cultural practices that may 
be described as forms of “historical remembrance.” Many such practices 
emerge when people confront sites of memory. In doing so, such people 
engage in a practice that I term “historical remembrance.” The term is an 
alloy, a compound, which we need because the two defining concepts we 
normally use, history and memory, are insufficient guides to this field. 
Commemoration requires reference to history, but then the contestation 
begins. Whose history, written for whose benefit, and on which records? 
The contemporary memory boom is about history, to be sure, but historians 
are not its sole or even its central proprietors. Witnesses demand the right 
to be heard, whatever historians say. When the Enola Gay exhibition at the 
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Smithsonian Institution in Washington, “The Last Act: The Atomic Bomb 
and the End of World War II,” was constructed painstakingly as history in 
1995, it was attacked and rejected by people – ex-servicemen – who had 
their own history. And the “witnesses” won. The exhibition was reorganized. 
This was no simple tale of sordid political pressure. Here was a real colli-
sion between “history” and “memory,” a collision arising out of the different 
subject positions of those involved in the exhibition. The outcome was a 
kind of “historical remembrance” which made space for the claims both of 
historians and of those whose lives as soldiers they were describing.

If “history” has difficulty in withstanding the challenges of “memory,” 
the opposite case can be just as problematic. Witnesses forget, or recon-
struct their narratives as a kind of collage, or merge what they saw with 
what they read. Memory alone renders history, a documented account of 
the past, impossible. Furthermore, “memory” is a category with its own 
history, and its own mysteries. Cognitive psychologists and neuroscientists 
have taken huge strides in understanding how individuals remember, but 
leaders in the field admit that there is a vast amount of fundamental work 
still to be done. How much harder is it to construct a model or set of path-
ways to describe how groups of people remember together?

And yet these traces are all around us. “Historical remembrance” is a 
discursive field, extending from ritual to cultural work of many different 
kinds. It differs from family remembrance by its capacity to unite people 
who have no other bonds drawing them together. It is distinctive from litur-
gical remembrance in being freed from a preordained religious calendar 
and sanctified ritual forms. And yet historical remembrance has something 
of the familial and something of the sacred in it. When all three are fused, 
as in some powerful war memorials – Maya Lin’s Vietnam memorial in 
Washington, DC, comes to mind – historical remembrance is a phenom-
enon of enduring power.

Adopting the term “historical remembrance” has other advantages as 
well. Using it helps us avoid the pitfalls of referring to memory as some 
vague cloud that exists without agency, and to history as an objective story 
that exists outside of the people whose lives it describes. Historians have 
memories, too, and their choice of subject is rarely accidental. They are 
part of the memory boom, although not its leading part. When they join 
other men and women who come together in public to remember the past – 
their past – they construct a narrative that is not just “history” and not just 
“memory,” but a story that partakes of them both. Historical remembrance 
is what they do, and how they contribute to a memory boom that extends 
well beyond the historical profession. Sites of memory are places where 
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historical remembrance happens. The traces of these practices are at the 
heart of many historical accounts in all parts of the world.

This approach to the subject provides a solution to some of the contro-
versies surrounding the topic of sites of memory. Three in particular stand 
out. Some critics claim that commemorative practices sacralize war and the 
political order that governs it (Klein, 2000). But this objection misses the 
point that pacifists have used sites of memory for precisely the opposite 
purpose. Languages of mourning have sacred elements in them, but they 
are never alone. Historical remembrance subsumes these cadences as it 
admits the power of family rhetoric to shape the language people use when 
they come to sites of mourning.

A second objection is that sites of memory proliferate because memory 
has ceased to exist within our lives, and therefore needs to be created in 
artificial forms. Thus, Pierre Nora spoke of concocted lieux de mémoire 
occupying the space of vanished and authentic milieux de mémoire (Nora, 
1992). This argument betrays an ingrained Eurocentrism. Anyone who even 
glances at the power of living sites of memory in Latin America or India, for 
example, will realize that the distinction cannot hold. Milieux de mémoire 
are alive and well, and so are oral and written traditions of remembrance 
which inform them.

A third objection is that sites of memory are places where people escape 
from politics. We remember because we cannot see an achievable future; 
thus, the efflorescence of interest in sites of memory coincides with the 
period of disillusionment following the 1960s when Marxism collapsed as a 
theory of history and a theory of society. Memory, from this angle, is a “fix” 
for those who fear the future, and who have given up their conviction that 
they can master it (Maier, 1993, 2001). This argument is incomplete at best. 
In some cases, the quest for memory does offer an alternative to a plan for 
the future. But among Guatemalan Indians or Palestinians or Vietnamese 
people, the construction of narratives about a past recently disfigured by 
massive violence is not alternative to politics but, rather, its direct expres-
sion. Sites of memory are places where local politics happens. The men 
and women who come to such places arrive with a mixture of motives and 
hopes; to claim that they are there to flee politics is absurd.

On one point, however, the critical conversation about sites of memory 
has not gone far enough. All the critics cited here base their arguments 
on a clear separation of history and memory. This position cannot be sus-
tained. It makes no sense to juxtapose history and memory as adversarial 
and separate concepts. As I have already noted, they overlap in too many 
ways to be considered as pure categories, each living in majestic isolation on 
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its separate peak. Historical remembrance is an analytical category of use 
here, in that it enables us to understand more fully both the field of force 
between history and memory and the people who fashion, appropriate, and 
pass on to us sites of memory.

Commemoration and Political Power

Much of the historical debate about sites of memory concerns the extent to 
which they are instruments of the dominant political elements in a society. 
One school of opinion emphasizes the usefulness to political elites of public 
events at such sites establishing the legitimacy of their rule (Nora, n.d.). 
Some such events are observed by whoever is in power – witness Bastille 
Day in Paris or Independence Day in Philadelphia or elsewhere in the 
United States. But other events are closely tied to the establishment of a new 
regime and the overthrow of an older one: November 7 was the date in the 
calendar marking the Bolshevik Revolution and establishing the commu-
nist regime in power in Russia. That date symbolized the new order and its 
challenge to its worldwide enemies. The march past of soldiers and weapons 
deployed by the Soviet army in Moscow was a moment of commemoration 
as well as of muscular pride, demonstrating outside the Kremlin their place 
in Russian and world history.

This top-down approach proclaims the significance of sites of memory 
as a materialization of national, imperial or political identity. Anzac Day, 
April 25, is celebrated as the moment when the Australian nation was born. 
It commemorates the landing of Australian and New Zealand troops as part 
of the British-led expeditionary force sent to Turkey in 1915. The fact that 
the landing was a failure does not diminish the iconic character of the date 
to Australians. It is the day, they hold, when their nation came of age (Inglis, 
1992). There are many sites of memory where this day is marked. First, peo-
ple come to war memorials throughout Australia. Second, there is a state 
event at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra, an edifice built in the 
shape of Hajia Sofia in Istanbul. On the walls of this building are inscribed 
the names of all Australian soldiers who died in the war. Third, there is an 
annual pilgrimage, still robustly attended in the twenty-first century, to the 
shores of Gallipoli itself. There, Australians mark the Gallipoli landings on 
the beaches where they took place.

By no means are all commemorative activities or sites of memory associ-
ated with warfare. The birthdates of monarchs or deceased presidents are 
marked in similar ways. Queen Victoria’s birthday, May 24, was Empire 
Day in Britain; now (1999) it is celebrated as Commonwealth Day. The 
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creation of such commemorative dates was part of a wider movement of 
what some scholars have termed “the invention of tradition.” That is, at the 
end of the nineteenth century, new nation states and preeminent imperial 
powers deepened the repertoire of their ceremonial activity. Such flourishes 
of the majesty of power were then immediately sanctified by a spurious 
pedigree. To display ceremonies with a supposed link to ancient habits 
or forms located in a foggy and distant past created an effective cover for 
political innovation, instability, or insecurity (MacKenzie, 1986; Ranger & 
Hobsbawm, 1986). Interestingly for our purposes, such traditions have only 
a tenuous attachment to a site, thereby increasing the flexibility of choices 
available to those who want to invent traditions.

This functionalist interpretation of the history of commemoration has 
been challenged. A second school of scholarship emphasizes the ways that 
sites of memory and the public commemorations surrounding them show 
how dominated groups contest their subordinate status in public. However 
much political leaders or their agents try to choreograph commemorative 
activity, there is much space for subversion or creative interpretation of the 
official commemorative script. Armistice Day, November 11, was, for dif-
ferent groups, a moment when different groups came to war memorials, 
some for the celebration and others for the denigration of military values. 
Pacifists announced their message of “Never again” through their pres-
ence at such sites of memory; military men and their supporters used these 
moments and the aura of these sites to glorify the profession of arms, and 
to demonstrate the duty of citizens, if necessary, to give their lives for their 
country in a future war. The contradictions in these forms of expression on 
the same day and in the same places have never been resolved (Gregory, 
1994; Winter, 1999).

This alternative interpretation of the political meaning of sites of mem-
ory emphasizes the multivocal character of remembrance and the potential 
for new groups with new causes to appropriate older sites of memory. From 
this point of view, there is always a chorus of voices in commemorations; 
some are louder than others, but they never sound alone. Decentering the 
history of commemoration ensures that we recognize the regional, local, 
and idiosyncratic character of such activities and the way a top-down 
approach must be supplemented by a bottom-up approach to the perfor-
mance of scripts about the past at commemorative sites in villages, small 
towns, and provincial cities, as well as in the centers of political power.

Very occasionally, these dissonant voices come together, and a national 
moment of remembrance emerges. However, on such occasions, there is no 
one single site of memory at which this braiding together of leaders and led 
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takes place. One example of this diffusion of remembrance is the two-minute 
silence, observed in Britain between 1919 and 1938 at 11 am on November 11. 
Telephonists pulled the plugs on all conversations. Traffic stopped. The nor-
mal flow of life was arrested. Then the World War II intervened, and such 
disruption to war production was not in the national interest. Thereafter, the 
two-minute silence was moved to the Sunday nearest to November 11. But 
in the two decades between the wars, it was a moment of national reflection, 
located everywhere. Mass Observation, a pioneering social survey organiza-
tion, asked hundreds of ordinary people in Britain what they thought about 
during the silence. The answer was that they thought not of the nation or 
of victory or of armies but of the men who weren’t there. This silence was a 
meditation about absence. As such, it moved away from political orchestra-
tion into the realm of family history. To be sure, families commemorated 
their own within a wider social and political framework. But the richest 
texture of remembrance was always within family life. This intersection of 
the public and the private, the macro-historical and the micro-historical, is 
what has given commemoration in the twentieth century its power and its 
rich repertoire of forms. But the very complexity of these processes means 
that sites of memory are not always the foci of acts of remembrance.

In addition, some buildings have been converted into sites of memory 
unofficially. A cinema where workers organized a strike, a home where 
women created a midwifery or child care centre, a school where people 
made homeless by a natural disaster can all be turned into sites of memory 
by those who lived important moments there (Hayden, 1992). Official certi-
fication is not necessary when groups of people act on their own.

The Business of Remembering

Unofficial sites of memory must be preserved through the time and cash of 
groups of people. That is a crucial defining feature of sites of memory: they 
cost money and time to construct or preserve. They require specialists’ ser-
vices – landscapers, cleaners, masons, carpenters, plumbers, and so on; they 
need funding and, over time, refunding. There are two kinds of expenditure 
we can trace in the history of sites of memory. The first is capital expendi-
ture; the second is recurrent expenditure.

The land for such sites must be purchased; and an appropriate symbolic 
form must be designed and then constructed to focus remembrance activi-
ties. The first step may require substantial sums of public money. Private 
land, especially in urban areas, comes at a premium. Then there are the 
costs of architects’ fees, especially when a public competitive tender is 
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offered inviting proposals from professionals. Finally, once the symbolic 
form is chosen, it must be constructed out of selected materials and finished 
according to the architect’s or artist’s designs.

When these projects are national in character, the process of production 
is in the public eye. National art schools and bodies of “experts” have to have 
their say. Standards of “taste” and “decorum” are proclaimed. Professional 
interests and conflicts come into play. Much of this professional infight-
ing is confined to national commemorative projects, but the same complex 
stepwise procedure occurs on the local level, too, this time without the same 
level of attendant publicity. Local authorities usually take charge of these 
projects, and local notables can deflect plans toward their own particular 
visions, whatever public opinion may think about the subject.

Most of the time, public funding covers only part of the costs of 
commemorative objects. Public subscriptions are critical, especially in 
Protestant countries where the concept of utilitarian memorials is domi-
nant. In Catholic countries, the notion of a “useful” memorial is a contra-
diction in terms; symbolic language and utilitarian language are deemed 
mutually exclusive. But the Protestant voluntary tradition has it otherwise. 
In Protestant countries, commemorative projects took many forms, from 
the sacred to the mundane: in Britain there are memorial wards in hospi-
tals, memorial scholarships in schools and universities, alongside memorial 
cricket pitches and memorial water troughs for horses. In the United States 
and in Australia, there are memorial highways. The rule of thumb is that 
private citizens pick up most of the tab for these memorial forms. The state 
provides subsidies and occasional matching grants, but the money comes 
out of the pockets of ordinary people. The same is true in Britain with 
respect to a very widely shared form of public commemoration: the pur-
chase of paper poppies, the symbol of the Lost Generation of World War I. 
These poppies are worn on the lapel, and the proceeds of the sale go to 
aid disabled veterans and their families.

Recurrent expenditure for sites of memory is almost always paid for 
by taxpayers. War cemeteries require masons and gardeners. The Imperial 
(now Commonwealth) War Graves Commission looks after hundreds of 
such cemeteries all over the world. The cost of their maintenance is a public 
charge. Private charities, in particular Christian groups, maintain German 
war cemeteries. Once constructed, memorial statues, cemeteries, or high-
ways also become public property, and require public support to prevent 
them from decomposing. They are preserved as sites of commemorative 
activity, and leave all kinds of records which historians have used with 
alacrity.
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Much of this commemorative activity is directed toward inviting the pub-
lic to remember in public. This means directing the public toward particu-
lar sites of remembrance. Some of them are nearby their homes. In Britain 
and France, there are war memorials in every city, in every town, and in 
every village; it is there that Armistice Day ceremonies are held annually. 
Churches throughout Europe of all denominations have memorial plaques 
to those who died in war. Special prayers were added to the Jewish prayer 
book to commemorate the victims of the Nazis in World War II, and later, 
those who died on active service in the Israeli army.

Remembrance in local houses of worship or at war memorials required 
that the public travel a short distance from their homes to sites of remem-
brance. But given the scale of losses in the two world wars, and the widely 
dispersed cemeteries around the world in which lie the remains of millions 
of such men and women, the business of remembrance also entails interna-
tional travel. Such voyages start as pilgrimage; many are mixed with tourism 
(Lloyd, 1992). But, in either case, there are train and boat journeys to take; 
hotel rooms to reserve; guides to hire; flowers to lay at graves; trinkets and 
mementos to purchase. In some places, museums have arisen to tell more of 
the story the pilgrims have come to hear and to share. There, too, money is 
exchanged along with the narratives and the symbols of remembrance.

This mixture of the sacred and the profane is hardly an innovation. It 
is merely a secular form of the kind of pilgrimage, for example, that made 
San Juan de Compostela in Spain the destination of millions of men and 
women in the Middle Ages who came to honor the conventionally desig-
nated resting place of the remains of one of the original Apostles. Pilgrimage 
to war cemeteries is public commemoration over long – sometimes very 
long –  distances. Where does pilgrimage stop and tourism take over? It is 
impossible to say, but, in all cases, the business of remembrance remains just 
that – a business. And this business, like all others, has a history.

Aesthetic Redemption

The life history of sites of memory is described by more than political ges-
tures and material tasks. Frequently, a site is also an art form, the art of cre-
ating, arranging, and interpreting signifying practices. This field of action 
can be analysed on two different levels: the first is aesthetic; the second is 
semiotic. The two are intimately related, and both have been the subject of 
increasing interests among historians.

Some national commemorative forms are distinctive. Others are shared 
by populations in many countries. The figure of Marianne as the national 
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symbol affixed to thousands of town halls throughout France could not be 
used in Germany or Britain. The German Iron Cross, on commemorative 
plaques, denotes the location and the tradition in which commemoration 
is expressed. Germany’s heroes’ forests or fortresses are also imbricated in 
Teutonic history.

At times, the repertoire of one country’s symbols overlap with that 
of others, even when they were adversaries. After World War I, the first 
industrialized war fought among fully industrialized nations, many com-
memorative forms adopted medieval notation. Throughout Europe, the 
revolutionary character of warfare was marked by a notation of a backward-
looking kind. Medieval images of heroic and saintly warriors recaptured a 
time when combat was between individuals, rather than the impersonal 
and unbalanced duel between artillery and human flesh. The war in the air 
took on the form and romance of chivalry. On the losing and the winning 
sides, medievalism flourished. We can see these traces clearly in stained 
glass windows in many churches, where the site of memory for the two 
world wars takes on a meaning by virtue of its proximity to older religious 
images and objects. Twentieth-century warfare thus takes on a sacred col-
oration when its sites of memory are located within a sacred grammar and 
a sacred building. All of these signifying practices have a history.

There is an equally active historical interest in which forms artists and their 
patrons choose to represent an event or an era. Until very late in the twentieth 
century, on war memorials the human form survived. In some instances, clas-
sical images of male beauty were chosen to mark the “lost generation”; others 
adopted more stoical and emphatically un-triumphalist poses of men in uni-
form. In most cases, victory was either partially or totally eclipsed by a sense 
of overwhelming loss. Within this aesthetic landscape, traditional Christian 
motifs were commonplace. The form of the grieving mother – Stabat Mater – 
brought women into the local and national constellation of grief.

There is a sectarian history here, too. In Protestant countries, the aesthetic 
debate took on a quasi-religious character. War memorials with crosses on 
them offended some Protestants, who believed that the Reformation of 
the sixteenth century precluded such “Catholic” notation. Obelisks were 
preferable, and relatively inexpensive, too. In France, war memorials were 
by law restricted to public and not church grounds, although many local 
groups found a way around this proscription. In schools and universities, 
the location of such memorials touched on such issues. Some were placed 
in sacred space – in chapels – semisacred space – around chapels – or in 
secular space. Public thoroughfares and train stations also housed such lists 
of men who had died in war. Placement signified meaning.
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Twentieth-century warfare democratized bereavement. Previously 
armies were composed of mercenaries, volunteers and professionals. After 
1914, Everyman went to war. The social incidence of war losses was thereby 
transformed. In Britain, France, and Germany, virtually every household 
had lost someone – a father, a son, a brother, a cousin, a friend. Given the 
nature of static warfare on the Western front, many – perhaps half – of 
those killed had no known grave. Consequently, commemorative forms 
highlighted names above all. The names of the dead were all that remained 
of them, and chiseled in stone or etched on plaques, these names were the 
foci of public commemoration both on the local and the national scale.

Sites of memory preserved the names of those who were gone. In some 
rare cases – Australia is one of them – war memorials listed the names of all 
those who served. This notation was a constant rebuke to those who passed 
the site knowing full well that their names were not inscribed on the memo-
rial. Most of the time, however, the dead were the names that mattered, so 
much so, that alphabetical order replaced social order. The overwhelming 
majority of war memorials list those who died in this way. A small minority 
listed men by rank, and some listed men by the date or year of death. But 
sites of memory were built for the survivors, for the families of those who 
were not there, and these people needed easy access to the sole signifier left 
to them – the name of the dead person.

This essential practice of naming has inspired a host of historical stud-
ies. It set the pattern for commemorative forms after the World War II and 
beyond. After 1945, names were simply added to Great War memorials. This 
was partly in recognition of the links between the two twentieth-century 
conflicts; partly it was a matter of economy. After the Vietnam War, naming 
still mattered, and World War I forms inspired memorials, most notably 
Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial in Washington. Her work clearly 
drew on Sir Edwin Lutyens’s Memorial to the missing on the River Somme 
at Thiepval, inaugurated in 1932.

By the latter decades of the twentieth century, artistic opinion and aes-
thetic tastes had changed sufficiently to make abstraction the key language 
of commemorative expression. Statues and installations thereby escaped 
from specific national notation and moved away from the earlier emphasis 
upon the human figure. The exception to the rule is Soviet commemora-
tive art, which resolutely stuck to the path of heroic romanticism in mark-
ing out the meaning of what they called the Great Patriotic War. In many 
instances in Western Europe, but by no means all, forms that suggested 
absence or nothingness replaced classical, religious, or romantic notions in 
commemorative art.
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This shift was noticeable in Holocaust remembrance, which today con-
stitutes an entire field of historical research. Holocaust sites of memory – 
concentration and extermination camps, in particular, but also places where 
Jews had lived before the Shoah – could not be treated in the same way as 
sites commemorating the dead of the two world wars. The first difficulty 
was the need to avoid Christian notation to represent a Jewish catastrophe. 
The second was the allergy of observant Jews to representational art, either 
forbidden or resisted within Orthodox Jewish tradition. The third was the 
absence of any sense of uplift, of meaning, of purpose in the deaths of the 
victims. Those who died in the Holocaust may have affirmed their faith 
thereby, but what is the meaning in the murder of one million children? To 
a degree, their deaths meant nothing, and therefore the Holocaust meant 
nothing.

Representing nothing became a challenge met in particular ways. Some 
artists provided installation art which literally vanished through the pres-
ence of visitors. Others projected photographs of the vanished world onto 
the facades of still erect buildings, occupied by non-Jews. Others adopted 
postmodern forms to suggest disorientation, void, emptiness. Daniel 
Liebeskind’s Jewish annex to the Berlin Historical Museum is one such 
site. It has been likened to a Jewish star taken apart, or a lightning bolt in 
stone and glass. Whatever metaphor one chooses, it is a disturbing, tilted, 
 nonlinear representation of the unrepresentable.

Since the 1970s, commemoration of the World War II has become 
braided together with commemoration of the Holocaust. This presented 
aesthetic as well as social and political challenges, all documented by many 
historians. Great War commemorative forms had sought out some mean-
ing, some significance in the enormous loss of life attending that conflict. 
There was an implicit warning in many of these monuments. “Never again” 
was there ultimate meaning. But “never” had lasted a bare twenty years. 
Thus after the World War II, the search for meaning became infinitely more 
complex. And the fact that more civilians died than soldiers in the World 
War II made matters even more difficult to configure in art.

Finally, the extreme character of the World War II challenged the capac-
ity of art – any art – to express a sense of loss when it is linked to genocidal 
murder or thermonuclear destruction. We have mentioned how Auschwitz 
defied conventional notations of “meaning,” though some individuals con-
tinue to try to rescue redemptive elements from it. The same is true for 
the atomic destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Sites of memory are 
places where people affirm their faith that history has a meaning. What 
kind of site is appropriate where the majority of people see no meaning at 
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all in the events being marked in time and in space? Ignoring Auschwitz or 
Hiroshima is impossible, but locating them within earlier commemorative 
structures or gestures is either problematic or absurd or both. Thus histo-
rians entered and to a degree dominate the discussion of the Holocaust as 
that set of events that set a limit to what can be represented in scholarship 
of any kind.

Ritual

Under the influence of many different forms of anthropology and cul-
tural studies, especially those related to the work of Michel de Certeau and 
Louis Morin in France, historians have been more and more attentive to 
the words and gestures of those who come together at sites of memory to 
recall particular aspects of the past, their past. Such moments are rarely the 
simple reflection of a fixed text, a script rigidly prepared by political lead-
ers determined to fortify their position of power. Inevitably, commemora-
tion overlaps with political conflicts, but it can never be reduced to a direct 
function of power relationships. Here we are in the sphere of meanings, not 
meaning.

Historians have focused on at least three stages in the history of rituals 
surrounding public commemoration. The first we have already dealt with: 
the construction of a commemorative form. But there are two other levels 
in the life history of monuments which need attention. The second is the 
grounding of ritual action in the calendar, and the routinization of such 
activities; the third is their transformation or their disappearance as active 
sites of memory.

One case in point may illustrate this trajectory. The date July 1, 1916, 
is not a national holiday in Britain; but it marks the date of the opening 
of the British offensive on the river Somme, an offensive that symbolized 
the terrible character of industrial warfare. On that day, the British army 
suffered the highest casualty totals in its history; on that day, a volunteer 
army, and the society that had created it, were introduced to the full ter-
rors of twentieth-century warfare. To this day, groups of people come to the 
Somme battlefields to mark this day, without national legislation to enable 
them to do so. Theirs are locally defined rituals. A party of Northumberland 
men and women bring their bagpipes and mark the moment when the 
Battle of the Somme began at a gigantic crater they purchased to ensure it 
would not be ploughed over and forgotten. Others from Newfoundland go 
to the still extant trench system at Beaumont Hamel where their ancestors 
were slaughtered on July 1, 1916. There is a bronze caribou at the site to link 
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this place to the landscape from which the men of Newfoundland – then 
a British colony – came as volunteers to fight for King and Country. In 
France, November 11 is a national holiday, but it is not in Britain. Legislation 
codifies activities the origins and force of which lie on the local level. After 
1939, remembrance of the Great War dead was located on the closest Sunday 
to November 11. What mattered most about this is that churches became 
the sites where remembrance occurred. The ritual of Protestant churches 
domesticated war remembrance and blunted its appeal. There is still today 
(2006) a movement to return war remembrance to where it belongs, in the 
midst of life, on whatever day November 11 happens to fall.

Public commemoration flourishes within the orbit of civil society, and 
these associations leave records that historians have exploited in many 
sophisticated ways. This is less true among historians of countries where 
dictatorships rule; Stalinist Russia smashed civil society to a point that it 
could not sustain commemorative activity independent of the party and 
the state (Merridale, 1999). But, elsewhere, local associations matter. And so 
do families. Commemorative ritual survives when it is inscribed within the 
rhythms of community and in particular, family life. Public commemora-
tion lasts when it draws its power from the overlap between national history 
and family history, and family history is a burgeoning field of historical 
research. Most of those who take the time to engage in the rituals of remem-
brance bring with them memories of family members touched by these vast 
events. This is what enables people born long after wars and revolutions 
to commemorate them as essential parts of their own lives. For example, 
children born in the aftermath of World War I told the story of their family 
upbringing to grandchildren born sixty or seventy years later. This trans-
mission of childhood memories over two or sometimes three generations 
gives family stories a power that is translated at times into activity – the 
activity of remembrance (Winter & Sivan, 1999). That activity has a history, 
and a rich one at that.

There are occasions when the household itself becomes a site of memory. 
The great German sculptor and artist Käthe Kollwitz kept the room of her 
dead son as a kind of shrine, just as it was when he volunteered for war in 
1914. In Paris, there is a public housing project in a working-class neighbor-
hood, where above every apartment door is listed the name of a soldier who 
had died in the Great War. This is their home, too, the metaphoric residence 
of those who were denied the chance the rest of us have of living and dying 
one at a time.

This framework of family transmission of narratives about the past is an 
essential part of public commemoration. It also helps us understand why 
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some commemorative forms are changed or simply fade away. When the 
link between family life and public commemoration is broken, a power-
ful prop of remembrance is removed. Then, in a short time, remembrance 
atrophies and fades away. Public reinforcements may help keep alive the 
ritual and practice of commemoration. But the event becomes hollow when 
removed from the myriad small-scale social units that breathed life into it 
in the first place. The difference between the small-scale and large-scale set-
tings of commemoration has preoccupied historians of Africa, South and 
Southeast Asia, and South America in particular. What they have shown 
are the ways commemorative sites and practices have been revived and 
reappropriated. The site of a massacre in Mexico City in 1968 was the altar 
of human sacrifice, Tlatelolco, among the Aztecs. No one was ignorant of 
this fact at the time. The same sites used for one purpose can be used for 
another. But most of the time, sites of memory live through their life cycle, 
and, like the rest of us, inevitably fade away.

This natural process of dissolution closes the circle on the history of sites 
of memory and the public commemoration which occurs around them – and 
rightly so, because they arise out of the needs of groups of people to link 
their lives with salient events in the past. When that need vanishes, so, too, 
does the glue that holds together the social practice of commemoration. Then 
collective memories fade away, and sites of memory decompose, or simply 
fade into the landscape. Let me offer two instances of this phenomenon. 
For decades, the national war memorial in Dublin, designed by Sir Edwin 
Lutyens, was completely overgrown with grass. No one could tell what it was, 
and this was no accident. That 100,000 Irishmen died for Britain’s King and 
Country was not an easy matter to interpolate in Irish history after 1918. But 
with the waning of sectarian violence in the latter decades of the twentieth 
century, the grass was cut and the monument reappeared, as if out of thin 
air. Sites of memory vanish, to be sure, but they can be conjured up again 
when people decide once again to mark the moment they commemorate. 
At other times, resurrection is more difficult. For years, I asked my students 
at Cambridge what did they see at the first intersection into town from the 
railway station. Most answered that they saw nothing at all. What they did not 
see was the town war memorial, a victorious soldier striding back home, right 
at the first traffic light into town. They did not see it because it had no mean-
ing to them. It was simply white noise in stone. For them to see it, someone 
had to point it out, and others had to organize acts of remembrance around it. 
Without such an effort, sites of memory vanish into thin air and stay there.

We have reached, therefore, a quixotic conclusion. The historical record 
shows in myriad ways that public commemoration is both irresistible and 
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unsustainable. Constructing sites of memory is a universal social act, and 
yet these very sites are as transitory as are the groups of people who create 
and sustain them. Time and again people have come together at particular 
places, in front of particular sites of memory, to seek meaning in vast events 
in the past and try to relate them to their own smaller networks of social 
life. These associations are bound to dissolve, to be replaced by other forms, 
with other needs, and other histories. At that point, the characteristic tra-
jectory of sites of memory, bounded by their creation, institutionalization, 
and decomposition, comes to an end.
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Culture is no explanation – that much is (or should be) obvious to all social 
scientists. Saying that people do this or believe that “because that’s their 
culture” is at most a descriptive statement – telling us that the behavior or 
belief in question is widespread in the particular group we are  considering – 
but it begs the question: Why are those behaviors or beliefs common in that 
group?

Surprisingly, this is a rather new interest in the social sciences. Chiefly 
responsible for this odd lack of interest was the perennial reluctance of 
many social scientists to consider micro-processes and their aggregation – 
that is, the way that individual processes and behaviors create large-scale 
social phenomena (Schelling, 1978). However, in the last twenty years, a 
new anthropology and psychology of cultural transmission has emerged, 
founded on the systematic study of micro-processes – the field has its 
theoretical foundations (Boyd & Richerson, 1985; Sperber, 1985; Tooby & 
Cosmides, 1992), its mathematical formalisms (McElreath & Boyd, 
2007), and droves of empirical studies (see e.g., Atran, 1990; Boyer, 1994; 
Hirschfeld, 1996 and many others). The main thrust in most of these stud-
ies is the study of particular cognitive dispositions and their consequences 
for cultural transmission, a domain that Pascal Boyer surveys in the final 
chapter of this book.

One of the ancestors of this field is Milman Parry, who as a young 
classicist in the 1930s proposed an original (and to many scholars scan-
dalous) explanation of Homeric formulae, these recurrent pairs of nouns 
and epithets (“rose-fingered Dawn,” “fleet-footed Achilles,” “heifer-eyed 
Aphrodite,” “Apollo, rouser of armies,” etc.) that crop up in so many verses 
of The Iliad and The Odyssey. Parry’s hypotheses were that the Homeric text 
was a compilation of songs previously transmitted in oral forms; that those 
were sung by illiterate poets who did not learn them by heart but composed 
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them on the go, on the basis of conventional themes and plots; and, cru-
cially, that oral composition of this nature would make such demands on 
memory that the poet would use a set of ready-made formulae, to make 
their sentences fit the hexameters’ frame (Parry & Parry, 1971). The thesis 
was not exactly well received, assuming as it did that the Ur-Text of Western 
civilization originated in the folklore of illiterate peasants. Parry set out to 
make his case by taking the rash and unprecedented step (among classi-
cists) of doing ethnography. The idea was to study modern poets who used 
oral composition – to provide a live example, as it were, of how the process 
led to the proliferation of formulae – which he did demonstrate in his stud-
ies of traditional Serbian bards (Lord, 1960).

Parry’s demonstration ushered in a renewed interest in the question of 
classical literacy (Havelock, 1986) but also, more directly relevant to the 
present theme, to a new anthropological interest in the psychology of oral 
transmission, as well as the contrast between orality and literacy (Goody, 
1968, 1977; Ong, 1982). These do not just differ as means of transmission – 
they differ in the demands they make on human memory, and consequently 
on the kinds of concepts and norms that they typically support. In this vol-
ume, this theme is taken up by David Rubin, a specialist on autobiographical 
memory (Rubin, 1986) but also on traditional Southern U.S. ballads (Rubin, 
1995) and the cognitive neuroscience of recollection (Rubin, 2006). Rubin 
starts from apparently the humblest of memory achievements, the counting 
rhyme, to illustrate a variety of features and processes that apply to memory 
in general. There may seem to be a long way from eenie meenie miney moe 
to the neural correlates of autobiographical memory, but Rubin shows how 
a sound theory of memory could link these two memory phenomena (and 
most others) in an empirically sound psychology of memory and culture – 
the overarching theme of this volume.
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This chapter is about the cultural memory and transmission of oral tradi-
tions, especially those that use poetics and music. The latter include many 
of the best studied and most stable forms of oral traditions, including chil-
dren rhymes, ballads, songs, and epic poetry. Oral traditions are of inter-
est because, unlike written traditions, they depend primarily on memory 
for their survival. Thus, by examining the products of long periods of oral 
transmission, we can learn something about the processes of memory used. 
Working in the other direction, by using our knowledge of memory, we can 
better understand how the products came into being and what their likely 
limitations are. Although they are often viewed only as art forms in cur-
rent times, oral traditions did, and often still do, transmit valuable practical 
and moral information and in many forms, such as the epics sung in the 
Balkans, give insight into major conflicts (Foley, 1991; Havelock, 1978; Lord, 
1960; Ong, 1982).

In large part, this chapter is drawn from my earlier work on oral tradi-
tions (e.g., Rubin, 1995), but here I intend to show how it provides a more 
general view of memory as used in the cultural transmission of information. 
My goal is to show that current theories of memory need to be expanded 
in principled and theoretically well-supported ways if they are going to be 
maximally useful in helping us understand individual and collective mem-
ory. This is hard to show in single chapter in an abstract way, so I will start 
with two genres of oral traditions and then, after presenting data on these, I 
will expand to memory in general.

Examples from Children’s Counting-Out Rhymes and Ballads

I begin with a few examples to make the topic less abstract. After all, oral 
traditions themselves are not abstract in content but always illustrate the 
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abstract through use of the concrete (Havelock, 1978). The most com-
monly known piece for most readers from an oral tradition is probably the 
following:

Eenie, meenie, miney, mo
Catch a tiger by the toe.
If he hollers, let him go.
Eenie, meenie, miney, mo.

This may seem like a cute little scrap of nonsense, but it has remained 
stable, popular, and widespread across the English-speaking world for over 
a century. The poetics are subtle and exhaustive. Most of the words contain 
a repeated sound pattern, usually word repetition, rhyme, or alliteration, 
and all the words not involved in the meaning are involved in one of these 
poetic devices.

Consider the first line. Eenie is part of meenie. Meenie, miney, and mo 
alliterate. Eenie, meenie, and miney rhyme, as do mo, toe, and go. In terms 
or articulation, the initial vowel in meenie, miney, mo (i.e., e, i, o) is a front-
to-back progression as in fee, fi, fo, fum, I smell the blood of an Englishman 
or in Old McDonald had a farm, ee eye, ee eye, oh. Thus, meenie, miney, 
mo sounds better than miney, meenie, mo, and the order is unlikely to 
change. The remaining sound, /n/, repeats in the same location in three 
words. The whole line repeats as the last line, where the one single-syllable 
word, mo, coincides with the person who is chosen. This change from the 
two-syllable pattern (which would be monie) adds closure, and because the 
line is trochaic (i.e., it has feet consisting or a stressed syllable followed by 
an unstressed syllable), it emphasizes the end-rhyme scheme by putting a 
stress on the final, rhyming syllable. In summary, there is not a phoneme or 
even a distinctive feature in the first line that can change without breaking 
some pattern. The middle two lines offer more flexibility and so do change 
over time and over retellings, where that flexibility allows or where social 
forces require, but the changes always maintain the rhythmic, poetic, and 
other forms of organization of the piece and genre (Rubin, 1995).

Eenie Meenie is the most frequent rhyme in Abrahams and Rankin’s 
(1980) compilation of counting-out rhymes, and we could find 82 versions of 
it dating back to the 1880s. In oral traditions, there is no correct version, but 
using the version listed earlier as a standard, the changes among the rhymes 
vary where they can without disrupting the basic poetic, rhythmic, imagery, 
and meaning organization. The first and last line varied before 1910, mostly 
outside the United States, including Eena meena mina mo and Eena deena 
dina do. Note that the whole line had to change to preserve the rhyme and 



 Oral Traditions as Collective Memories 275

alliteration patterns. The middle two lines also changed, although rarely. 
These, like the changes in the first line, maintained the organization by pro-
viding completely new lines. My favorite, in which a beatnik is caught, is If 
he hollers daddy-o, Play it cool and let him go.

Other changes occurred in single words. The word hollers was American, 
not English, and in Great Britain and New Zealand, and only in these coun-
tries, it often changed to squeals, although now hollers has become world-
wide. Other versions had cries, chatters, quarrels, roars, and screams, but 
these were rarer. Hollers, which alliterates with the he of If he hollers, remains 
the most common. Other single-word changes occur in words that do not 
have any poetic links and have synonyms with the same number of syl-
lables. These are usually in unstressed words and include his for the, when 
for if, and the for a. Before the 1940s, the term for what was caught was a 
racial slur. This changed steadily over time until now tiger is the only word 
widely used. However, while the replacement was ongoing, a host of mostly 
two-syllable words was considered by the community using the rhyme, 
including baby, beatnik, beggar, feller, lamb, lion, lizard, monkey, neighbor, 
pig, robber, and rooster. Tiger alliterates with toe, and it is a two-syllable tro-
chaic word making it arguably the best word in the language for its loca-
tion in the rhyme. Thus, the forms of organization remain stable even when 
the individual words change. What is transmitted through those who use 
the genre is not the rote memorization of exact words but solutions that fit 
the genre. In cognitive psychology, the word used to describe such genre 
organization is Bartlett’s (1932) term, “schema.” Here the schemata are for 
rhythm, poetics, imagery, and meaning, not just for meaning.

Similar counting-out rhymes occur in many cultures where they deter-
mine in a relatively peaceful manner the child who will play an often 
unpleasant role in a game. Romanian shares the Romance-language roots 
of English, but it is surrounded linguistically by Hungarian, Slavic, and 
Turkish languages. Thus, the rhymes have similar properties that are not, 
a product of easy borrowing from the English rhymes and so provide a test 
of the ideas developed on English rhymes (Rubin, Ciobanu, & Langston, 
1997). The rhyme we collected most was the following:

Din Oceanul Pacific, (From the Pacific Ocean)
A iesit un peste mic. (A little fish came out)
Si pe coada lui scria (And on its tail is written)
Iesi afara dumneata. (Out goes you.)

We collected 63 versions of this rhyme. Of these, 49 were the variant 
shown. The remaining 14 versions all varied from it in the last two lines. 
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One was Iu, iu, iu / Iesi afară tu (You, you, you / Out goes you). Another was 
A B C / Iesi afară dumneata (A B C / Out goes you). The remain 12 variants 
came only from girls and were Te iubesc / nu mă uita (I love you / don’t forget 
me). The rhyme seems like it could fit into the English genre (and stereo-
typed cultural sex roles), and in general the rhymes we collected share with 
the English genre many properties including having four lines with four 
beat per line, line internal and end rhyme, alliteration, and allowing many 
repeating and nonsense words.

Preliterate children may use oral traditions for memory because they 
cannot rely on writing. However, even adults make use of song and poetry 
to aid memory. I choose a recent ballad as an example because it is an event 
for which we have eyewitness and newspaper accounts and because the bal-
lad was involved in a copyright dispute, which adds additional information 
about variants and how they changed over time. Thus, one can examine 
how accurately information is transmitted and what biases are caused by 
the genre of ballads and of newspaper reporting (see A. Cohen, 1973, for 
more on this issue).

On December 27, 1903, Number 97, a fast mail train, reached Monroe, 
Virginia, behind schedule. The engineer taking charge at Monroe tried to 
make up the time, but he was new to the Southern Railway and unfamiliar 
with the treacherous points in the route. Just north of Danville, Virginia, 
the tracks round a curve, descend, and cross a trestle about 90 feet above 
a creek (see N. Cohen 1981; Lyle, 1991; Wallace, & Rubin, 1988 for more 
details). Here are the two verses that carry most of the story line. It comes 
from the Appeals Court record of the copyright case (White, 1952, p. 513):

It’s a mighty rough road from Lynchburg to Danville
And a line on a three mile grade.
It was on this grade when he lost his air-brakes
And you see what a jump he made.

He was going down grade making ninety miles an hour
When his whistle began to scream,
He was found in the wreck with his hand on the throttle
And was scalded to death by the steam.

The story was fit into a ballad tradition, in which there were many other 
ballads about train or shipwrecks. As part of this tradition, it included stan-
zas of four lines with four beats per line and with the last beat of lines two 
and four often being filled with a rest or held note. The last words of line 
two and line four rhyme. There is high imagery and action-filled meaning 
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structured so that each stanza is a self-contained unit of meaning and imag-
ery. The genre is complex, well studied, and dates back to the Middle Ages, 
so much is known about it (for more details, see Rubin, 1995; Wallace, & 
Rubin, 1991).

As with the counting-out rhymes, the changes that occur over time and in 
singing the ballad multiple times tend not to violate the organization of the 
genre. There are several ways to demonstrate this using The Wreck of the Old 97 
as an example. We tested traditional ballad singers in North Carolina, that is, 
people who knew ballads most of which they learned from listening to another 
singer (Wallace & Rubin, 1988). The five who knew The Wreck of the Old 97 
sang it twice separated by a period of about six months. All of these singers 
played a stringed instrument, even if they did not when singing the versions 
we collected. The quarter notes are the notes that they would have played on 
that instrument. This adds both musical and motor forms of organization that 
can be grouped as “finger memory” to these notes of the ballad.

Each singing by each singer was unique, there was much more stabil-
ity within singers than across singers, and the melody seemed more stable 
than the words. The variability that did occur tended to be within the regu-
larities of the genre. End rhyme, the number of beats per line, and lines 
per verse remained relatively constant, as did the gist of verses, sequence 
of lines within a verse, and sequence of verses. Singers added or deleted 
verses that embellished the story. Melodic changes were also limited by the 
constraints of the particular type of scale used, the time signature, and the 
basic melodic line of the quarter notes. The words and music are integrated. 
Singers often need to play or hum a stanza before they can recall the words. 
The words have a metrical pattern, which must correspond to the rhythmi-
cal pattern, the beat structure, and the time signature of the music further 
limiting the kind of changes that could occur.

In addition to this more observational approach, to test our ideas, we 
undertook experiments with 27 undergraduates who had not heard the bal-
lad before and were not experts in the tradition. To show that the organiza-
tion made a difference, the undergraduates listened to the ballad sung 10 
times, waited 10 minutes and recalled the ballad as close to verbatim as pos-
sible. We found that lines that were higher in visual imagery were recalled 
better (r = .49) but not lines rated as being important to understanding the 
meaning of the ballad (r = .06). However, lines that carried the meaning 
by being causally connected to other lines were recalled better (r = .44), as 
were lines in which the music better fit the words (r = .44).

We then tested another 27 undergraduates using the same procedure 
but changed 24 words so that they were no longer poetically linked. For 
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instance, saying Steve became telling Steve and mighty rough road became 
mighty tough road. This dropped the overall recall of the ballad only slightly 
from 60 percent to 55 percent. However, the 24 words that were poetically 
linked were recalled 51 percent of the time and their non-poetically linked 
words were recalled only 24 percent of the time. More telling was the kind 
of errors made. Saying Steve was recalled correctly by nine people, omitted 
by three, and changed to something else by the rest. In the version that we 
changed to telling Steve, no one recalled telling Steve correctly; 13 people 
omitted it and 2 people changed it back to the original version, which they 
had not heard. That is, they corrected our change to the more poetically 
linked original of saying Steve. Similarly, mighty rough road was recalled 
correctly by 13 people and omitted by 4. Mighty tough road was recalled cor-
rectly by no one, omitted by five people, and changed back to mighty rough 
road by one person (Wallace & Rubin, 1988).

In another experiment, we recorded the ballad either (a) spoken with 
normal intonation and rhythm, (b) spoken to capture the rhythm of the bal-
lad, or (c) spoken to capture the rhythm of the ballad with the rhythm also 
marked by tapping. Otherwise, the procedure did not vary from what was 
just described. There was no significant difference among these groups on 
amount recalled (57%, 56%, and 64%), but there was an interaction between 
which lines were best recalled and the three listening conditions. To probe 
why some lines were remembered better in different listening condition, we 
asked how the percentage recall of each line correlated with our metrical 
agreement measure. In the rhythmical-voice condition and in the rhyth-
mical-voice-plus-beat condition, there were significant correlations (r = .52 
and r = .57, respectively). However, in the normal-voice condition, metrical 
agreement did not significantly correlate with percentage recalled (r = .38). 
Thus, when the rhythm was stressed, lines with good fit to the rhythm were 
better recalled (Wallace & Rubin, 1988).

In order to investigate how difficult it would be to learn such a complex 
and interrelated set of organizations, we had undergraduates learn ballads 
(Rubin, Wallace, & Houston, 1993). The learning process for each ballad 
consisted of hearing each ballad once, recalling it, hearing it four more 
times, and recalling it again. This was repeated for a different ballad each 
week for five weeks. The ballads were each 10 verses long and analyzed to 
document the various forms of organization in them, including 30 easy-
to-identify properties that we could look for in the recalls. Over the course 
of learning five ballads, the undergraduates’ ability to learn after hearing 
a ballad sung once increased dramatically. There was one and a half times 
as many words recalled, twice as many rhyming words, and three times as 
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much line structure in their recall of the fifth ballad than their recall of the 
first ballad.

After all recalls were completed, we asked the undergraduates to spend 
20 minutes composing a new ballad that would fit with the ones they heard 
and then to list all the rules they followed. The composed ballads were 
about two-thirds as long as the ones heard. They had about half of the 30 
characteristics that we had identified and about one quarter of the charac-
teristics were stated as explicit rules. Moreover, there was no relationship 
between the rules stated and the rules followed. For instance, as is common 
in ballads, there was no setting in any of the five ballads learned, very few 
words were more than two syllables long, the nouns were concrete and easy 
to image rather than being abstract, and the main character always died. 
All 14 of our undergraduates omitted having a setting, 11 used few words 
longer than two syllables, 12 used mostly concrete nouns, but none of the 14 
undergraduates stated any of these as an explicit rule. In contrast, 13 of the 
14 undergraduates stated the rule that the main character dies, but only 11 
followed it. Thus, the undergraduates began to master a complex genre in 
part by observing some regularities in it consciously and in part by learning 
to mimic the style without being able to verbalize how they did it.

Thus, our ideas were confirmed based on a textual analysis of ballads, 
on observations of changes in traditional singers, and with experiments in 
the laboratory. By mixing the various strengths of these forms of inquiry, 
we could become more certain of our ideas than we could by using any 
one alone. Like counting-out rhymes, ballads are not learned in a fixed 
rote manner, even by undergraduates who were not expert in the genre. 
We found that the forms of organization that help structure memory seem 
to be any forms of organization present that is appreciated, and that with 
expertise, the appreciation of structure in the to-be-remembered material 
is increased. Of course, someone not well trained in cognitive psychology 
might wonder if people would ever remember anything without making 
use of all the forms of organization that would help them, but, in fact, most 
psychological and psycholinguistic theories claimed that we used only the 
abstract meaning of a text as an aid to memory.

What Does Standard Memory Theory Tell Us?

Cognitive psychology tells us a great deal about how oral traditions are 
maintained. It makes a real contribution to the study of oral traditions by 
making clear the division between implicit and explicit memory, the role 
of organization and schemata, the idea of cuing and of matching the cues 
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at recall to the cues that were present at encoding, transfer, interference, 
spaced practice, overlearning, and numerous other heavily studied and 
well-understood concepts and phenomena. This contribution is easy to 
expand to the study of collective memory in general.

However, most of the ideas from cognitive psychology were developed 
in tasks more restricted than the varied conditions of transmission of oral 
traditions, and so there a few ideas that do not generalize well. Even these 
are informative to the study of oral traditions, and because they show 
failures or limitations of theories in psychology, they are of special inter-
est to the study of memory in general. For instance, depth of processing 
fails because shallow rhyme processing is extremely powerful. Similarly, 
the standard rumor paradigm used in cognitive and social psychology 
predicts a rapid change (Allport & Postman, 1947; Bartlett, 1932) that does 
not occur in oral traditions, whereas models of transmission proposed 
by folklorists do much better (see Rubin, 1995 for details of why). More 
serious is the tendency in memory research to reify memories, that is, 
to make them single things that tend to be located in a single place and 
stored as a single unit as opposed to a process (Kolers & Roediger, 1984). 
Moving from this to a view that can account for data and observations in 
oral traditions and other real-world memory requires a reanalysis of how 
memory functions.

Consider the recall of the oral traditions just reviewed. In laboratory 
terms, it is classic serial recall. The words must be recalled in order. Therefore, 
we know a great deal about some of the mechanisms involved from labora-
tory research for lists of unrelated words and the verbatim learning of prose 
and poetry. The study of oral traditions shows the nature of that serial recall 
more clearly than earlier work. People cannot summarize the overall mean-
ing of a piece from an oral tradition that uses poetics or music until they 
recall the whole piece with the goal of summarizing in mind. They cannot 
tell you what happens in the middle or how it ends in any detail without 
recalling from the beginning to that part. Similarly, they cannot tell you the 
end-rhyme scheme or visual image or spatial location used in a part of the 
piece until they get to it. They need a “running start.” Why is this the case? 
Why is it that the information is not “content addressable,” to use the com-
puter term? Each word recalled provides cues for the next word. The cues 
involve all of the forms of organization that might be involved in recalling 
the next word. Thus, part way into a ballad the next word to be recalled 
is being cued by schema, or forms of organization, that involve meaning, 
imagery, spatial layout, rhyme, alliteration, assonance, rhythm, and motor 
movements accompanying the verbal output and melody.
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Providing a cue in only one of these systems at a time, as in asking for 
the overall meaning of the piece, or a particular part of it, is just not enough. 
But singing through to that part activates cues in all relevant systems (see 
Rubin, 1995, 2006 for details). Such cuing can be extremely powerful. Please 
consider the following nine cues and answer them in order. Please think of 
a word that: (a) is a building material, (b) is a mythical being, (c) is a unit 
of time, (d) rhymes with eel, (e) rhymes with post, (f) rhymes with beer, 
(g) is a building material that rhymes with eel, (h) is a mythical being that 
rhymes with post, and (i) is a unit of time that rhymes with beer. I have in 
mind three target words. So that you will not see them when thinking of 
your answer, I have put these target words at the end of the next paragraph. 
They are the only common answers to (g), (h), and (i), and I would bet that 
they were your answers to these cues. However, I doubt that more that one 
of these three target words was your answer to any of the first six cues, and, 
for most people, based on our studies, none would be listed. Thus, com-
bining the single cues leads to a much higher hit rate on my three targets 
than can be expected from their individual strengths (see Rubin & Wallace, 
1989, for details and mathematical derivations). In terms of oral traditions, 
if one has sung far enough to know what the meaning and rhyme scheme of 
the next line has to be then the last word of the rhyme does not have to be 
remembered – it is known. In terms of memory, such cuing can reduce the 
memory load to zero, once a running start is obtained. This and the previ-
ous paragraph are a summary of a theory of serial recall in oral traditions 
described in more detail in Rubin (1995).

An Expanded Theory for Individual  
and Collective Memory

We want to expand from situations in which memory is for only one modal-
ity and for only one form or organization at a time to the typically more 
complex situations, which are normally of interest in collective memory. 
Therefore, a model of memory more complex than the one developed for 
simple situations needs to be considered but one that is not restricted to 
the serial recall of many oral traditions (Cabeza et al., 2004; Greenberg & 
Rubin, 2003; Rubin, 2005, 2006). By the way, the target words were steel, 
ghost, and year.

Consider a real-world situation that would become part of your autobio-
graphical memory and life story if you were there, and that might become 
part of an oral tradition ballad. Imagine that you were one of the two chil-
dren under the trestle who survived when the Old 97 jumped the tracks and 
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crashed down just beyond the area where you were playing. It was a hot day 
at the end of September. A continuous loud steam whistle announces a train 
out of control. Then there is a crashing sound as the engine and several mail 
cars leave the track and crash into the creek. After a silence, the final mail 
car, which was hanging on the tracks, lands on top of the others. Steam and 
dust are followed by smoke from the fires started. A hundred or more bright 
yellow canaries that were being carried as freight escape and fly around the 
scene of destruction. Then you can hear the cries of the injured and, within 
a half hour, help arrives. Immediately people ask you what had happened 
and how you are. The next year, as part of a commemoration, a newspaper 
reporter collects your autobiographical memory for his story. What would 
you need as a memory theorist to describe that decade old memory?

I would claim that, at a minimum, you would need information stored 
and processed in at least the following semiautonomous systems. You would 
need a good spatial system to describe the layout and to place objects and 
actions within it. This is separate from a visual system; you would know the 
general layout from sound and touch even if there were so much steam, 
dust, and smoke that you could not see it. You would need a visual system 
to identify to objects, and note the steam and the flock of yellow canaries; 
an auditory system to decode the sounds; an olfactory system for the smells; 
and so forth for each sense.

Why keep the senses separate as opposed to having a single abstract mem-
ory system for the processing and storage of all kinds of sensory informa-
tion? There are many reasons. First, each system has its own schemata that are 
unique to it, and that can be changed by experience. What one knows about 
the visual organization of the world does not apply easily to odors. Second, 
each system is functionally different. It handles different kinds of input and 
that input is typically used for different things. For instance, olfaction typi-
cally provides hedonistically important information in a very rapid fashion, 
but it does not indicate the location of the source of the odor. Third, each sys-
tem is biologically different, which has implications for the mechanisms it has 
to offer for the memory. The need for and properties of sensory information 
store, working memory buffers, and long-term memory are not the same for 
all senses. Some of this is because of the stimuli to be handled, the primary 
functions of the sensory system outside of memory, and other functions of 
the areas of the brain used by the sense. Thus, visual stimuli can change more 
rapidly than tastes and smells, and tastes and smells result from chemicals 
entering the body that can serve as their own sensory information store.

Sensory systems with a spatial system to integrate them are not enough. 
There would be language heard and language used to code nonlinguistic 
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inputs. There would also be narrative to structure the story of the episode 
into understandable, causally related, individual events. Narrative is not 
the same as language. One can have coherent narratives in mime, in silent 
film, in comics, and even is a single painting or picture without having any 
words. Moreover, as with the individual senses, narrative and language 
(defined as structure at the level of the sentence or below) occupy differ-
ent brain areas and suffer under different neurological insult (see Rubin & 
Greenberg, 2003, for a review). In addition to all of this cold cognition, 
emotions would be needed for any kind of an adequate description of how 
you felt and what you experienced at the time. Emotions have two major 
roles to play. The first is as a modulator of the memory, increasing the level 
of encoding as a function of arousal. The second is more like the role of the 
senses, language, and narrative. You would experience particular emotional 
reactions, which would depend not only on your biology and personality 
dispositions but also on your experiences up to that time.

Finally, to integrate the information in these various systems, you would 
need a system, or more likely two systems, that would provide an inte-
grated, unitary memory. The first system is the standard medial temporal, 
hippocampus-based memory system usually studied in case of amnesia 
(Nadel & Moscovitch, 1997; Squire 1987; Squire, Stark, & Clark, 2004). It 
binds information stored in the other systems just mentioned in an auto-
matic and fairly stupid way, with some modulation from the emotion sys-
tem. Second is a frontal-lobe search-and-retrieval system that searches for 
previously stored information in a more intelligent way and is associated 
with inhibitive processing and a host of nonmnemonic process. Its role in 
assembling memories is a newer addition to memory theory and is mainly 
a result of neuroimaging studies.

In the spirit of this chapter, I have kept the arguments for different sys-
tems focused on the role they would have to play in an autobiographical 
memory, like the hypothetical one I propose for experiencing the wreck 
of the Old 97 or for the ballad that resulted from it. The autobiographical 
memory would be richer, more subject to change, and less musical. The 
ballad would be more restricted and stable as a result of the added sche-
mata of the ballad genre and the subgenre of train- and shipwreck ballads 
(i.e., in literary terms, to genre convergence). However, the evidence for 
separate systems, each with their own forms of organization, or schemata, 
which would affect recall, goes way beyond this form of analysis. Evidence 
for the separate systems comes from neuroanatomy, neuropsychology, neu-
roimaging, cognitive-experimental psychology, and individual differences 
research. Each system, except for the medial-temporal explicit-memory 
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system, is used for tasks other than memory and thus there is consider-
able knowledge about each system from its nonmnemonic functions that 
informs its role in memory (see Rubin, 2006 for a detailed review).

The neurological damage and early neuroimaging provide strong evi-
dence for physical separation of these systems and neuroimaging is begin-
ning to show their temporal separation as well, revealing the order of the 
processes involved. For instance, in autobiographical memory, the frontal 
and medial-temporal memory systems are active before the visual system 
(Daselaar et al. in press), and in the serial recall of oral traditions we would 
expect rhythmic entrainment of many of the systems outlined as the piece 
is sung. For instance, when the end of line 2 of a stanza of The Wreck of the 
Old 97 is reached, brain regions involved in rhyme should become active 
in the search for the last word of line 4 of that stanza. Similarly, one would 
expect visual and spatial areas to become more active during the course of 
the singing of a stanza and to reduce their activity at the end of the stanza.

Expanded Methods for Collective Memory

The approach that I am going to recommend is an ethological one. It is 
perhaps best described in Tinbergen’s (1960) The Herring Gull’s World. One 
example of its application to the contents of autobiographical memory 
can be found in Linton (1986). Newell (1973, p. 303) provides an excellent 
description of a related approach from cognitive science in which he argues 
that one should try to have a theory of “a genuine slab of human behavior”; 
Brown writes about the success of such an approach in social psychology 
(1989); and a similar approach is favored by Neisser (1982). At a method-
ological level, I have written about my attempts at using an ethological 
approach for various areas of memory research (Rubin, 1989). The most 
direct contrast to it is theory-driven or hypothesis-testing research in which 
a strong theory about the nature of the world leads one to set up ideal con-
ditions to falsify the theory. This approach is certainly the most elegant and 
useful when it can be applied but, in the area of individual and collective 
memory, I do not find much worthy of that kind of effort yet. Within cur-
rent cognitive psychological theories, the opposition I am referring to par-
allels the opposition between top-down and bottom-up processing within 
an individual faced with understanding some stimulus.

The first step is to observe the kind of individual or collective memory 
that you want to understand. Describe the important features of it and if 
possible quantify that description. The quantification need not be a simple 
more or less comparisons; relations among variables can be more stable and 
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more important. Once you have observed and described, you can theorize. 
Here it is very important not to be too attached to the way that you initially 
described the phenomena under study and especially to your theory of it. As 
we know from studies of problem solving and creativity, the representation 
you use to describe the object of study is crucial. The description and theory 
will interact and change each other. The next step is to design experiments 
to test your hunches, ideas, or theory (depending on your level of formal-
ism and arrogance). Here, Tinbergen’s experiments of providing adult gulls 
with a variety of different size, color, and shapes of eggs to try to hatch, or 
baby chicks with different shaped bills to peck at are forceful examples. The 
theory may then need to be revised. If you use a more ethological approach 
this is great and seems to be a natural progression. Revising a theory is also 
optimal for theory-driven, top-down research; if you always reject the null 
hypothesis and thereby support your theory, you certainly are not being 
an efficient experimenter. There was really no need to keep testing your 
theory if it was so good or your tests were so easy; you should have been 
doing something else. However, in practice, theory-driven researchers seem 
unhappy about changing their theories in public.

I started this chapter with examples of two genres of oral traditions and a 
limited number of pieces from those traditions. The actual research started 
with a great deal of description. In fact, the genres we studied were selected 
because so much of the description had been done for us already by folklore 
scholars. Then we did experiments where possible. For the children’s rhymes, 
experiments in the usual sense were more difficult because the users of the 
tradition are harder to question than are adults. If we were child psycholo-
gists, we might have done such experiments, or we might have changed to 
jump-rope rhymes, which are sung by older children and that use some of 
the same rhymes. Instead, we compared changes in rhymes over time and 
we asked if the conclusions that we drew on one corpus of rhymes would 
hold for a new corpus to which we did not have access when we described 
the first. For the ballads, we did experiments of the same kind that people 
had been doing for decades in psychological laboratories. The only change 
was in the material to be learned. In this process, we formulated the theory 
of serial recall with multiple cuing and suggested tests for this theory.

If, as suggested, one is starting with a phenomenon, such as explaining 
what is stable and what changes in oral traditions, and not a theory, two 
hints are in order. First, be ready to find something you cannot explain. A 
good description of a highly replicable finding is not a guarantee that you 
will know why it occurred. Second, use any help that you can get. If you do 
not start by setting out to test one theory, you will probably have to read 
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many different theories. If you are interested in a real-world phenomenon 
and not a laboratory task, you will need a collection of methods and, if 
you get far enough, a collection of laboratory tasks. At least you will not be 
accused of having too narrow a focus. You will have to decide for yourself 
whether you are a scholar or a dilettante.
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We call those concepts and norms that seem to be shared within a group 
and differ from those of other groups “cultural.” We call concepts and 
norms “cultural” if people have them because other people in their group 
have them or had them before. This suggests that transmission of concepts 
and norms is at the heart of what constitutes human cultures.

To what extent does cultural transmission require memory? The answer 
of modern cognitive anthropology is slightly surprising. If we understand 
“memory” in the ordinary sense of information about past situations that 
we can access and consider explicitly, the answer is that cultural transmis-
sion does not actually require as much of that kind of memory as we would 
generally assume. Indeed, a great deal of cultural transmission takes place 
outside of explicit memories, as I explain here. But memory, for psychol-
ogists, includes more than just explicit memories (Roediger, Wheeler, & 
Rajaram, 1993). It comprises systematic information about the social and 
natural environment, what is called “semantic memory,” as well as the many 
skills and habits known as “procedural memory.” Once we understand 
memory, as psychologists do, as including all these processes beyond con-
scious inspection (Roediger, 1990), then memory really is the crux of cul-
tural transmission. In the pages that follow, I will justify these statements on 
the basis of a few examples of cultural domains where the work of memory 
(in the wider sense) has been extensively studied.

What Is Cultural Transmission?

Let me start with a few examples of the kind of transmission phenom-
ena anthropologists study. In two different domains, I will provide both 
a familiar and an “exotic” illustration, as a first indication of the range of 
variation:

13
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Religious concepts. [a] Some people in the United States and European 
nations seem to take it for granted that an invisible agent (God) is aware of 
their actions and cares about them, about the moral aspects of their behav-
ior. [b] Many people in the Solomon Islands have frequent interaction with 
their dead forebears, to whom they occasionally sacrifice a pig – a goodwill 
gesture that keeps the ancestors happy.

Ethnic categorization. [a] Most people in the United States know which 
of a small number of “ethnic” categories they belong to. Although these 
categories are sometimes defined in terms of a particular phenotype (skin 
tone, or other physical features), some members of a group do not look 
at all like the stereotype of the group. What matters is descent more than 
external appearance. [b] Many people in West Africa consider that crafts-
men (blacksmiths, potters, weavers) are intrinsically impure, so that one 
should not share food, let alone have sex, with them. Even the members 
of such groups who do not practice the craft are impure. What matters is 
descent more than actual occupation.

Ritual behavior. [a] People in religious congregations, for example, at 
a service in a synagogue or church, engage in a variety of scripted, rigidly 
prescribed rituals supposed to produce real though unobservable effects. 
[b] Turkana people in Kenya organize a ritual in which people are enjoined 
to walk in a procession toward a bull, rub their bodies against the animal’s 
head, kill it, and then carefully tread on its carcass.

How do we understand and explain the fact that these particular concepts 
and norms, about gods and ancestors and social categories and specific ritual 
actions, seem to be successfully transmitted, such that they are (at least roughly) 
shared among most people of a particular group, and often similar to what 
could be observed several years or generations before? We are often tempted 
to think that people have the same concepts and norms as other members 
of their group because they just “observed” and “absorbed” what was “in the 
air” as they grew up. This, obviously, is less than satisfactory, to say the least, 
although this type of answer until recently was more or less all that cultural 
anthropology had to say about cultural transmission. In the last twenty years 
or so, however, there has been considerable development in research about the 
evolutionary and cognitive background to the acquisition of culture (Sperber 
& Hirschfeld, 2004), to which this chapter can serve as an introduction.

Culture as Mental Epidemics

Culture is the aggregation of many episodes of individual transmission. 
Anthropological models of cultural evolution start from the assumption 
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that what we observe as cultural representations and practices are vari-
ants of cultural traits found in roughly similar forms in a particular place 
or group, because they have resisted change and distortion through innu-
merable processes of acquisition, storage, inference, and communication 
(Boyd & Richerson, 1985; Sperber, 1996). In this way, the spread of specific 
variants of cultural representations (such as a particular belief or concept 
represented by a human mind) is formally analogous to the spread of alleles 
in a gene-pool. In particular, the tools of population genetics can be applied 
to the spread of cultural traits and allow us to predict their spread, given 
such parameters as the initial prevalence of a trait, the likelihood of trans-
mission and various biases (Boyd & Richerson, 1985). Also, such models 
allow a formal description of the different possible connections between 
genetic evolution and cultural transmission (Durham, 1991).

The biologist Richard Dawkins summarized all this by describing cul-
ture as a population of memes which, like genes, are just “copy-me pro-
grams” (Dawkins, 1976). Genes produce organisms that behave in such a 
way that the genes are replicated – otherwise the genes in question would 
not be around. Memes are units of culture: notions, values, stories, and so 
on that get people to speak or act in certain ways that make other people 
store a replicated version of these mental units. A joke or a popular tune are 
simple illustrations of such copy-me programs.

To make sense of the transmission of memes, Sperber and colleagues 
put together an epidemiological framework to describe the mechanisms of 
cultural transmission (Atran, 1990; Boyer, 1994a; Hirschfeld, 1994; Sperber, 
1985). An epidemic occurs when a group of individuals display similar 
symptoms. To explain what happened, you must understand the particular 
ways in which the human body reacts to the presence of this particular 
agent. Human minds are inhabited by a large population of mental repre-
sentations. Most of them are found only in one individual, but some are 
present in roughly similar forms in various members of a group. To account 
for this is to explain the statistical fact that a similar condition affects a 
number of organisms, as, for example, in epidemics.

Memory, Cultural Entropy, and Cognitive 
Predispositions

Before we proceed, let me underscore what is (as anthropological experi-
ence suggests) the wrong way to approach the transmission process. For 
a long time, cultural anthropologists have followed the recommendations 
of Emile Durkheim and other founders of modern sociology, that is, to 
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ignore human psychology altogether and treat cultural facts, for example, 
American race-concepts or Solomon Island religion, only at the level of 
the group (see, for instance, Durkheim, 1947; Hertz, 1960). In other words, 
the relative success of cultural transmission should be considered as given, 
and the actual processes that support it could be left aside. (To be fair, this 
position made great sense at a time when our understanding of cognitive 
development, memory and other neurocognitive processes was extremely 
rudimentary, and would not have explained much of human cultures.)

More recent models of cultural transmission aimed to replace mythical 
notions like “collective memory” and “absorbing what’s in the air” with a 
concrete, measurable process of transmission. People communicate with 
other people, they meet individuals with similar or different notions or val-
ues, they change or maintain or discard their ways of thinking because of 
these encounters, and so forth. What we call their “culture” is the outcome 
of all these particular encounters.

This, however, also raises a problem. No two minds are alike. When 
people receive and handle some information, they produce inferences that 
make sense of that information by bringing to bear all manners of available 
information from memory, most of which is highly idiosyncratic. This sug-
gests that cultural “memes” undergo mutation, recombination and selection 
inside the individual mind every bit as much and as often (in fact probably 
more and more often) than during transmission between minds. We do not 
just transmit the information we received. We process it and use it to create 
new information, some of which we do communicate to other people. So 
how come there is similarity at all, if representations come from so many 
sources and undergo so many changes? To rephrase this, cultural transmis-
sion though individual events of communication should in principle lead 
to extreme cultural entropy, in which people in a group all entertain very 
different norms and concepts. What is the source of negative entropy or 
additional order?

Recent cognitive anthropology has suggested that the answer lay in the 
wealth of findings and models from experimental and developmental psy-
chology, linguistics, neuropsychology, and the neurosciences. All of these 
converge to show that all normal human minds share a number of cognitive 
predispositions that make certain kinds of concepts and inferences particu-
larly likely to occur. Even though the contents of memory are different in 
each individual, some common principles, most of which are not available 
to conscious inspection, complement and organize incoming information. 
So some kinds of inferences tend to go in particular directions, no mat-
ter where you start from. They constitute statistical “attractors” for cultural 
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transmission (Claidière & Sperber, 2007). In the following sections, I will 
document the effects of such predispositions in various domains of human 
cultures. Cognitive predispositions are not just general constraints, for 
example, on the amount of material that can be acquired, on the capac-
ity of attention and memory. Cognitive predispositions also consist in 
specific domain-specific expectations about the kinds of objects and agents 
to be found in the world. Human expertise about the natural and social 
environment, including what is often called “semantic knowledge,” is best 
construed as consisting of different domains of competence. Each of these 
corresponds to recurrent evolutionary problems, is organized along spe-
cific principles, is the outcome of a specific developmental pathway and is 
based on specific neural processes. This domain-specific view of cognition 
informed by different principles was first popularized by developmental 
psychologists (Gelman, 1978; Gelman & Baillargeon, 1983) who proposed 
distinctions among physical-mechanical, biological, social, and numeri-
cal competencies as based on different learning principles (Hirschfeld & 
Gelman, 1994). This way of slicing up semantic knowledge has received 
considerable support from both developmental psychology and the study 
of highly specific cognitive impairment (Caramazza, 1998). Neuroimaging 
and cognitive neuroscience are now adding to the picture of a federation of 
evolved competencies that has grown out of laboratory work with children 
and adults.

If cognitive dispositions are domain-specific, this suggests that their effects 
on cultural transmission will be specific, too. For instance, from an early 
age, we have particular expectations about how sounds combine to produce 
speech. This is why children pay attention to some properties of verbal input 
more than others. In the same way, we seem to have specific expectations 
about the difference between inert objects and intentional agents, and these 
guide the way we pay attention to specific information about animals, plants 
and other natural objects. The notion of domain-specific predispositions 
explains the very familiar phenomenon, that cultural acquisition in different 
domains takes different routes. For instance, acquiring language or notions 
of kinship relations, friendship, or love is effortless and largely implicit; we 
do not realize that we are learning anything at all. Acquiring table manners 
or social hierarchies is not difficult either, but it is largely explicit; we know 
that we are learning something. We also know that what we learn is special 
to a particular group or society. Finally, acquiring the principles of algebra 
or theology is both explicit and effortful. All of this signals that different 
cognitive predispositions are involved and make the transmission of cultural 
material more or less transparent and more or less difficult.
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Religious Concepts

Do people know what their religious concepts are? This may seem a rather 
odd question, but it is in fact an important one, and the true answer is 
probably in the negative. In most domains of mental activity, only a small 
part of what goes on in our brains is accessible to conscious inspection. 
For instance, we constantly produce grammatical sentences in our native 
tongue with impeccable pronunciation, often without any idea how this is 
done. Or we perceive the world around us as made up of three-dimensional 
objects, but we are certainly not aware of the ways in which our visual cor-
tex transforms two retinal images into this rich impression of solid objects 
out there. The same goes for all our concepts and norms. We have some 
notion of what they are, but we certainly do not have full access to the way 
our minds create and sustain them.

In the same way, most of the mental machinery that sustains religious 
concepts is not consciously accessible. Indeed, experimental tests show that 
people’s actual religious concepts often diverge from what they believe they 
believe (Barrett, 1998; Barrett & Keil, 1996). This is why theologies, explicit 
dogmas, scholarly interpretations of religion cannot be taken as a reli-
able description of either the contents or the causes of people’s beliefs. For 
instance, the psychologist Justin Barrett showed that Christians’ concept of 
God was much more complex than the believers themselves assumed. Most 
Christians would describe their notion of God in terms of transcendence 
and extraordinary physical and mental characteristics. God is everywhere, 
attends to everything at the same time. However, subtle experimental tasks 
reveal that, when they are not reflecting upon their own beliefs, these same 
people use another concept of God, as a human-like agent with a partic-
ular viewpoint, a particular position and serial attention. God considers 
one problem and then another. Now, that concept is mostly tacit. It drives 
people’s thoughts about particular events, episodes of interaction with God, 
but it is not accessible to people as their “belief ” (Barrett, 2002; Barrett & 
Keil, 1996).

To illustrate this and some further arguments about concepts of gods 
and spirits, let me make use of the anthropologist Roger Keesing’s account 
of the Kwaio religion (Keesing, 1982), see more extensive discussion in 
Boyer (2001). The Kwaio live in the Solomon Islands; most of their reli-
gious activities, as described by Keesing, involve interacting with ancestors, 
especially the spirits of deceased members of their own clans, as well as 
more dangerous wild spirits. Interaction with these adalo (the term denotes 
both wild spirits and ancestors) is a constant feature of Kwaio life. People 
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frequently pray to the dead or give them sacrifices of pigs or simply talk to 
them. Also, people “meet” the ancestors in dreams. Most people are partic-
ularly familiar with and fond of one particular adalo, generally the spirit of 
a close relative, and maintain frequent contact with that spirit. Now, Kwaio 
people need not be told that spirits can perceive what happens, or that they 
can make a difference between their wishes and reality. People are just told 
that, for instance, “the spirits are unhappy because we failed to sacrifice a 
pig for them.”

A systematic investigation reveals that such notions of religious agency, 
despite important cultural differences, are highly similar the world over. 
There is a small repertoire of possible types of supernatural characters, 
many of whom are found in folktales and other minor cultural domains, 
although some of them belong to the important gods or spirits or ancestors 
of religion (Boyer, 1994b, 2000a). All these concepts are informed by very 
general assumptions from broad categories such as person, living thing, 
or man-made object. A spirit is a special kind of person, a magic wand a 
special kind of artifact, a talking tree a special kind of plant. Such notions 
combine (a) specific features that violate some default expectations for the 
domain with (b) expectations held by default as true of the entire domain. 
For example, the familiar concept of a ghost combines (a) socially transmit-
ted information about a physically counterintuitive person (disembodied, 
can go through walls, etc.), and (b) spontaneous inferences afforded by the 
general person concept (the ghost perceives what happens, recalls what he 
or she perceived, forms beliefs on the basis of such perceptions, and inten-
tions on the basis of beliefs).

These combinations of explicit violation and tacit inferences are cultur-
ally widespread and may constitute a memory optimum. Associations of this 
type are recalled better than more standard associations but also better than 
oddities that do not include domain-concept violations (Boyer & Ramble, 
2001). The effect obtains regardless of exposure to a particular kind of super-
natural beliefs, and it has been replicated in different cultures in Africa and 
Asia (Barrett, 1998; Barrett & Keil, 1996; Boyer & Ramble, 2001).

This situation, in which a certain cultural assumption (a) includes 
counterintuitive aspects and (b) activates an intuitive background, can be 
conceived as a cognitive optimum for cultural transmission, in that the 
assumption has both the initial salience and the inferential potential that 
contribute to its acquisition and use (Boyer, 1994a). This, obviously, applies 
to the fundamental principles underlying religious representations, not to 
the specific set of “surface” features that accompany them. For instance, the 
principle of intentional agents with counterintuitive physical properties is 
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widespread the world over; but in each cultural environment it is accompa-
nied with detailed, and highly variable explicit notions about the character-
istics and behavior of those agents.

To sum up, we can explain human sensitivity to particular kinds of 
supernatural concepts as a by-product of the way human minds operate in 
ordinary, nonreligious contexts. Because our assumptions about fundamen-
tal categories such as person, artifact, animal, and so on are so entrenched, 
violations of these assumptions create salient and memorable concepts.

Gods and Morality

The effect of intuitive expectations goes further. Most information about 
religious matters is about supernatural agents, who are described as “inter-
ested parties” in our moral choices (Boyer, 2000b). This means that the 
gods or the ancestors are not indifferent to what we do, and this is why 
we must act in particular ways or refrain from certain courses of action. 
As far as anthropologists know, people in most places conceive of some 
supernatural agents as having some interest in their decisions. This can take 
different forms. Christians, for instance, consider that God expects some 
particular kinds of behavior and will react to departures from the norm. 
People who interact with their ancestors, like the Kwaio, have a much less 
precise description of what the ancestors want, but it is part of their every-
day concerns that the adalo are watching them.

Why are supernatural agents involved in our moral understandings? 
Some clues can be found in the development of moral understandings, 
which seem to appear very early in childhood. Indeed, Eliot Turiel has 
shown that even preschoolers have a good intuitive understanding of the 
difference between social conventions and moral prescriptions (so that 
beating up people is wrong even if no one told you so, while being noisy 
is wrong only if there was an injunction to keep quiet) (Turiel, 1983, 1998). 
Also, children make a difference between moral principles and prudential 
rules (do not leave your notebook near the fireplace). They justify both 
in terms of their consequences, but assume that social consequences are 
specific to moral violations. So experimental studies show that there is 
an early developed specific inference system, a specialized moral sense 
underlying moral intuitions. Notions of morality provide an initial basis 
on which children can understand adult moral views. This capacity for 
entertaining abstract intuitions about the moral nature of courses of 
action (without, of course, being able to explicate them) was found also 
in children with various amounts of experience with other children, in 
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different cultures, and even in children with exceptional experiences of 
abuse or neglect.

Supernatural agents are usually represented as having full access to mor-
ally relevant information. That is, people represent a given situation, and 
represent some information about it that is relevant to social interaction, 
and they assume that the supernatural agent also has that information. 
Obviously, all this consists in tacit assumptions. After representing a partic-
ular behavior as wrong, and feeling guilty, it seems quite natural to assume 
that some other agent with full access also feels the behavior was wrong.

To recapitulate, both the notions of supernatural agency and that of reli-
gious morality are grounded in intuitive expectations that are not specific 
to religion. The successful cultural transmission of these norms and con-
cepts requires that cultural information be of a specific format, that triggers 
activation of intuitive expectations about agency (some of which are vio-
lated, most of which are confirmed by religious notions) and about moral-
ity (most of which are enriched by the religious tradition). In an important 
way, the transmission of religion does not reduce to concepts and norms 
being “downloaded” from cultural elders to novices, and “memorized” by 
the latter. Memory effects are more specific. Information about religious 
agents and their moral interests is preserved to the extent that it triggers 
spontaneous inferences from cultural novices. These inferences are based 
on semantic, generally implicit memory structures that are similar in 
all normal minds, leading to the recurrent religious notions observed in 
human cultures.

Essentialized Social Categories

People the world over categorize their social environment. That is, they 
do not just think they interact with individuals, but tend to see them as 
members of more general classes like families, social class, ethnic group, 
caste, race, lineage, or gender (Hirschfeld, 1988). People often categorize 
social groups by assuming that there are natural differences between them 
(Haslam, Rothschild, & Ernst, 2000).

Assumptions that groups have a common “nature” are particularly 
salient in the case of racial ideologies. Although “race” concepts have no 
actual foundation in genotypic similarities (Marks, 1995), they are univer-
sally understood as based on some natural principle, on undefined proper-
ties transmitted through biological descent rather than tradition or accident 
(Hirschfeld, 1996). In contrast to their alleged basis in immutable natural 
differences, these understandings are clearly influenced by power relations 
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between groups (Stoler, 1991), which explains, for instance, why Jews in the 
United States, a dominated minority originally considered as biologically 
different, only recently became “white” in most Americans’ understanding 
of the term (Brodkin, 1998).

In many different places, members of arbitrary social categories are 
maintained in a low social (and generally economic) status. These may be 
members of culturally specific groups (Ainu in Japan, tribal people in India) 
or technical specialists (undertakers or blacksmiths or potters in Africa and 
Asia). The latter case is particularly interesting in that many members of 
such groups do not practice or know anything about the trades in ques-
tion. Most African blacksmiths and potters are still considered such even 
though no-one in their groups ever makes pots or smelts iron. In such caste 
systems, people of different groups are said to carry very different “natures,” 
which supposedly explains why they should not intermarry or even come 
into close contact (Daniel, 1984; Quigley, 1993).

Why are these ideas so “natural” that they are found the world over and 
seem so intuitively obvious to most people? This is a complex issue, because 
several different cognitive predispositions are involved, and each coin to the 
successful transmission of tribute different aspects of “social essentialism.”

To begin with, several authors have suggested that social groups may be 
construed in terms of biological essentialism, that is, as analogous to ani-
mal species (Atran, 1990; Boyer, 1990; Gil-White, 2001; Rothbart & Taylor, 
1990). Essentialist intuitions are very robust and explicit in representations 
of the natural world. Animal species are intuitively construed in terms of 
species-specific “causal essences” (Atran, 1998). That is, their typical fea-
tures and behavior are interpreted as consequences of possession of an 
undefined, yet causally relevant quality particular to each identified spe-
cies. A cat is a cat, not by virtue of having this or that external features – 
even though that is how we recognize it – but because it possesses some 
intrinsic and undefined quality that one only acquires by being born of 
cats. This assumption appears early in development (Keil, 1994) so that 
preschoolers consider the “insides” a crucial feature of identity for animals 
even though they of course only use the “outside” for identification criteria 
(Gelman & Coley, 1991).

For this essentialist mode of understanding social categories, input con-
ditions include the following: (a) some living things are presented as hav-
ing common external features – a prototype; (b) they are all born of other 
members of the same category; and (c) there is no reproduction outside the 
category (Atran, 1998). So humans may process ethnic groups and some 
other social categories as if they were “species” because (a) category-based 
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endogamy and (b) descent-based membership make them partly similar to 
living species (Gil-White, 2001).

In this interpretation, the understanding of the social world seems to be 
parasitic on intuitive biology. Indeed, members of the target group are often 
said to carry a particular “something” that is (a) undefined, (b) inherited, 
(c) unchangeable, and (d) causally efficacious. Racist ideology in the United 
States assumes that black people have “something” that is common to all of 
them and makes them different from whites, that this something is inherited 
rather than transmitted by tradition or education or a product of specific cir-
cumstances; but the ideology stops at explicating what that “something” actu-
ally consists of. Even though modern racial ideology mentions genes, no one 
needs such explicitation to hold the essentialist assumptions. In many places 
in Africa and Asia castes of craftsmen are explicitly construed as based on 
natural qualities: the people in question are thought to be essentially different 
from the rest by virtue of some inherited, internal quality. Blacksmiths in West 
Africa are supposedly different, they are all descended from  blacksmiths – 
you cannot become a blacksmith, you are born a blacksmith.

Biological understandings, however, are not sufficient to explain other 
features of essentialised social categories, such as the notion that con-
tact with some groups is potentially dangerous (Kurzban & Leary, 2001). 
Consider the notion of “miscegenation,” a truly exotic concept for non-
Americans, which denotes the possibility of adulterating white “essence” 
by mixing it with black. Various forms of the “one-drop rule” in antebel-
lum United States or apartheid South Africa meant that any trace of black 
ancestry made one person black – although the reverse was never the case. 
Indeed, it is always the subordinate group that “trumps” other biological 
descent. Although people may derive pride or status from, for example alli-
ances with or some distant ancestry from royalty or the upper class, this 
never makes them full-fledged members of these high-status groups. But 
having one low-caste ancestor, in caste or “race” ideologies, is enough for 
membership. Also, in many situations of “essentialized” social categories, 
people have the intuitions (a) that members of the subordinate group carry 
some dangerous, invisible substance, (b) that any contact with them can 
transmit that substance, and (c) that the amount or frequency of contact is 
irrelevant. In caste systems the world over we find the common assumption 
that contact of any kind (through sex, food-sharing, in some cases even 
conversation) can transmit some undefined, dangerous substance that is 
characteristic of a group.

These principles are very similar to those produced by the contagion-
 contamination system, a set of cognitive predispositions that produces 
strong feelings of aversion to (even very remote) contact with likely sources 
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of pathogens (decayed corpses, dirt, excrement, etc.). As Rozin and col-
leagues have shown, easy acquisition of such disgust reactions is vital to gen-
eralists like rats and humans (Nemeroff, 1995; Rozin, Haidt, & McCauley, 
1993). More generally, pathogen avoidance is made very efficient by three 
intuitions: (1) that pathogen presence is usually invisible, (2) that contagion 
accompanies all sorts of different modes of contact, and (3) that the amount 
or frequency of contact is irrelevant (Siegal, 1988). Note that these three fea-
tures exactly match the underlying principles of magic: (1) the medium of 
magical influence is usually invisible, (2) it can produce its effects in different 
ways, and (3) there is no “dose effect” in magic.

This would explain the intuitive, easy acquisition and strong cultural 
transmission of such notions. No one needs to be provided with an explicit 
account of what makes some people dangerous or of why any form of con-
tact is dangerous. These expectations come for free, as it were, in human 
minds. All that cultural transmission does in this case is transfer them to 
social categories instead of kinds of animals, plants, and substances.

Finally, the fact that some social categories are essentialised may also acti-
vate dispositions for coalitional thinking. One of the most solid and famous 
results of social psychology is that it is remarkably easy to create strong feelings 
of group-membership and solidarity between arbitrarily chosen groups (Tajfel, 
1970). These well-known results demonstrate the extraordinary strength of the 
human propensity towards group solidarity, what Matt Ridley called “groupish-
ness” (Ridley, 1996). Humans are extremely good at using coalitional affilia-
tion to carry out collaborative endeavors by efficiently allocating trust among 
cooperators (Kurzban, 2001; Levine & Kurzban, 2006). People will spontane-
ously form groups where a certain degree of trust ensures co-operation and 
mutual benefits. Coalitional solidarity presupposes an activity in which join-
ing is (presumably) voluntary, defection is possible, benefits can be accrued 
by cooperation and there is a notable cost in being a cooperator when others 
defect. There is now ample psychological evidence for a coalitional psychol-
ogy, a specific kind of inferences that apply to these trust-based groups but not 
to other forms of social interaction (Levine & Kurzban, 2006).

In a series of striking experiments, Kurzban and colleagues showed that 
this coalitional psychology is probably involved in representations of “race” 
by Americans (Kurzban, Tooby, & Cosmides, 2001). For many years, social 
psychology experiments had shown that “race” was automatically encoded. 
No matter what explicit instructions are given, no matter how irrelevant 
race is, no matter how much extra cognitive work has to be done, partici-
pants always seem to recall the racial identity of the faces they saw dur-
ing an experiment. On evolutionary grounds, Kurzban et al. reasoned that 
“race” was automatically encoded because it was a proxy for coalitional 
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affiliation. Indeed, when subjects were required to encode coalitional links, 
their memory of racial identity was considerably confused.

This coalitional interpretation is also suggested by a more general social 
dominance framework (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). In this model, ostracism and 
dominance behaviors result not just from the desire to stay with one’s group 
or to favor one’s clan, but also in a more insidious way to favor one’s group 
in a way that maintains the other group’s lower-status position. That is, what 
drives people’s behavior is a coalitional structure in which it is actually advan-
tageous to try and keep members of other groups in a lower-status position, 
with distinctly worse outcomes. This has important consequences. In classi-
cal “stereotyping” models, all members of the target group would be equally 
discriminated against. In the dominance model, males would be the prime 
targets for prejudice, as they constitute a more salient threat to one’s coalitional 
advantages. This indeed seems to be the case (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).

To sum up, then, the notion that people belong to a particular “race” or 
“caste” by virtue of descent, together with its implications for social interac-
tion, seems to recruit various forms of cognitive dispositions, to do with 
biological essentialism, with contamination and with coalitional affiliation.

Ritualized Behavior in Groups and Individuals

In all human groups one finds some form of ritualized activity. Here is an 
example from the Turkana of Kenya (Lienard, 2003) of the ritual sacrifice of 
an ox. The animal must be of a specific color and shine. The animal should 
ideally be sacrificed by a left-handed twin. In the sequence preceding the 
sacrifice, ritual participants circumambulate the ritual scene three more 
times and then gather in a semicircle, facing East. The animal is made to 
go around the dancers three times counterclockwise. At some point in the 
ritual, the members of the clan offering the ox approach one at a time the 
sacrificial ox and carefully rub their body from forehead to loin on the ani-
mal’s forehead, in a gentle upward thrust, an operation made difficult by 
the animal’s attempts to get loose and to shake its head violently. The ritual 
officer cuts the animal lengthwise at the level of the diaphragm/upper abdo-
men. The body is then spread at the center of the ritual scene. During the 
next phase of the ritual, clans regroup and people line up to cross finally the 
ritual field from west to east walking right through the ox’s split body, being 
careful to tread on a puddle of chyme – taken from the animal’s  stomach 
– in which has been placed the axe used to give the ultimate death blow. 
Among the crowd of each clan, elders and men are first to pass, followed by 
adolescent girls and girls in age of marriage, then the mothers with children 
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and finally the young unmarried men. The sacrificer and his assistants make 
sure that everyone passing through the carcass steps on the axe placed in 
the chyme before proceeding.

Why do people perform such behaviors? Naturally, there are all sorts of 
reasons why one should perform a particular ritual in a particular instance. 
What I mean here is more general. Ritualized behavior can be defined as by 
compulsion (one must perform the particular sequence), rigidity (it must be 
performed the right way), redundancy (the same actions are often repeated 
inside the ritual) and goal-demotion (the actions are divorced from their 
usual goals) (Bloch, 1974; Humphrey & Laidlaw, 1993; Rappaport, 1999). So 
what are the effects of ritualized behavior, such that individuals find collec-
tive rituals attention-grabbing and participation in such ceremonies com-
pelling? Some general features or effects of this kind of scripted, rigid, and 
so on, behavior should explain why, all else being equal, it appears with 
such frequency in human cultures.

To explain this, we must take into account that ritualized behavior can 
be observed in other circumstances, in particular:

Children’s rituals. Most children engage in ritualistic behaviors at a par-
ticular stage of development, starting at two, peaking at five and sub-
siding around seven. The behaviors include perfectionism, attachment 
to favorite objects, concerns about dirt and cleanliness, preoccupa-
tion with just-right ordering of objects, preferred household routines 
(Evanset al., 1997; Zohar & Felz, 2001).

Obsessive-compulsive disorder. In some people, intrusive thoughts and 
compulsions can evolve into full-blown obsessive-compulsive disor-
der, with stereotyped and repetitive activities with no rational justi-
fication (American Psychiatric Association, 1995). In most patients, 
the rituals are a spontaneous response to obsessive thoughts about 
potential danger, notably contamination and contagion (fear to catch 
other people’s germs, to ingest contaminated substances, to pass on 
diseases to one’s children or others), possible harm to others or to 
oneself (e.g., handling kitchen utensils and wounding people), as well 
as social ostracism following shameful or aggressive acts (thoughts 
about assaulting others, shouting obscenities, exhibitionism, etc.).

In these different contexts, of them we seem to find, not just the same 
organization of behavior but also a number of recurrent themes. Many ritu-
als seem to focus around such themes as: pollution and purification, dan-
ger and protection, the possible danger of intrusion from other people, the 
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required use of particular colors or specific numbers, the need to construct 
an ordered environment (Dulaney & Fiske, 1994). A ritual space or instru-
ments are described as “pure” or “safe” (or on the contrary as the locus of 
concentrated “pollution”) or the point of the ritual is to “purify” people or 
objects, to “cleanse” mind or body, and so on. These particular features are 
by no means universally associated with ritualized behavior, but they are so 
frequent that their recurrence deserves a special explanation.

On the basis of anthropological and neuropsychological evidence, we 
proposed a synthetic model of ritualized behavior (Boyer & Lienard, 2006) 
that focused on the following points:

 1. The Hazard-Precaution Repertoire: potential danger. Human cognitive 
structures include a specific “Safety Motivation System” (Szechtman 
& Woody, 2004) for dealing with potential danger, with neural 
structures distinct from fear-systems responding to actual danger 
(LeDoux, 2003). This system is specifically focused on recurrent haz-
ards such as predation, intrusion by strangers, contamination, conta-
gion, social offence and harm to offspring. The system does not seem 
to respond in the same way to more recent potential dangers such as 
tobacco or cars (Mathews, Jang, Hami, & Stein, 2004). We call this 
system “Hazard-Precaution” system because it also includes some 
rudimentary descriptions of possible precautions, including avoid-
ance (of other people), contact avoidance and disgust (against con-
tamination), attention to traces and indirect signals (against intrusion 
and predation), hyper-vigilance and heightened anxiety.

 2. Complex ritual rules and working memory. Many ritual prescriptions 
turn usually automatic behavior (speaking, washing, getting dressed 
etc.) into highly controlled behavior that requires sustained attention. 
An example is having to tie one’s shoe-laces three times with the right 
hand and four times with the left hand. In patients’ compulsive ritu-
als, this results in “swamping” of working memory, so that the person 
cannot attend to stimuli and situations outside the ritualized action 
(Ursu, Stenger, Shear, Jones, & Carter, 2003; Zalla, Verlut, Franck, 
Puzenat, & Sirigu, 2004). We have argued that the same is true of 
collective ritualized behavior. The frequent combination of a positive 
prescription (“do x …”) and a negative one (“… while avoiding to do 
y”) would seem to engage working memory and executive control in 
a way that is not usually present in everyday action flow.

 3. Working memory and intrusive thoughts. Many patients state that per-
forming the ritual is one way of inhibiting or repressing unwanted 
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thoughts (Salkovskis, 1985). In our view the “swamping” of work-
ing memory may constitute a spontaneous and moderately efficient 
form of thought-suppression, with some similarities to the suppres-
sion processes studied experimentally by Wegner and colleagues 
(Wegner & Erskine, 2003; Wegner & Schneider, 2003). So patients 
with complicated compulsions spontaneously design a kind of activ-
ity so demanding in cognitive control that intrusive thoughts can be, 
at least for a while, pushed away from consciousness.

This would explain the organization and contents of most individual ritual-
ized behaviors, pathological or not. But how does that translate to features 
of collective rituals? Freud had suggested that these were a form of collec-
tive obsessive neurosis (Freud, 1906[1948]), but that is hardly a satisfactory 
explanation. A more parsimonious model would suggest that the existence 
of a Hazard Precaution system makes certain kinds of cultural recipes 
 particularly attention-grabbing and compelling (Lienard & Boyer, 2006).

Consider, again, the question in terms of cultural acquisition and trans-
mission. When a ritual such as the Turkana ceremony, described earlier, is 
organized, cultural novices receive all sorts of information, most of which 
implicit, about the sequence of actions prescribed. Occasions for ritual are 
often described in ways that overlap with the Hazard-Precaution Repertoire, 
for example threats to fitness such as famine or illness, invisible germs or 
miasma, dangerous invisible pollution present in newborn infants, dead bod-
ies, and menstruating women (Bloch & Parry, 1982; Metcalf & Huntington, 
1991). Also, as I said earlier, most collective rituals include such operations 
as washing and cleaning, checking and rechecking that a particular state of 
affairs really obtains, as well as creating a symmetrical or otherwise orderly 
environment (Dulaney & Fiske, 1994; Fiske & Haslam, 1997). All of these 
items of communicated information should result in some activation of 
the Hazard-Precaution system, probably less intense than in situations in 
which people directly encounter clues for potential danger.

Many aspects of collective rituals activate the Hazard-Precaution system 
by including typical clues for relevant potential dangers. In other words, wit-
nessing or performing the prescribed actions should result in activation of the 
Hazard-Precaution system. This does not mean that participants in a collective 
ritual deliberately use the ceremony to express Hazard-Precaution themes, or 
that participation in such rituals has the anxiety-reducing effects observed in 
individual ritualized behavior. Collective rituals are culturally successful, that is 
transmitted from generation to generation, because they enjoy some transmis-
sion advantage over other variants. In our model, one important factor is that 
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cultural ceremonies include various cues that activate the Hazard-Precaution 
system. Mention of Hazard-Precaution themes (e.g., there is an invisible dan-
ger about, there is “pollution,” we need to “cleanse” a particular space, etc.) 
makes these kinds of collective action more attention-grabbing and compel-
ling than possible variants that do not include such themes.

External Storage as a Memory Aid

So far, we have considered the effect of largely implicit, semantic memory 
structures, in the form of intuitive expectations, on the acquisition and 
elaboration of socially transmitted information. People receive some cul-
tural “input” in the form of other people’s utterances, gestures, or in the 
form of various artifacts. Because this input triggers activation of highly 
similar inferential processes in different people, they result in highly recur-
rent features of human cultures.

Now these transmission processes are made much more complicated by the 
development of external information storage. We are used to thinking of this 
as a feature of modern or at least complex state-based societies, with literacy, 
specialized scholars and complex teaching institutions. But it may be of help to 
begin with an example from a simpler form of social organization, to highlight 
the contribution of cognitive dispositions to this form of external memory.

Before literacy appeared in a few state societies, many groups had devel-
oped sophisticated ways of storing information outside individual minds. 
Familiar examples include the qipu of Peru, long strings along which knots 
would represent particular events and amounts of objects. The system was 
used almost exclusively for accounting purposes (Ascher & Ascher, 1981). 
In a more complex manner, various pictographic systems were developed 
in many different societies, to record particular events or provide an aid to 
the recitation of myths and the performance of rituals. These systems often 
comprised hundreds of distinct stylized symbols. They have often been 
considered as precursors to writing, as a form of “proto-writing” (see for 
instance Evans, 1908; Gelb, 1963).

As writing, these systems are obviously extremely limited. Each sign 
stands for a complex concept, but there is no expressive power beyond the 
limited list of signs (a few hundred at the most) and there is no combinatorial 
power at all. Juxtaposition is the only way of combining signs, and it is intrin-
sically ambiguous. Indeed, the only known way to express complex thoughts 
in writing is to encode speech rather than concepts (DeFrancis, 1989), and 
this is precisely something pictographic systems cannot do. However, the 
perspective may be misleading, and founded on hindsight (knowing how 
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literacy developed) rather than a proper understanding of the functions of 
pictographic systems (Severi, 1987). The latter were generally used, not as 
expressive communication devices, but as efficient memory aids.

Consider, for instance, the sets of pictographic plates used by Cuna sha-
mans (in Panama). Among the Cuna, each of a set of identified conditions 
is treated by a specific song, chanted by a specialist, a shaman, accord-
ing to a supposedly rigid ritual sequence (Haya, Holmer, & Wassén, 1947; 
Reverte, 1968; Severi, 1987). Now, Cuna shamans have long used a highly 
elaborate system of pictography to provide convenient transcriptions of 
these chants. Each song corresponds to a series of plates that include doz-
ens or hundreds of specific signs. The plates are not generally used during 
the rituals themselves but serve as memory-aids in the training of new 
shamans. This is made all the more indispensable as the long and complex 
songs are couched in an archaic or esoteric language specific to shamans. 
Consider, for instance, the akualel, a song for restoring departed souls to 
the body (Nordenskiöld, 1938, p. 557ff.). The song describes evil spirits who 
made off with the soul of the patient, causing various symptoms and mis-
fortune. The shaman is supposed to send his own tutelary spirits to fight 
the thieves, bring back the soul and restore it to the patient’s body (see 
Figure 13.1).Each of the signs stands for a verse or fragment of the song, 
for example:

1 Downstream by the river banks
2 God
3 placed near your houses, for your well-being
4 [the stones called] Nelenusakele
5 Akualele
6 Kunakalele – this I am advising you
7 I am talking about medicines
8 A good medicine I am telling you about …

Note some important characteristics of this use of pictographs as memory 
aids. First, there is no evidence that Cuna shamans established a common, 
unambiguous system of signs with standardized forms and conventional ref-
erence. Rather, ethnographers such as Nordenskiöld found a whole variety 
of idiosyncratic systems transmitted along lineages of shamans and appren-
tices. Second, even in each shaman’s plate of drawings, each sign does not 
stand for a stable set of utterances but rather cues memory to the relevant 
utterance – one sign may trigger an ingle word in one context and a whole 
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PLATE VII.

Figure 13.1 Pictographs to accompany recitation of the akualel song by Cuna 
shamans. This only shows the first part of the song. Numbers added by the editors. 
(From Nordenskiöld, 1938 Plate VII).

sentence in another. Third, the pictographs are only used in this ritual con-
text, and the sentences they cue make no sense  outside that particular situ-
ation (Severi, 2002). The songs themselves are predominantly reflexive, that 
is, they describe what the healer does as he is doing it, a  common feature of 
shamanistic ceremonies.
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The signs in such pictographic systems are used, not as repository of 
stable meanings, but as memory aids. Now it makes little sense to think of 
particular information as “stored in” or “expressed by” memory aids. These 
are powerful and efficient only to the extent that they reliably trigger  specific 
inferences in the minds of their users. A particular mental event reliably 
occurs when a particular user is confronted with the physical object used as 
memory aid. This is true of “stickie” notes and knotted handkerchiefs, and 
applies in the same way to sets of pictographs.

There is a long tradition of such memory aids and techniques of 
 memory, from Classical Antiquity to the Renaissance and modern mne-
motechnics. Classical texts such as Cicero’s Ad Herennium (Cicero & 
Caplan, 1964) mention such techniques as the famous method of loci 
– associating each item to be recalled with a specific stop on a familiar 
journey. In Classical culture, the arts of memory were a crucial part of 
the rhetorical training essential to the civilized life. In the Renaissance, a 
new development of the arts of memory combined with a mystical view 
of the many “signs” and “signatures” to be found in the external world 
– a system of correspondences between all observable aspects of Nature 
(Spence, 1984; Yates, 1966), see also Carruthers and Ziolkowski (2002) 
for original documents. Note that these “arts of memory” never assumed 
that information can be stored without elaboration or transformation. On 
the contrary, an essential goal was to find ways of combining, ordering 
and imagining information such that retrieval would be easier. In other 
words, Classical and Renaissance specialists accepted that memory works 
by inferences triggered by specific cues. Without the inferential system, 
the cue and the store are useless.

There is a lesson here, not just for the study of these sign-systems but more 
generally for our views about external storage of information, including in 
its modern, literate and digital forms. We often assume that external storage 
is just that, a form of “storage” in which information that may otherwise be 
in our minds can be downloaded, then retrieved in a similar form as need 
dictates. In the meantime, some external medium (words in books, picto-
graphs in the Cuna drawings, digital sequences in a computer) “contains” 
the relevant information. However, information is not a static  property of 
the strings of symbols, but a property of the processes they  trigger in the 
interpretation device – which could be a human agent in the case of writing 
or a computer program in the case of digital memory. The words are only 
ink-patterns, the digital sequences are only streams of noughts and ones. To 
emphasize a trite but important point, it is only through interpretation that 
they refer to anything at all.
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In other words, stored information works as what psychologists call a 
“cue” to a specific inferential process. The efficiency of the storage system 
is a function of how predictable these inferential processes are. Now, this 
is where some properties of literacy (and subsequent techniques) may be 
misleading. Because the physical symbols (words and pictures) are rela-
tively stable, it seems to us that the interpretative work that gives them 
meaning is highly predictable and not too complicated. Both assumptions 
are false, as most students of literacy have noted. The physical stability of 
manuscripts and books never guaranteed the corresponding stability of the 
works (Maybin, 1994), as books convey meaning only against a background 
of mostly tacit, often historically specific assumptions.

Literacy and Memory in Religion

For some time now, anthropologists have emphasized the specific aspects of 
literate cultures and the contrast with oral transmission, based on face-to-
face contact between (generally) personally known interlocutors (Ong, 1977, 
1982). Literacy seems to introduce an entirely new way of communicating 
and organizing information, first by allowing commmunication between 
distant individuals, also by making communication impersonal, and finally 
by introducing forms of representations (lists, tables, graphs) that are just 
not available to oral communication (Goody, 1968, 1977).

How does that interact with the kind of cognitive predispositions 
described in the previous sections? This would be the subject of a whole 
treatise, so I will only mention a single domain, that of religious thought 
and practices. Literate religion generally occurs in the context of large poli-
ties with a fair measure of social stratification, such as kingdoms or city-
states (Maryanski & Turner, 1992). Such polities, kingdoms, and city-states, 
gradually provided specific economic niches for individuals and groups 
specialised in the provision of specific services, such as lineages or castes 
of specialized craftsmen, servants, functionaries, and scribes (Greif, 2006) 
but also religious specialists (Goody, 1986). A religious guild is a group that 
derives its livelihood, influence, and power from the fact that it provides 
particular services, in particular the performance of rituals (Boyer, 2001).

Services provided by such institutionalized groups differ from those 
of informal, generally orally based religious groups centered on shamans 
or mediums. The literate version generally constitutes a specific brand, 
that is, a kind of goods and services that is (a) clearly distinct from what 
 others could provide, (b) similar regardless of which member of the guild 
provides it, and (c) exclusively provided by one organization. A Catholic 
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priest offers rituals that are quite different from the ancestor-based rituals 
his African congregation were used to; but Catholic rituals are also quite 
stable from one priest to another; some observable features make it easy 
for most observers to distinguish between say a Catholic mass and what is 
offered by rival churches. The fact that literate religious institutions develop 
such brandlike identification is probably an optimal way for such groups to 
compete with the informal, more shamanistic version of religion. The latter 
always survives even when institutionalized religion dominates. The alter-
native is always available and often tempting as apparently more dramatic 
and efficacious than priest-based religion (Whitehouse, 2000).

In this competition, literacy is particularly important, as a technique 
that supports the kind of surface uniformity and stability that is necessary 
to developing and identifying a brand. By using a standard text (a scrip-
ture) and training literate specialists (priests), religious groups can survive 
because they offer predictable and distinctive services. In this sense, the 
presence of literacy does change the contents and organization of cultural 
concepts and norms (Goody, 1977). It supports, for instance, religious 
ontologies that include universally relevant, highly abstract gods or a god 
rather than locally bound ancestors and spirits. It also supports the notion 
that ritual specialists are replaceable technicians rather than medium-like 
persons with exceptional qualities.

Is There a Capacity for Culture?

Humans receive vast amounts of information from cultural elders and peers. 
They use that information to build conceptual structures, some aspects of 
which are group-specific and form the basis of what we usually call “cul-
tures.” It is convenient to date the appearance of modern-type cultures at 
the symbolic “explosion” that occurred some time between 100,000 and 
50,000 years bp, with an abrupt change in the number and quality of arti-
facts produced by modern humans, with a great variety of new objects, some 
of which of no practical utility, the use of ochre, the first cave- paintings, 
elaborate burial practices, etc. An important difference with earlier cultural 
manifestations lies in the diversity of objects and representations, which 
may indicate the emergence of those group-level similarities and between-
group differences that are typical of human cultures.

It is tempting to think of modern humanization as some kind of cog-
nitive breakthrough that made human minds became more flexible, more 
capable of novelty, in a word more open. For some scholars, the crucial event 
is the appearance of complex verbal communication with a recursive syntax 
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(Bickerton, 1990) – but note that we do not know much about the date of 
this putative transition between early pidginlike idioms and modern lan-
guage. Other scholars see cultural explosion as the effect of a new capacity 
for symbolic reference and a newly acquired flexibility in “off-line”  mental 
representations (Donald, 1991), although again this is difficult to gauge from 
the archaeological record. Finally, the appearance of episodic memory in the 
form of “mental time-travel” has been hailed as the major development that 
allowed modern social and cultural phenomena (Tulving, 2001).

To go further than speculative proposals, one should think of this 
question in a properly evolutionary-psychological framework. First, we 
should describe the appearance of modern human cultures in terms of the 
 specific neurocognitive capacities involved in cultural transmission – as 
documented by experimental evidence in the domain. As we saw earlier, 
people do not have a capacity for “absorbing what’s in the air” – acquiring 
 cultures is a complicated, domain-specific process. Second, we should con-
sider  neurocognitive systems that were and are plausibly affected by small, 
incremental genetic changes. Natural selection most likely did not result 
in a massive leap from “nonsymbolic” to “symbolic” minds but only in 
slow changes towards the modern form. Third, we must have some strong 
 evidence that these gradual changes would have incrementally positive 
consequences for the organisms’ fitness. It is not at all self-evident in what 
sense a more “cultural” organism is more fit than another – the advantages 
of this type of information transmission must be documented rather than 
taken for granted. We are still very far from such an evolutionary picture of 
early cultural evolution.

Some proposals however do make sense in terms of both the archaeo-
logical record and the experimental psychology evidence. Steven Mithen 
offers for instance a cognitive interpretation of the cultural explosion of 
the Upper Paleolithic (Mithen, 1996). Evolution resulted in the accretion 
and complexification of a large number of pan-specific cognitive  capacities 
geared to task-specific problem solving. These “Darwinian algorithms” have 
clear input conditions, that is, they only attend to and handle  information 
in a particular domain, such as intuitive physics, “theory of mind,” but 
also more limited domains such as cues for parental investment, mate-
choice, coalition-building, living-kind categorization, and so on (Tooby & 
Cosmides, 1992). Mithen argues that cultural explosion is the effect of sig-
nificant changes in cognitive architecture, in particular of multiple informa-
tion exchanges between modular capacities. The difference between early 
and modern Humans is not so much in the operation of each specialized 
capacity (intuitive biology, theory of mind, tool-making, intuitive physics) 
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but in the possibility to use information from one domain in the course 
of activities monitored by another domain. So artifacts are used as body-
ornaments, serving social purposes; biological knowledge is used in visual 
symbols; tool-making develops local traditions and makes efficient use of 
local resources, tapping information from “natural history intelligence.” 
Most strikingly, this is the period when visual symbols take a “religious” 
appearance.

This makes good sense of the archaeological record – and in particular of 
the successes and limitations of early humans – it leaves open the question 
of what drives and more importantly what limits “cognitive fluidity” and 
the exchange of information between specialized systems. Indeed, a mind 
with such features runs the risk of belief-promiscuity, that is, the creation of 
a wealth of irrelevant or harmful associations and conceptual combinations 
(Cosmides & Tooby, 2000). An important contribution to cultural evolu-
tion may lie, precisely, in the capacity to limit fluidity, to select conceptual 
associations on the basis of relevance.

This is why Michael Tomasello and colleagues have argued that other 
aspects of human cognition are required for the evolution of cultures 
(Tomasello, Carpenter, Call, Behne, & Moll, 2005). Cultural transmission 
requires intuitive psychology (or “theory of mind”) abilities. For instance, 
human tool-making requires sophisticated perspective-taking capaci-
ties that are beyond the abilities demonstrated in apes (Tomasello, 2000; 
Tomasello, Kruger, & Ratner, 1993) and this applies a fortiori to the trans-
mission of complex norms and concepts. This, however, may be insufficient. 
As Tomasello and colleagues have demonstrated, some rudiments of this 
understanding of goals is present in other apes (Warneken & Tomasello, 
2006). So a crucial component that is distinctly human may be a particu-
lar motivation to engage in coordinated action by monitoring other agents’ 
goals and trying to adjust one’s own behavior to these goals. This moti-
vation, which appears very early is normal human infants, is strikingly 
absent in experimental and observational studies of non-human apes. It 
may also underlie the specific social and cultural deficits of autistic children 
(Tomasello et al., 2005).

Finally, and most important, successful cultural transmission requires 
successful human communication. The inferential processes described in 
this chapter reflect a general property of human communication, namely 
the ostensive-inferential transfer of information. Human communication 
does not work by downloading information (as a code system, e.g., honey 
bee dancing) but by demonstrating communicative intentions (Grice, 
1975; Sperber & Wilson, 1995). That is, even banal conversations require 
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that listeners construct by inference an optimally relevant interpretation of 
utterances, which cannot be directly decoded from what is said.

This feature is so fundamental to communication in humans that some 
authors see it as the most important stone on the road to modern culture 
(Sperber, 2006a, 2006b). Ostensive-inferential communication is necessary 
for language to acquire its expressive power but may have predated sophis-
ticated, syntax-based language in human evolution. Organisms with some 
rudiments of relevance-based inferential communication can easily create 
stable communicative idioms (Hurford & Kirby, 1995) although the con-
verse is less plausible. This view receives some support from developmen-
tal evidence of the very early development of relevance-driven, inferential 
communication in infants (Csibra, 2007; Gergely, Egyed, & Király, 2007).

To sum up, we now have at least a tentative list of those specific capacities 
that made cultural evolution possible, although it is probably sterile to look 
for the “magic bullet” that triggered the transition from other-animal cul-
tures and traditions (Avital & Jablonka, 2000) into full-blown cumulative 
human cultures (Boyd & Richerson, 1996). Humans differ from other apes 
in many of their capacities, and most of them are involved in the appear-
ance and transmission of cultures.

Epilogue: Two Roles for Memory

In the different domains surveyed here, cultural transmission involves a 
variety of memory processes, beyond what we generally call “memories,” 
that is, explicitly represented information about past scenes. Indeed, I have 
mostly focused on memory processes that do not belong to the familiar 
domain of explicit, episodic memory, what is commonly called “memory.” 
I emphasized a variety of processes that are, by their very nature, outside 
conscious inspection, yet prove to be crucial in the selection and organiza-
tion of cultural material.

Naturally, this is only half the story, as far as memory in culture is con-
cerned. I said that people produce spontaneous inferences on the basis 
of particular gestures and utterances – but that requires that people first 
attend to and then remember the utterances and gestures in question. For 
instance, I described the fact that people infer a straightforward “psychol-
ogy of ancestors” as intentional agents, from the facts that people sacrifice 
to the ancestors and apparently talk to them. But to do that people have to 
recall what happened during those rituals. More generally, the material that 
triggers most relevant utterances is material that has been transmitted and 
recalled.
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So there are two important roles for memory in cultural transmission:

 a. Given particular input, people also recall the surface features of that 
input – the particular gestures and words used, the specific shapes 
of the visual patterns used, etc. This recall is obviously strongly con-
strained by the operating principles of episodic memory, a topic that 
I did not consider here (but see a thorough survey in Rubin, this 
volume);

 b. Given particular cultural input, people build group-specific norms 
and concepts by inference – these inferences are strongly constrained 
by what I called cognitive dispositions, in other words stable features 
of semantic memory.

In the domains described here, there is a constant interplay between the 
workings of explicit episodic memory and the largely implicit processes 
that govern knowledge acquisition and belief fixation. For instance, in most 
religious traditions people explicitly transmit a variety of statements about 
supernatural agents; but the tacit counterpart of these statements, the fact 
for example, that agents have perceptions and memories, is supplied by our 
intuitive, largely tacit psychological assumptions. The same goes for moral-
ity, or for concepts of ethnic groups as based on essential qualities. In all 
these domains, I tried to suggest that we can replace the traditional assump-
tion of “cultural downloading” with a more precise cognitive model. We 
can construe the various physical objects and events that people experi-
ence as so many cues that trigger specific inferences. As inferential processes 
are substantially similar in different minds, human groups can maintain a 
(rough) similarity in concepts and norms among a particular social group, 
what we call a culture.
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