'Memory, History and Events'

Notes and Bibliography of talk given at AHRC 'After the Wall' Workshop. Bristol University, April 17 2009.

Susannah Radstone
This talk described the contexts - historical and theoretical - that have shaped the rise of interest in memory in the Humanities.  The talk  began by discussing the argument that Western, urban, late modernity constituted a period and a context within which memory as it had previously been experienced and theorized  came under threat.

Memory and Modernity

The impact of massive epochal change in the West  introduced an urban, mechanized world still  recognizable today. 

The rise of the modern  city  and the move from  rural to urban life brought with it the loss of community and tradition, of a sense of continuity, and of the capacity to recognize those 'others' encountered on the streets of the crowded city.
Anonymity and  opacity replaced recognition and transparency. Cities brought with them mass culture, mass information, mass production and mass information. There was a shift from  the communication of  memory to the transmission of  information and from storytelling to news.  In Illuminations, Walter Benjamin described these processes using the terms   Erfahrung  and  Erlebnis to designate the shift from experience to information.
Shock and the Blocking of Memory
In Benjamin, we find an argument about the effects of the shocks of modern life on memory. Consciousness is wielded like a shield to block shock but the effects of this are that experience remains caught at the level of surface consciousness and cannot enter deep memory.

Can these losses be recovered?

The focus now  begins to fall on where and how the traces of unregistered or unrecognized experience might be found, if not in memory. Here, the role of material traces gains in significance, as do the hidden meanings --  and the traces of oppression and labour -- to be found in yesterday's commodities, last week's newspapers and last year's high fashion. Modernity's detritus becomes an archive of the unremembered truths of the past. 

For Benjamin the story of modernity's erosion of tradition was also the story of the rise of a de-humanizing and brutal mode of capitalist labour. The memories lost in commodities are memories of labour - labour extracted at some cost but absent from the surface glitter of commodity capitalism.
But for Benjamin and other critics of modernity, the rise of the city and of modern ways of life had to be grasped as offering possibilities  as well as loss.  
The mass media and entertainment systems may also provide defences against and training in withstanding shock.  But the cinema and photography can do more than help train modern city-dwellers in shock - they can reveal truths unavailable to the naked eye and lost to consciousness. For Benjamin, film is  not only caught up in the speed and mechanization of modernity - for, registering modern time, it also offered the capacity to slow down time - revealing - in so doing, what is visible to this optical unconscious - the lineaments of labour freed from its captivity - a dance, if you like, to the music of another time.
Catastrophe and Trauma

If modernity and urban life constitutes one aspect of the shock that, through it’s transforming of memory brought memory to the fore of theory - particularly critical theory, late modernity brought shock to a  new and hitherto unimaginable pitch. And it is this second-level shock to which I'll now turn to explore how its theorization has been linked with theories of memory.  WWII and the Holocaust in particular  can be understood as a holocaust of memory, and in more than one way.   Extermination and destruction brought with it the concrete annihilation of actual memories - not to say the dispersion and looting of possessions - the props of memory. But beyond these concrete historical losses, memory research has  theorized the effects of this perpetration of destruction as a caesura in memory. Here, the key term is trauma, referring to the perturbation to memory caused by experiences that are unassimilable into narrative memory/history.An  enormous amount of theory has been produced in this area,  touching  on attempts to represent in the arts, particularly in  photography, film and literature,  post-holocaust and then post-holocaustal events. 

Hayden White has written - controversially - of  'post-holocaustal' events  by which he means events whose scale and complexity defies adequate comprehension or narrativization. Would the fall of the wall belong here? These are events that we know have happened, but that  that exceed our  powers of comprehension or representation. Their histories cannot be related, argues White,  in the terms of a classical realism that demands linearity, a cause and effect chain and the presence of an omniscient or at least relatively reliable narrator/point-of-view. White proposes that though classical realism is not adequate to the representation of 'holocaustal' events, the modernist strategies of, for instance, Gertrude Stein, might offer a way forwards - though White also points to particular contemporary films that he believes to have found modes of representation adequate to such events.  Recently an enormous amount of work has been produced in these areas, including books on trauma cinema by Kaplan, Walker, and Hirsch an on trauma fiction by Whitehead and Vice.  

In the main, the story of the rise of  memory in theory  is story about how recent history has been figured in relation to a series of  losses -- the corruption and  decimation of memory - but engagements with modernity and memory also speculate on the possibilities for  retrieval and  redemption 

For Benjamin the story of modernity's memory is not a story of unmitigated loss - every historical conjuncture contains the possibility of a leap into its 'other'. One must stalk the unrememberd past using  finely honed skills to glimpse those possibilities as they (famously) flash up at moments of danger. 

So far, I've been suggesting that it has been the foregrounding of memory by rapid epochal historical change that is the key to understanding memory's contemporary prominence. But I want to suggest, now, that there have been currents within theory that have also played their part in the development of  our current multi, inter- or transdisciplinary focus on memory
History

Relations between the discipline of history and memory research have been  somewhat fraught but sometimes the history of history's interest in memory has been occluded. 
Marxism and History

It is not always memory that is deemed to have been lost or decimated by modernity - sometimes and in some hands - memory - or a debased memory, is understood to have takesn centre-stage - producing the argument that where history should be, there we now find a version of memory. Fredric Jameson is a key writer here, mourning the loss of true historical consciousness and its replacement by retro culture and nostalgia. consciousness, nostalgia culture. At its most polemical, these arguments descend into highly contentious and universalizing statements concerning  either the 'death of history'  and particularly Marxist history, (Jameson, Schorske)  or the death of the past, (Plumb) versus the 'death of memory'. 

Meanwhile the efflorescence of 'memory culture'  has prompted much debate amongst historians who have either welcomed the rise of  nostalgia, heritage, living history and popular genealogy or have decried it. Here Raphael Samuel has been a  defender of peoples' memory against those who regard heritage and its off-shoots as a dilution of history and a commodification of the past. 
Oral History

Memory came to the fore  in oral history work aiming to retrieve from silence the voices of the working class, women and other marginalized groups. It soon became clear that oral history testimony did not simply fill in gaps in history or democratize the record of the past. The realization that oral history interviews/transcripts  might be the beginning of memory research rather than an end product  to be inserted into history prompted questions about how to read/analyze those transcripts and this led to questions about what  memory can it teach us,  and what it tell us about. Gradually awareness grew that memory does  not tell of the past in any simple way, but engages with past/present relations. Memory, too, began to be understood as formed through patterns of narrative - questions of genre and voice began to be of interest.
My own view  is that the  rise of memory studies is  equivalent to the earlier rise of psychoanalysis. Cultural theory turned to psychoanalysis to deepen understanding of what we had thought of as ideology -- to explain, that is, the relations between the 'inside' and the 'outside' once top-down theories of the imposition of ideologies were revealed to be unpersuasive and became discredited.  A focus on memory can deepen understandings  of belonging and of historical subjectivity. 

Now we have an efflorescence of research in these areas, focussed no longer simply on oral history. The work of Luisa Passerini and Alessandro Portelli has been of great importance in enriching understandings of memory as lived (rather than 'true') history.
'After the Wall' Approaches, theories, methods

I've already offered some suggestions for why we might be approaching 'After the Wall' through the theoretical paradigm of memory research -- its dominance in the Humanities today, its tendency to have become 'the way' to think about events of this sort - the rapid over-turning of one state, one way of life, by another. In moving into a focus on this area through the perspective of memory research,  we should also be questioning this as an approach - what does it offer but also are there questions that it  makes difficult, does it cast shadows as well as light? 
In my view, memory research has tended -- perhaps too rapidly - to fall into two dominant  modes: remembering  that which has been  'done to' , and remembering to come to terms with that 'doing'.  This bifurcation and binarism can be limiting. It can stand in the way of thinking through the complexities and ambiguities of politics both social and subjective and it can limit our capacity to grasp the grey areas between 'the done to' and the 'doing'. These issues are of  relevance, I think for studies of post-GDR, and post-Wall.

a)  Trauma theory has been the main paradigm for thinking about victimhood, whether focussed on individual testimony, or on the  cultural, through readings of memoir, literature, film and so on. 
b) Remembering perpetration

This is the the other side of 'trauma culture'. It is a less travelled road but in a sense it belongs within the same paradigm as trauma theory so it does not really constitute a  problematization of the paradigm. But how else might we think about national/cultural/memories of causing damage and suffering? Two texts that have been influential for me are Alexander  and Margarete Mitscherlich's  (1975) The Inability to Mourn and Eric Santner's  Stranded Objects . These are old but still to my mind useful. Santner's  study of German cinema  combines Benjamin with Winnicott to understand how nations come to live with unassimilable pasts through the medium of cinema.  In my view Sebald belongs here - a writer struggling with what Santner would call  'stranded objects'. . 

Looking at Memory  outside Trauma Paradigm
Features of memory texts 
Annette Kuhn's 'A journey thorugh memory' offers some suggestive points for thinking about the category of the 'memory text' in terms of  temporality, poetic non-linear, non-logical associations, visuality and so on.  But why might this approach be of interest of interest? What can we learn from approaching representations of 'After the Wall' as 'memory texts'?   In my view,  this would bring us not an end-point but a starting point.

The same is true of nostalgia. 
Much research on post-Wall 'nostalgia culture' ends by categorizing that culture as nostalgic. But where does it get us to understand this culture (or these cultures) as nostalgia cultures? Nostalgia the beginning of a research project - what does nostalgia signify? What are its psychical components - defence, projection, fantasy. What are the temporalities of nostalgia and what might these mean for an understanding of living through the 'afterwardsness' of the GDR? Whether looking at nostalgia films or statue parks where relics become objects of nostalgia, or  areas of cities that become 'nostalgia sites', or at  nostalgia as exhibited in interviews nostalgia offers us  a prompt to think through the 'psycho-politics' of living with and in a state of afterwardsness. 
Nostalgia brings us back (we have never been far away) to questions of temporality.  'After the Wall' foregrounds the afterwardsness of memory but there are several ways of thinking about this and of using it for reading culture. My theory tends to come from psychoanalysis so I  will sustain that focus here.

TWO APPROACHES

1. The present can be regarded as determined by the past:  Determinism. This is often --  if only unconsciously --  how we read especially 'After the Wall' -  even in a sense the title of this workshop suggests something of that kind - that what we are looking at  phenomena in the present that have been shaped by something that happened in the immediate past.

2. That the past is the product of present constructions: Relativism. This persective informs some variants of memory research. For instance, we may say that the way we 'read' the GDR and communism today is informed by current experiences of the credit crunch. This is a way of approaching films, novels, oral histories that  reads them as the products of their specific cultural moments.  In my view this is not wrong but neither can it tell us the whole story.
3. Nachträglichkeit for me the most useful term for thinking about memory cultures. Though the term comes through  Freud, in the end Freud (in Laplanche's view) always came closer to the present's determination by the past than I want to. So I'm particularly interested in the ways that the psychoanalyst Laplanche understands psychical temporality - as a double movement between the determinism of the present by the past and the present's forming of the past. Transmission, translation and enigmatic signification. I'd want to approach what comes to us 'after' the wall as enigmatic significations that we are all, here, attempting to translate - opaque but not utterly impervious to our efforts. 
But the thing is, why study after the wall. In my view the most important thing to think about is thr research question at hand. Only then will it be possible to work out whether an approach through memory might be helpful. And even then, it is best to remember that memory screens us much as it reveals.
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