
 

 

                                                                                          

 

German Historical Institute London Bulletin Supplement 

Bd. 1 (2009) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               Copyright      
                                                                          
 

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-Publikationsplattform 
der Max Weber Stiftung – Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im Ausland, 
zur Verfügung gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat urheberrechtlich 
geschützt ist. Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, das Ausdrucken des Textes, das 
Herunterladen, das Speichern der Daten auf einem eigenen Datenträger soweit 
die vorgenannten Handlungen ausschließlich zu privaten und nicht-kommerziellen 
Zwecken erfolgen. Eine darüber hinausgehende unerlaubte Verwendung, 
Reproduktion oder Weitergabe einzelner Inhalte oder Bilder können sowohl zivil- 
als auch strafrechtlich verfolgt werden. 

 

 



This collection of essays addresses some of the major concerns of the
use of memory as an analytical tool in historical research by engag-
ing with Pierre Nora’s notion of lieux de mémoire.1 Based on studies of
colonialism and postcolonialism, the articles take issue with two
claims to exclusivity that Nora made for the approach: its applicabil-
ity to the nation-state and national identity on the one hand, and its
suitability for the French national context alone on the other. While
the latter has already been addressed by a number of nation-centred
lieux de mémoire projects,2 the former has rarely been called into ques-
tion. However, arguing for an extended use of the concept does not
simply mean uncritically applying it to other contexts, political or
otherwise. It implies an intensive engagement with the very cate-
gories on which the concept itself rests. The aim of this collection is
not encyclopaedic; it is not to identify and document lieux de mémoire
in colonial and postcolonial contexts, which in any case would be an
extremely difficult task. Rather, it is to use the specific parameters of
these contexts to enter into a methodological dialogue with the lieux
de mémoire approach to the writing of history.

In historical scholarship memory as an analytical tool has mostly
been used for the purpose of understanding the formation of group
identity centred on a common experience or a common notion of the
past. As Monica Juneja mentions in her article in this collection, it has

1 Pierre Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire, 7 vols. (Paris, 1984–92), first English
trans. published as Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, ed. Lawrence
D. Kritzman, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, 3 vols. (New York, 1996–8).
2 See e.g. Emil Brix (ed.), Memoria Austriae, 3 vols. (Vienna, 2004–5) for Austria;
Mario Isnenghi (ed.), I luoghi della memoria, 3 vols. (Rome, 1996–7) for Italy; and
Etienne François and Hagen Schulze (eds.), Deutsche Erin ne rungsorte, 3 vols.
(Munich, 2001–2) for Germany.
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been used in the sense of communicative memory to analyse the
agency of groups who have shared a common experience of an event
(usually a traumatic one, such as the Holocaust). Then there is the
older conceptualization of ‘collective memory’, a term that was coined
by Maurice Halbwachs and later further developed by Jan Assmann,
who also referred to this as ‘cultural memory’.3 Collective memory is
meant to denote the collectively constructed and shared signification
of the past; it includes the collective knowledge circulating in a cul-
ture, is represented by shared symbols, and is passed on by succes-
sive generations. This obviously relates to the broad field of com-
memoration or the culture of remembrance within a group or a
nation and includes ‘a range of places, media and practices: muse-
ums; intellectual production; emblems; heritage sites; commemora-
tive festivals; and individuals, real and mythical’ (Juneja). Again,
Harald Welzer, for example, has conceived the term ‘social memory’
to capture a set of unconscious everyday practices that are shared
and passed on by a group, and which, according to Welzer, are to be
found in (social) interaction, in texts, images, and spaces.4 These
approaches to conceptualizing memory in historical research are not,
of course, mutually exclusive. Jay Winter, for example, in his studies
on recollection of the First World War has shown how the various
concepts of memory often overlap by analysing the communicative
memory of the war generation, the everyday social practice of
remembering, and the broader collective and public remembrance of
the war within the same conceptual framework.5

It was the notion of collective memory on which Pierre Nora sub-
stantially based his monumental project on French nationhood and
national identity, Les lieux de mémoire.6 The project, published between
1984 and 1992, coincided with the ‘commemorative moment’ of the bi-
centenary of the French Revolution and the public celebrations sur-
rounding it. But it was also steeped in what Lawrence D. Kritzman
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3 Jan Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis: Schrift, Erinnerung und politische
Identität in frühen Hochkulturen (Munich, 1992).
4 Harald Welzer, ‘Das soziale Gedächtnis’, in id. (ed.), Das soziale Gedächtnis:
Geschichte, Erinnerung, Tradierung (Hamburg, 2001), 9–21, at 16.
5 Jay M. Winter, Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and History
in the Twentieth Century (New Haven, 2006). 
6 Nora (ed.), Les lieux de mémoire.



has described as ‘a certain French fin de siècle melancholia’.7 Real and
genuine memory has been lost in modern times, Nora reflected, as
history has taken over memory; it is the rupture between the lost
world of memory and lived experience on the one hand, and a histo-
ry-driven modernity on the other that, according to Nora, explains the
intense craving for memory and commemoration. ‘Lieux de mémoire
exist because there are no longer milieux de mémoire, settings in which
memory is a real part of everyday experience’, laments Nora.8 In other
words, Nora’s concerns are rooted in the present; more specifically,
France’s present.

Drawing on Halbwachs’s theory of collective memory as social
frames or cadres sociaux, the aim of the lieux de mémoire project was to
put together a history of France without reference to the convention-
al tools of the historian, such as the archive, but by drawing on the
collective memory of the past, as encapsulated in signs or symbolic
sites (hence, lieux) which were believed to hold instant signification
for the nation. These lieux de mémoire were, as Nora’s project envis-
aged them, clear, specific, and fixed. At moments of rupture between
the present and the past, it is these ‘sites’ of memory that, according
to Nora, represent a ‘residual sense of continuity’,9 and a critical
engagement with them can enable us to understand not only this
continuity but also the changes that memory culture has undergone
in recent times. Thus it is that, according to Nora, lieux de mémoire can
serve as an effective analytical tool to understand a nation’s—in this
case, the French nation’s—past.

Nora’s understanding of the lieux de mémoire approach to grasping
a culture’s past was, as he repeatedly insisted, that this was a specif-
ically French approach and could only be applied to the French
national culture. In his Preface to the first English-language transla-
tion of his magnum opus, Nora refers to the ‘profound connotations—
historical, intellectual, emotional, and largely unconscious’ that the
words lieu and mémoire had in French, connotations which were relat-
ed to what Nora describes as ‘the specific role that memory played in
the construction of the French idea of the nation’ as well as to ‘the
recent changes in the attitude of the French toward their national
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7 Lawrence D. Kritzman, Foreword, ibid. i. p. xii.
8 Nora, ‘General Introduction: Between Memory and History’, ibid. i. 1.
9 Ibid.



past’.10 This insistence on the ‘Frenchness’ of the lieux de mémoire proj-
ect did not stop the approach being eagerly adopted and modified by
historians of other European national cultures.11 The question that
the papers in this volume raise is whether this approach can be used
fruitfully to understand the complexity of the past, the conflicting
nature of collective memory, and the problematic questions of collec-
tive identity that are characteristic of colonial and postcolonial con-
texts. Increasingly since the mid-1990s, memory has been used as an
analytical tool in colonial/postcolonial historiography. It has been
used to understand events, often associated with violence, which
marked the colonial experience or the birth-pangs and even subse-
quent history of postcolonial nation-states.12 At the same time, the
lieux de mémoire approach has become the subject of considerable the-
oretical debate on the relationship between history, especially aca-
demic history, the nation-state, and the various social groups which,
according to many historians, continue to inhabit the space that Nora
has described as lost and forgotten, that is, the space of memory. For
many postcolonial historians, the clear distinction that Nora makes
between memory (which is lost, a thing of the past) and history (liv-
ing, and dominating the present) seems to be intensely problematic.
They have drawn attention to popular history outside the academy,
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10 Id., ‘From Lieux de mémoire to Realms of Memory’, Preface to the English-lan-
guage edition, ibid. i. p. xv.
11 Brix (ed.), Memoria Austriae; Isnenghi (ed.), I luoghi della memoria; François
and Schulze (eds.), Deutsche Erinnerungsorte. Historians of Britain have resis-
ted the temptation to engage in a project of such encyclopaedic scope, but the
debate on Englishness and national identity since the late 1980s has resulted
in an engagement with the notion of collective memory of the nation(s). One
very good example is the unfinished multi-volume work by Raphael Samuel,
Theatres of Memory, 2 vols. (London, 1994, 1998).
12 In the case of South Asian historiography the Partition of India and
Pakistan, and the violent birth of the two nations from the erstwhile British
colony of India, have engendered much engagement with reconstructing the
experience of the event by means of memory, akin to James Young’s work on
the Holocaust. See e.g. Urvashi Butalia, The Other Side of Silence: Voices from
the Partition of India (New Delhi, 1998); and Gyanendra Pandey, Remembering
Partition: Violence, Nationalism and History in India (Cambridge, 2001). An earl -
ier example is Shahid Amin’s work on the violent end of the Gandhian non-
violent movement of the early 1920s. See Shahid Amin, Event, Metaphor,
Memory: Chauri Chaura, 1922–1992 (Berkeley, 1995).



its vibrancy and ability to shape events. It is precisely the elements of
modernity such as the nation-state and the mass media, some argue,
that have enabled this kind of ‘hybrid “memory-history” ’ to flourish.
As Gyanendra Pandey observes, ‘the world today is populated not
only by the “historical memory” of various groups, dependent upon
museums, flags and publicly funded celebrations. It is also flooded
with the mythical histories of nations and states, histories that are
themselves an institutional “site of memory”, locked in a circular,
and somewhat parasitical, relationship with other, more obvious
lieux de mémoire.’13 Astrid Erll’s article in this collection carefully
pares down the way(s) in which medial representations of an event
such as the Mutiny/Revolt of 1857 in colonial India have ‘pre’- and
‘re’-mediated the event to show how ‘memory-history’ is created,
nurtured, and acquires tremendous influence and power in modern
cultures.

The implicit stability of the concept of lieux de mémoire that rests
on a clear separation of history and memory is called into question by
a number of articles in this supplement. One major critique of the
approach that they make is its lack of sensitivity to social agency as
well as to the process by which sites of memory are made and change
in meaning. Following from Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan’s argu-
ment of the inherently fluid character of collective remembrance
which is the product of interwoven individual memories,14 both
Brigitte Reinwald and Monica Juneja engage with the question of
social agency in the making of commemoration and public sites of
memory. In her article on the Tirailleurs Sénégalais Brigitte Rein -
wald, for example, conceptualizes collective remembrance as a
‘socially conveyed process’, in which the actors (in this case, the West
African soldiers in the French army) are what she describes as ‘small-
scale agents’. By engaging with their memory-narratives and pitting
these against the national commemorative frame of reference (war
remembrance), Reinwald restores to less-known individuals and the
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13 Pandey, Remembering Partition, 9. See also Partha Chatterjee, ‘Introduction:
History and the Present’, in id. and Anjan Ghosh (eds.), History and the
Present (Delhi, 2002), 12–19.
14 Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, ‘Setting the Framework’, in eid. (eds.),
War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1999), 6–39, at
25–7. See also Jay Winter, ‘Introduction: War, Memory, Remembrance’, in
id., Remembering War, 1–13.



myriad social groups that constitute a nation the agency of inscribing
this culture with their own ‘competing or dissident’ personal or
group memories. Monica Juneja examines the social, ritual, and mod-
ern academic (art-historical) practices of engaging with built struc-
tures (such as the Mehrauli mosque at the Qutb in Delhi), and the
multiplicity and conflicting nature of readings of such a site that
serve to blur the distinction that Nora makes between lieux and
mileux de mémoire, between history and memory. By studying the in -
ter action between built structures and the heterogeneous social
memory of the various groups engaged in their use over a long peri-
od, Juneja shows how diverse and fluid lieux de mémoire in fact are.
This is a point that Stephen Heathorn’s article on the construction
and subsequent loss of meaning of an imperial site of memory in
Kanpur addresses as well. Heathorn analyses the diverse forms of
engagement of the various groups that were involved in both the
making of the site of memory as well as its dismantling in independ-
ent India and sets these ‘group memories’ against the backdrop of an
imperial commemorative discourse.

It is precisely by destabilizing, as it were, the concept of lieux de
mémoire, by critically deconstructing it and opening it up to a more
nuanced understanding than the consensus-building and nation-ori-
ented approach that the Nora project has adopted, that its possibili-
ties as an analytical tool for colonial and postcolonial contexts can be
realized. Equally, it is precisely the kind of chequered, ambivalent,
and conflict-ridden contexts of colonialism and its aftermath that
provide an ideal testing ground for lieux de mémoire as an analytical
tool for understanding the complexity of social experience and col-
lective remembering. In his study of Holocaust memorials in Ger -
many, the USA, and Israel, James E. Young has shown the multiple,
‘textured’, and ever-evolving character of public remembrance of an
event in various national cultures and in the course of time/genera-
tions.15 Such an approach obviously lends itself to imaginative use in
colonial and postcolonial studies. In the concluding article in this col-
lection Jay Winter stresses the need to emphasize the hybrid charac-
ter of lieux de mémoire in order to grasp the complexity of colonial/
postcolonial sites of memory, which he in turn conceptualizes as
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15 See e.g. James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and
Meaning (New Haven, 1993).



palimpsests, replete with layers of memory and meaning, while still
retaining traces of their earlier form.

There is one more way in which colonial and postcolonial con-
texts lend themselves to an engagement with lieux de mémoire. Central
to the concept of lieux de mémoire is the notion of its location, that is,
its inherent spatiality. As Aleida Assmann shows in her article, his-
tory ‘takes place’; so, too, does memory: by pitting what she describes
as lieux de souvenir (individual memory) against lieux de mémoire (col-
lective remembrance), Assmann uses examples from literary works to
show how central place is to the way in which individuals remember
and groups commemorate.

In the history of colonialism, and long before the spatial turn in
historical scholarship,16 space and place have traditionally been of
central importance. Not only was colonialism itself about a kind of
geo-politics that rested on the conquest and settlement of distant
lands; its historiography, too, reflected a certain preoccupation with
spatiality, with location and distance. In studies of the British Empire,
for example, the conceptual framework of a metropolitan core and a
colonial periphery was long dominant.17 The work of Edward Said
gave particular resonance to a spatial conception of colonialism, as he
wrote about an ‘imaginative geography’ that was imbricated with
structures of power and hegemony in western (imperial) representa-
tions of the Orient.18 Newer approaches to imperial-colonial history,
which seek to break down the barrier between the mutually exclusive
strands of metropolitan history and colonial studies (that is, the
anthropologically dominated area studies) that characterized the dis-
cipline until the 1980s, emphasize the entangled nature of the history
of metropole and colony and conceptualize the British Empire as a
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16 The spatial turn in the social sciences and cultural studies since the late
1980s hardly requires introduction here. In historical scholarship it made its
presence felt somewhat later; a groundbreaking study on the subject was the
work of Karl Schlögel, Im Raume lesen wir Zeit: Über Zivilisationsgeschichte und
Geopolitik (Munich, 2003). See also Riccardo Bavaj, ‘Was bringt der “spatial
turn” der Regionalgeschichte? Ein Beitrag zur Methodendiskussion’, West fä -
li sche Forschungen, 56 (2006), 457–84.
17 See Alan Lester’s summary of this tradition of the historiography of the
British Empire, ‘Imperial Circuits and Networks: Geographies of the British
Empire’, History Compass, 4/1 (2006), 124–41 at 124–5.
18 Edward Said, Orientalism (London, 1995), 49–73.



network of spatial relationships.19 From this notion of interconnect-
edness within the Empire, historical geographers such as David
Lambert and Alan Lester have developed the notion of ‘place’ in the
British Empire as nodal points through which networks ran, inter-
sected, and connected.20 Following from Doreen Massey’s conceptu-
alization of place as open-ended, as a point of fluctuation and move-
ment,21 Alan Lester writes of places as ‘not so much bounded entities,
but rather specific juxtapositions of multiple trajectories’ and of colo-
nial and metropolitan places as ‘specific meeting points of such tra-
jectories, a coming together of them in specific ways at a specific
time’.22

Such a notion of place in imperial-colonial history lends itself well
to a clearer understanding of the conceptual usefulness of the sites of
memory approach in colonial and postcolonial contexts. Lieux de
mémoire in these contexts can only be multilayered, conflicted, and
ever-changing, as they represent the points of convergence of the
ambivalent trajectories of colonial relationships. The task of the his-
torian is to ask in what precise ways they do so.
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19 See e.g. Catherine Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English
Imagination, 1830–1867 (Cambridge, 2002). For a discussion on the ‘network -
ed’ conception of Empire, see David Lambert and Alan Lester, ‘Intro duction:
Imperial Spaces, Imperial Subjects’, in eid. (eds.), Colonial Lives across the
British Empire (Cambridge, 2006), 1–16.
20 Ibid. 13–15.
21 See Doreen Massey, For Space (Los Angeles, 2005), 107.
22 Lester, ‘Imperial Circuits’, 135.


