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[n 1973, Kenneth Gergen ushered the deconstruction movementinto social
psychology by arguing that the theories and [indings within social psvehol-
ogy were dependent to a large degree on the prevailing culture. Further,
because the field was generating culture- and time-dependent scientific
results, these findings should be considered as historical data points or
records. Social psychology, in his view, was a form of history, A the time,
Gergen implied that historv itself was an impartial truth with social psy-
chological tindings serving as archival reminders of the wavs pcople
thought and behaved at the time the studies were conducted. Although
this chapter agrees with many of Gergen's assumptions, it is important to
appreciate that history itselt is highly contextual. Indewrl, social psycho-
logical processes help o define history. The wavs people talk and think
about recent and distant events is determined by current neads and desires
(see also Tetlock. Petersun. MeGuire, Chang, & Feld., 19923 [ust as the
key to the future is the past, the kev o the past is the present.

In the United States over the last halt contury, most adults would agree
that a relatively small rumber of natonal events have profoundly affected
Americans’ collective memories: World War IL the assassination of John
F. Rennedy. the peace movement/ant-Vietnam - Woodstock period, Wi
wrgate, and, perhaps, the explosion of the Challengev space craft. This is
not to sy that other extremely important events did not occur—such as
the kovean War, the Bav of Pigs in Caba the election of Ronald Reagan.
md the Persan Gulf War, However, this sceond group simply did not have
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4 PENNEBAKER AND BANASIK

the same psychological impact as the first, Why does society tend to spon-
tancously recall the first set of events rather than the second? What dis-
unguishes an event that vields a broad-based collective memory from one
that does not? By the same token, in whom are these collective memonies
instilled and what maintains them over time?

The creation and maintenance of a collective or historical memory is
a dynamic social and psychological process. It involves the ongoing talking
and thinking about the event by the affected members of the society or
culture, This interaction process is critical to the organization and assimi-
lation of the event in the form of a collective narrative.

ELEMENTS OF COLLECTIVE MEMORY

The recent resurgence of the term collective memory can. be traced back to
the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1992) and the Russiun Psy-
chologist Lev Vygotsky. Each questioned the assumption that MEMOTY te-
sides in the individual. Halbwachs addressed the topic of collective memory,
and Vvgouwsky presented a theory of the mind allowing others to theorize
ahout it (Wertsch, 1985). Halbwachs asserted that all memories were
formed and organized within a collective context. Virtually all events, ex-
periences, and perceptions were shaped by individuals’ interactions with
others. Society, then, provided the framework for belicts and behaviors
and recollections of them., Vygotsky’s assuniptions were similar in noting
that adult memory is dependent on society or community. The sacial
mechanism guiding memorics was language—the primary symbol system
that defines the framework for individuals” memories (Bakhurst, 1990).
By extension, people’s ways of remembering the past should be dependent
on their relationship to their community (Radley, 1990).

In stark contrast to the assumptions of collective memory, most tradi-
tional laboratory-hased memory research has attempted to understand
memory as a context-free, isolated psychological process. This laboratory-
based strategy has yielded some important findings about what individuals
can and do remember. For example, memories for cvents, ohjects, or facts
(declarative memory) are most likely to be remembered if they are unique,
provoke emotional reactions, arc actively rehearsed, and are associated
with subscquent changes in bchaviors or beliefs (e.g., Craik & Lockharrt,
1986). It is particularly important to appreciate that unique emotion-pro-
voking events requiring no psychological adaptation are not necessarily
memorable. Moreover, while individuals are psychologically adapting, they
may be more likely to remember events that occur during that time {Pilje-
mier, Rhinehart, & White., 10986).

One interesting subset of memaries is the phenomenon of Slashbulh
memories {Brown & Kulik, 1977). Flashbulb memories are an example of a
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mixture of personal circumstances and historical cvents in memory. When
people hear the news about a shocking significant event, like the full of
the Berlin Wall, they not only remember details about the event. but also
their personal circumstances when they heard ubout it. Therefore, almost
everyone who was at least 12 years old at the time of the tearing down of
the Wall can tell their story (their narrative} of whar they were doing when
they heard the news.

Strangely enough, these flashbulb memaries. which are reported with
confidence, are often inaccurate {e.g.. Bohannon & Symons, 1992). This
is understandable because all memorics fade or are reconstructed. Neisser
(1982) hypothesized thar flashbulb memories are not established ar the
moment of the event, but after the event when the significance of the
eveut 1o society or to the individual has been established. leaving more
room for error. People have such a vivid, long-lusting recollection when
it comes to flashbulb memorics because they allow individuals to place
themselves in the historical context, and when relaying their personal
flashbulb memories to others, they are able to inclnde themselves in the
event,

These event features that are important for individual memories should.
by definition, be necessary for collective memorics as well. Specifically, a
society should embrace and/or collectively remember those national or
universal events that affecred their lives the most. Interestingly, this suggests
that massive national situations that ultimately did not affect the course
of history should not he part of the national psyche to the same degree
as cvents that signaled important institutional or historical changes.

Consider, for example, the four most recent wars fought by the Unired
States: World War II, the Korean War, the Viettam War, and the Persian
Gulf War. Fach provoked tremendous national discussions, and was asso-
ciated with the loss of life and huge consumption of resources. Only two,
however, appear to have had any long-term psychological consequences:
World War IT and Vietnam. Surprisingly, winning versus losing does not
appear to affect collective memory. Rather, these two wars were important
turming points for American selfviews, With World War I, the United
States emerged as a dominunt military and economic force for much of
the world. Vietnam changed this EEOCENITIC perspective, thereby producing
a new generation who questioned the role of the United States in the
world.

A critical injdal step in understanding both individual and collective
memories, then, is that the long-term impact of events themselves help to
determine the memories. Studies on individual memories, for example,
demonstrate that people tend not ro recall common cvents or objects that
have no personal impact or adaptive importance (c.g., Bruce, 1985). By
the same token, a war may give the impression of changing the course of
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history at the wme. However, if no institutional and/or personal effects
are apparent once the war is over, there will be very few collective memaorics.
Citing the powerful social memory of the execution of Louis XVI in France
in 1793, Connerton (1990 demonstrated that previous murders of French
kings were ultimately unimportant because the basic dynastic succession
remained. With the French revolution and the death of Lous XVI, how-
cver. the basic structure of government changed forever

RESHAPING COLLECTIVE MEMORIES
FOR THE PRESENT

Significant historical events form stronger collective memories, arnd present
circumstances affect what cvents are remembered as significant. Fentriss
and Wickham (1992) argued that memory plays an important social rokc.
In their view, individuals invent or redefine the past to fit the present
Evidence that current events affect the ways a socicty remembers them can
be seen in the commemorative symbols the society constructs (e.g., Con-
nerton, 1990; Schwartz, 1991).

Schwartz (1982) documented the people and cvents commemorated in
the paintings, statues, murals, frescoes, relicts, and busts displaved in the
U.S. Capitol. There arc congressional procedures that commission artworks
for the Capitol building that encourage diverse views of what should he
commermorated. Schwartz noted that this effort to reflect the nadon’s
diversity did not result in an evenhanded display of the important events
in American history. Instead, he found that certain historical periods were
disproportionately represented and people or events that were not deemed
important to the people living in the tme period depicted were often
“picked up” by later generations. For example, the early colonists com-
memorated John Cabot as a major explorer. But with the rise of anti-British
sentiment came an interest in Columbus, who subsequently became the
most celebrated explorer in the United States.

Schwartz (1991) also observed a similar phenomenon with regard to
Abraham Lincoln’s reputation and how it changed after his death. Prior
to his assassination, Lincoln was neither overwhelmingly popular nor a
national hero. After his death, however, there was a 14-day funeral pro-
cession by rail passing through most of the largest cities in the country
that was witnessed by millions of people. The combination of the funeral
procession and the high cmotions of the country surrounding the end of
the Civil War started a trend in transforming Lincoln’s popularity that
eventually elevated him to a status akin to George Washington. According
to Schwartz, Lincoln’s image was further bolstered by a shifting national
sentiment that believed in the common man rising to lead the people.
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THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE IN AFFECTING
COLLECTIVE MEMORIES

I'ranslating events or images into language atfccts the ways they are thought
about and recalled in multiple ways. Typically, if not always, lanpuage is a
social act, When an event is discussed, its perception and undersmﬁcling
is likely to be atfected by others in the conversation. On a more psvcho-
logical level, talking about an event is a form of rehearsal. Futhm:, the
act of rehearsing the event through language can influence the way the
event is organized in memory and, perhaps, recalled in the future,

Talking as a Memory Aid: Rehcarsal

On an individual level, objects or events are most likely to be consolidared
in memory it they are rehearsed (e.g., Baddeley, 1386). In laboratory st
tings, the most common ways by which events are rehearsed are that they
are thought about in verbal form. Repeating a 9-digit number over and
over again-—cither subvocally or out loud—helps the person to retain the
number for seconds, minutes, or, on occasion, longer.

Most memories for events are quite different from phone numbers or
lists of nonsense words in that they have a social component. As noted
earlier, IHalbwachs argued that virtually all memories are collective—in
large part because they are discussed with others, Indeed, for societies 1o
exist at all, the societal members must share a very high percentage of
their experiences to increase the cohesiveness of their memories. Indeed.
Shils (1981) claimed that for a socicty to exist over time, its communications
must be said, said again, and reenacted repeatedly.

When a large-scale event atfects an entire region or society, 4 common
response is for people to openly talk about it. In two related studies on a
natural disaster (the San Francisco Bay Area carthquake of 1989) and
responses to the Persian Gulf War, the degree of sell-reported talking and
thinking about these events was startling (Pennebaker & Harber, 1993).
In both of these studics, weekly or semiweekly samples of residents of San
Francisco (for the carthquake project) and of Dallas, Texas (for the war
project), were interviewed using random-digit dialing sampling methocs
immediately after the war or quake through at least 3 months later. Among
the questions that both groups of samples were asked was “How man:
times in the last 24 hours have you talked with someone about the quaké
(or war)?” Similar questions asked rhe number on times subjects thought
and heard about the quake or war,

As can be seen in Fig. 1.1, the degree of social sharing and ruminating
about these events was remarkably high during the first 9 weeks following
the quake and the onset of the war. Clearly, the raw ingredients for shart':(ol
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FIG. 1.1. Thoughts and conversations about war/quiake.

experiences and memories were being laid down. Not only were people
discussing these events to a high degree, but they were bombarded with
features of the events via the media. In other words, most residents received
similar information from television and newspapers, which in turn was
talked and thought about. Given these basic ingredients, it would be dif-
ficult for people not to have similar memories of the experience, that is,
collective memories.

Talking as a Forgetting Aid: Cognitive Organization

Just as talking about an event is a form of rehearsal that may aid memory,
talking or translating an experience into language can help to organize
and assimilate the event in people’s minds {(cf. Horowitz, 1976). An emo-
tonal experience. by definition, provokes talking because those who are
affected by it are attempting to understand and learn more about it (Rimé,
1995). Language, then, is the vehicle for important cognitive and learning
processes following an emotional upheaval. Talking about an cvent may
successtully organize and assimilate it, which will allow the PEerson to move
past the upheaval. Ironically, once an cvent is cognitively assimilated, in-
dividuals no longer need to ruminate abour it and, once it is out of their
minds, they may actually forget about it.

An intriguing example of how cultures forget important events can he
seen in the case of the Persian Gulf War. As noted carlier, the degree to
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which people talked abour the Persian Gulf War in the United States in
the first weeks after its beginning was remarkablec. Extrapolating trom rhese
numbers, it seems that Americans would have a clear memory for the
major features of it. However, if talking about an event helps individuals
to organize and forget about it, those who talked most about the war would
be the ones with the poorest memories in the vears following the war.

As a test of this theory, 76 university students who completed weekly
questionnaires in classrooms about the degree to which they talked about
the war during the time the war was ongoing were contacted 2% vears
later (Crow & Pennebuker, 1996). In the 2Veyear follow-up, the participants
were asked a series of factual questions about the war, including: Who did
we fight? [Iraq] Who was the leader of the opposing force? [Saddam
Hussein] How many United States soldiers were killed? [148]. Astonish-
ingly, most people’s memories for the war werce extremely poor. It is in-
teresting to note that two factors predicted poor long-term historical mem-
ory for the war: degrec of talking and negative emotions surrounding the
war, Basically, those who ralked the most and for those who the war aroused
the most negative emotions were the ones whose memories were the worst
2% years later,

CORRELATES OF COLLECTIVE MEMORIES

An intriguing feature of a large-scale event that evokes collective memories
is that it can also bring about collecrive behavioral responses to the event.
For example, in the mid-1970s, the wife of the president of the Unjted
Statcs, Betty Ford. was diagnosed with breast cancer. Within days of thig
announcement, clinics around the conntry reported a large surge in the
number of women seeking breast exams.

Particularly revealing from a psychological perspective are cases where
large groups of people respond to an event in similar ways that, on the
surface, do not appear to be related to the collective memory-related event.
This phenomenon was first discovered when studying the psychological
and health effects of the assassination of John F. Kennedy in Dallas. By
way of background, Keunedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas, on Novem-
ber 22, 1968. Two days later, his assassin was murdered by an angered
nightclub owner. At the time. the entire country was thrown into shock,
Kennedy was viewed us young and vigorous, and no other president had
been assassinated since the turn of the cenfury.

Oddly, many Americans immediately blamed the city of Dallas for the
assassination. Dallas residents were discriminated against when they trayv-
eled and became the victims of hursh media criticism. As a city, Dallas
responded by pretending nothing had happened. It became the city ol
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t . a7 ihe aune tme, the city without a past. Dallas residents
quickly embraced this new image. Compared to other cities with equivalent
cconomic bases, Dallas experienced a tremendous growth in the 3 years
after the assassination; dozens of dramatically large buildings and skyscrap-
ers were built. A disproportionate amount of city funds, as compared to
ather Texas cities, was directed toward making the city cleaner after the
assassination. Similarly, Dallas residents themselves donated more money
to worthy causes, such as the United Way. All of these positive effects were
most apbarent berween 1964 and 1968. In fact, in 1968, auefuion was
shifted away from Dallas because of the assassinations ol Martin Luther
King and Robert F. Kennedy. In an odd way, most collective behaviors
that distinguished Dallas ceased ar this time (Pennebaker, 1990}

Beneath these positive features of the assassination on Dallas were a
number of consequences indicating that the city experienced a great deal
of stress during this tme. For example, deaths due to heart disease (the
major cause of death at the time) increased 4% over _the-4 years after
the assassination, as compared with an overall 2% decline in the rest of
the United States and other Texas cides. Murder and suicide rates increased
significantly in Dallas in the 2 years following the nssas_six_lati.on.comparcd
to control cities as well. In short, health and crime statistics indicated that
the failure to admit to the psychological effects of the assassination was
ulimately unhealthy.

THE COLLECTIVE MEMORY OF SILENT EVENTS

A silent event is one where people actively avoid talking about a major
shared upheaval. This failure to talk can be imposed by' a {‘epl‘essive gov-
ernment following a coup or other authoritarian instinution s‘uch as a
religion. By the same token, an event can be considered so gmit ‘..vorthy
or shameful that most affected people refuse to talk about it, as in the
case of Dallas residents following Kennedy's assassination. In many ways,
silent evenis may be the most potent in the development of collectve
memorles for several reasons.

Recent studies indicate that when people attempt to suppress unwanted
thoughts, they typically fail. Wegner (1989), for example, found that when
people were told to avoid thinking of an object, [l:lt:y subsequently thought
about it at rates comparable to control conditions where peoplc were
explicitly told to think about the object. In short, when people are told
to avoid talking or even thinking about an important cvent. that event
becomes more deeply ingrained in memory.

Even in studies of the Persian Gulf War and the San Francisco Bay Area
carthquake, evidence was found to suggest that people quickly develop
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norms to not talk about the relevant events beginning 2 to 3 weeks after
the war/carthquake began. It was at this precise time that individuals were
most likely to dream about the war or earthquake. In other words, when
people are blocked from talking abowut an important psychological event
for whatever reason, they continue to process it in their sleep. Indeed, in
both studies, over 20% of those people who werc randomly selected to he
interviewed reported dreams about the quake or war in the 3 to 6 weeks
after the heginning of the event—a number much higher than the 10%
who had comparable dreams in the first 2 weeks after the quake or war
or in the periods following the G-week interview period.

Just as the diminution of talking about an event is correlated with in-
creased dreaming, it is also associated with tension, hostility, and violent
crimes. In the 2 10 6 weeks after the earthquake, aggravated assault rates
increased 10% over the previous year in San Francisco (Pennebaker, 19923,
A comparable jump in assaults was apparent in Dallas 2 to 6 weeks after
the war started. More startling is what happened approximately 2 wecks
after the war ended. Recall that the Persian Gulf War was declared to be
a striking victory 6 wecks after it starred. However, within a week of its
conclusion, it became quite apparent to most Americans that the Irag
government wis essentially unchanged and the brutal trearment of Kurdish
residents was, if anything, intensified. The surveys indicated that people
simply no longer wanted to hear or think about the war, It was at this time
thar aggravated assaults jumped 70% above the previous year (Pennebaker
& Harber, 1993).

When people do not want o or cannot openly talk about an important
event, they continue o think and even dream about it They are also more
likely to display aggression and initiate tights with friends and acquaint-
ances. lIronically, then, actively trying not to think about an event can
contribute to a collective memory in ways that may be as powerful if not
more so than events that are openly discussed,

THE LIFE OF COLLECTIVE MEMORIES:
THE PSYCHOLOGY OF LOOKING BACK

Ultimately, the importance and interest of collective memories s that they
persist_for years or even generations. What fuels these memories? This
question may be addressed by looking at various indicators of popular
culture within the United States. Much of this work was the outgrowth of
the Kennedy assassination 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, there were 1o schools, streets, or buildings



oo H E 2

12 PENNEBAKER AND BANASIK

named after Kennedy. Oddly, a similar phenomenon occurred in Memphis,
Tennessee, the city where Martin Luther King was assassinated in 1968.
In Memphis, there were no schools, buildings, or streets named after King.
(But Dallus has scveral buildings or streets named after King and Memphis
has schools or strects named after Kennedy.)

Approximately 25 years after the assassination, Dallas opened an elabo-
rare museum/exhibit acknowledging Kennedy’s murder in the downtown
arca. Earlier attempts to open exhibits in the city had been et with
tremendous opposition. Likewise, approximately 25 vears after the assas-
sination of King, Mcmphis opened a large exhibit commemorating the
death of the famous civil rights leader. Also, the Vietnam Memorial Wall,
commemorating people who fought in Victnam, was opened in 1982, al-
most 25 years after the first Americans died in the war. Moreover, in the
late 1970s, the Vietnam War was not an acceptable theme for mainstream
movies, yet by 1986, Platoon and approximately 12 other Victmam-themed
motion pictures were released (Adams, 1939).

Is this 25-year lapse between a lraumatic experience and the building
of 2 moment real or coincidental? To test this idea, a study sought to find
monuments that had been erected within the previous 100 years in the
United States commemorating a single discreet event (e.g., disaster, battle,
or similar event—either positive or negative). The dme between the event
and the erection of the monument was then computed. As can be scen
in Fig. 1.2, monuments tend to be erected either immediately after an
event, or in 20- to 30-vear cycles thereafter. Interestingly, whether the event
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FIG. 1.2. Number of monuments buil as a funetion of the number of years
after the commemorating event (S-vear rolling average).
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that is commemorated is positive or negative does not make a wemendous
difference.

Two reiated questions arise in examining Fig. 1.2 The first concerns
why it takes 20 to 30 vears to build @ monument in the first place. Similarly,
why does monument building appear to go in 20- o 30year cycles? On a
certain level, the erection of monuments is a complex coordinated social
activity, For example, there usually must be some consensus and very little
overt opposition ameng residents to build a monument in the first -placcn
Typically, numerous committees must be coordinated 1o acquire funding
for an artst and the land on which the monument is to be built. Whether
the building of a monument reflects the enthusiasm of the builders or the
lack of opposition to the monurnent is unknown.

One way by which to establish the gencraline of this looking-back phe-
nomenon is to consider other forms of expression that could reflect a
society’s interest or need o collectively remember an earlier event. The
second project was to studv when movies depicting historical events were
made and released. In the study, a random sample of 1,400 popular movies
from a pool of ever 20,000 made from 1920 to 1990 were coded for date
of release and the era that the movie depicted. Not surprisingly, the ma-

jority of movies depict the present (ie., the time perind when the movie

was released). Tlowever, as can be seen in Fig. 1.3, movies not depicting
the present tend to ke place abont 20 to 25 vears earlier. This pattern
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Y uuger for top grossing movies {in terins of tcket sales) than
movies in general. U.S, film watchers, and probably those elsewhcye around
the world, seek to remember what was happening 22 years earlier.

Groups of individuals and entire socicties collectively look back at spe-
cific times. During these times of looking back, peopile openly talk about
and acknowledge the relevance of these cvents to their own ‘persona] de-
velopiment. What accounts for the emergence of t,h.c 20- to 30-year cycle
in looking back? There are probably at least three mterre?a.tcd processes
at work. The first concerns the idea that people have a critical period i
life in which national events are muost likely to affect their identity. The
second, which overlaps with the first, concerns a generation argument;
specifically, monuments are built and movifss arc made when one has .Lhc
power to create them. The third cxplanation concerns the role of time
gradually removing the pain of recalling negative cvents. Each of these
hvpotheses is briefly examined.

The Critical Period Hypothesis

Certain national events are more impactful for people at certain ages Fl]ﬁﬂ
others. Fvents that occur between ages 12 and 25 should he some of the
most long lasting and significant of a person's.life. ThlS. hUIlC]-l is basc?i
on personal experience and theoretical speculation. In thvxs relm,n"cly ShOIt-
time span, most people fall in love, form and leave very tlght‘ social b(?l‘ldb
(e.g., secondary school, gangs, college), marry, and have children. For at
least the last two generations in the United States, most people seeu; o
like listening to music that was popular when they themselves n_fere 12 .m
95 vears old. Movies depicting this tme period are also he_ld in spec_ml
revércnce. This is a highly social time, then, in which collective memorics
have the potential to be formed. o

Other researchers have also pointed to the importance of this _geneml
life period. According to Lrikson (19503, for example, the Lask of pcople
between the ages of 12 and 19 is to work toward and ud_opt an integrated,
single identity. Beginning around age 20, the. next task is to dex"elOp cloisc
friendships and establish inthmate relationslnp? mt}.) others. Afterward_m
Erikson's view (as well as in the thinking of Levinson, Darrlm‘v, Klfen.'l,
Levinson, & McKee, 1978), most life transitions are morc individualistic
and, perhaps, subtle (scc also Conway’s chap. 2). -

Research dealing with autobiographical memories suggests that people
tend to spontaneously recall memories that were formed be.rwc:c:n th'e ages
of 19 and 25. In a fascinating review of his and other studies, Rubin and
his colleagues (Rubin, Wetzler. & Nebes, 1986) described the resul[s i_()f
menory experiments with individuals who were between the ages of ..)0
and 70 ‘V(‘nrs old, Tn the studics, participants were asked o recall a series
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of memories in response to various cued words. Although subjects were
likcly to be reported that had occurred between the ages of 11 and 20,
and second most likely to be recalled if they had originated between ages
2] and 30 (note thar the ages were aggregated by decade so that more
relined evaluatous of ages were not possible).

This has also been born out for memories of national and world events.
Schuman and Scott (1989) found that when people of varying ages were
asked what historical changes or events scemed especially important to
them, they disproportonally refer to events that occwrred in their Jate
teens and early twenties. So, national events are most likely to create pro-
found social/collective memories an a cohort of suciety rather than on all
mecmbers of society.

The reasons why this age period is most likely to result in salient long-
term memories are still under debate. In addition to the forming of one’s
identity and first intimate relationships, it is also a time of tremendous
emotional and physiological variability—all dimensions independently re-
lated to memory formation and recall. (For a cogent discussion of these
issues, see Conway, 1990.) Moreover, memories of large-scale events may
be stronger for thosc who experienced them in their late teens and carly
twenties because they are more disruptive 1o those who are experiencing
the significance of major events for the first time, or as Mannheim (1968)
put it, these events constitute a “fresh” experience.

Obviously, the fact that events atfect young people more than those who
have more established views probably would not apply to a situation wherein
an entire society was completely devastated. It would also suggest that any
writers, biographers, historians, or even psychologist studying collective
memory would overemphasize the impact of events that occurred during the
times that they were between the ages of 12 and 25. It should be noted that
when the first author was between the ages of 12 and 25, Kennedy was
assassinated, Vietnam started and ended, Watergate occurred, and the
Beatles and the Rolling Stones sang some of the best songs in history.

The Gencerational Resource Hypothesis

Allied with the critical period hypothesis is that events are commemorated
when people have the economic resources and social or political power
to do so. Immediately after an upheaval, for example, people often devote
their energies and finances to dealing with the upheaval itself. If a war
starts, a natural disaster hits, or a leader is assassinated, members of soctety
must immediately cope with the event rather than worry about building a
monument. Months or yeirs might elapse before people are able to stand
back and commemorate the event.

It the critical period hypothesis is true, the people who are most invested
in ultimately building monuments and looking back in general are the
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younger members of the society. Soon after a potentially memorable event,
this group does not have the economic or political clout to establish monu-
ments. Around 25 vears later, when the affected cohort is, on average,
over 40 years of age, they are now in the position to openly acknowledge
their own past by building monuments, investing in movies, or writing and
publishing books. Note also that when individuals pass the 40-year mark,
they become progressively interested in looking back and validating their
own lives (cf. Erikson, 1975).

The Psychological Distance Hypothesis

It is well established that immediately after a traumatic experience, individu-
als tend to distance themselves from it. Any reminders of the trauma can
arouse anxicty and distress (c.g.. Horowitz, 1976). This phenomenon helps
explain why people often avoid building monuments soon after an cmo-
tional upheaval. The monument simply prolongs the pain of the event itself.

This problem is exacerbated when looking at a group of people rather
than separate individuals. In coping with a trauma, people tend to employ
different defense mechanisms. In Dallas after the assassination of Kennedy,
for example, some individuals sought to openly discuss the event. Others
increased their donations to worthy causes {perhaps a form of sublimation).
Vet others murdered, committed suicide, or died quictly from heart disease.
Statistically, then, a community or culture can show a number of scemingly
inconsistent patterns following an unwanted tragedy.

Bused on the Dallas example, a sizable minority of 2 socicty will support
the building of a monument and a separate group will vehemently oppose
it. One groups seeks to remember, the other to forget. Interestingly, the
impact of these two forces changes over time in very different ways. The
desire to look back slowly increases as people begin to acknowledge the
event’s cffects on their own lives and on that of their society. The members
of society who initially oppose the building of a monument do so because
the evernt arouses too much anxiety and distress. These ncgative cmotions,
however, tend to dissipate over time. The driving emotional force of the
opposition to any monument, then, quietly diminishes. The net ctfect is
that society builds a consensus for the erection of a monument and an
acknowledgment of the importance of the given collective memory.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS
FOR UNDERSTANDING COLLECTIVE MEMORIES

Very few empirical studics have attempted to understand when and why

cultures develop vollective memories. This chapter has pointed 1o some
of the dynamics that can contribute to the building and maintenance ot
these memories. The basic findings can be summanized as follows:
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« Collective memaories are most likely to be formed and maintained
about cvents that represent significant ong-term changes to people’s lives
A massive political upheaval {(e.g.. the 1848 revolutions in Europe Lh‘(;
Korean War, the Persian Gulf War) rhat results in virtually no major ‘insrjf
tutional alterations are much less likely to become part of a society’s c-ul—
lective memory. ' a

. Memories are most likely to be formed if people actively talk and
think about events te a high degree. The social sharing of the events also
helps i.n shaping people’s perceptions of the events such that a consens‘us
narrative emerges. I, however, an event does not change the course of

hls.rm‘}', talking about it should help people 10 organize, assimilate, and
uliimately forget the event.

. Fmotionally charged events about which people actively avoid talking
will continue to affect individuals by increasing their rate of thinking and
dreaming about the events. Political rcpressioa of speech about an occur-
rence, then, will have the unintended consequence of consolidating col-
lective memories associated with the repressed event. °

g ]i.‘\’.CIlL.S Ithat have a colleciive psychological impact will result in col-
lective individual behaviors. Following significant cultural events, changes

in crime, suicide, physical health, and even prosocial behaviors can be
expected to change.

+ Major national events will affect people of different ages in signifi-
cantly different ways. In general, those between the ages of 12 and 25 will
b? most affected. The national events occurring during this age bracket
will typically have the greatest impact on this cohort's ;elf-views and cui-
lective memaries.

. Over time, people tend to look back and commemorate the past in
c}ch.c patterns ocanring every 20 to 30 yewrs, Monuments are cerected
movics made. and books are writtenn about national events for a number
of reasons,

Tlxis chapter has addressed a small number of issues surrounding col-
lective memories. However, some of the findings make clear [)I‘CC]iCL[i(-JI-]R
;.ﬂ)oul hg\\' countries such as Chile will deal with the turbulent uphcnval;s
it experienced between 1975 and the present. Stmilarly, the ongoing
chnlngcs in Russia and the countrics that were once pm:t of the .‘En\-’i&i
Union should create collective memories that we will likely see for- -Uexi-
cratiens. Indeed. it will be quite revealing to learn more af)out the 1?1;1%
destruction of monuments that have taken place in several parts of Lh‘é
former Soviet Union, How, if at all, will the 75 vears of communis:m be
commemorated in futire gencrations? Shils (1981‘) and Connerton (1989)
al}ﬂ.'u(“-l_ 'h;l.l soctal or collective memories and, indeed societies tllCIIlS(‘\]V{:ﬁl
are maintained by rites and waditdon. With the climination of monumen“lst
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and traditions, social memories should be profoundly altered. On the other
hand, the present findings dealing with the time course of collective memo-
ries hint that a resurgence of positive collective memories will begin to
surface no carlier than two decades from now.

Finally, collective memories are powerful meaning-making tools both
for the community and the individuals in the community. Individuals partly
define themselves by their own traits, but also by those groups to which
they belong, as well as by their historical circumstances. Collective memo-
ries provide a backdrop or a context for much of people’s identity (cf.
Baumcister, 1986). IHistory defines us just as we define history. As our
identities and cultures evolve over time, we tacitly reconstruct our histories.
By the same token, these new collectively defined historical memories help
to provide identides for succeeding generations.
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