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Commemorating the Past: 

An Introduction to the Study of Historical Memory

As a society, how do we remember the past, and in what form? Does this remembrance change, and, if so, what does this tell us about our collective consciousness and cultural identity? As students at Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut, majoring in different fields and with different personal histories, we used these questions as the starting point for our class in Historical Memory. Over the course of the semester, we have examined the ways that Americans have commemorated the past. In this report, we will examine in detail several approaches to commemoration that you may find helpful in thinking about how to remember Greensboro’s history.  

What is Collective Memory?

Collective memory is understood as a representation of the past shared by a group or community.
  People tend to communicate about collective memory by referring to individual memory – as if my recollection of my Thanksgiving dinner last month is comparable to the country’s memory of the first Thanksgiving four hundred and fifty years ago.
 In some ways, it is. A single person’s memories of her life and experiences give her a sense of where she has come from and who she is, and can guide her decisions about the future. Collective memories work much the same way – they foster and define group identities, telling a group of people where they have come from, who they are and how they should act in the present and future.
 


The way that memories do that work, though, is the important distinction between my recollections and collective historical memory. I remember my uncle spilling the potatoes at Thanksgiving however I want – maybe that he dropped them, or maybe that my cousin pulled on his arm at just the wrong moment. Either way, though, I’ll remember what I personally witnessed and it will affect the way only I view my uncle in the future – as a klutz or a guy with a crazy kid.


Collective memory of the first Thanksgiving, though, is not an eyewitness memory for anybody any more. That memory gets passed on through schools, from parents to children, and in public commemorations, and its implications are enormous. In the collective memory of Thanksgiving, “we” (Americans) hosted Indians to give thanks for the abundance of food we’d grown. In the historical record, it looks more like we stole food from the Indians and grew it in fields that had been abandoned by Indians who died of imported European diseases.
 But the collective memory of the first Thanksgiving doesn’t include that information, and as a result most of us have an idea of the origin of America that affects how we think about national identity and character.


Collective memories like that one and the ceremonies and plaques that commemorate them can make them look like widely shared and accepted versions of history, but they rarely start out that way.
 Disagreements over how to remember the past – both about what events occurred and what sorts of stories to tell about them – are a nearly universal phenomenon. Often, the stories that “win out,” and are told for decade to come, are the ones that have the backing of people in power. Politicians and other people in authority positions can manipulate memories to tell a certain story or encourage people to think a certain way, and powerful groups can promote versions of events that reflect well on them and meet their needs.
 

Memories are most contested at moments of great uncertainty.  Because collective memory operates to locate and reify group or national identities, the economy of memory is often linked to challenges and complications to identity. During periods of crisis and instability, appeals are often made to collective memory.  While collective memory is negotiated by individuals, memory cannot be freely manipulated, changed or regulated.
  

In the years following the horrors of World War II, historians began to explore the ways in which historical events were publicly remembered.  They came up with the concept of communicative memory, which refers to the daily modes of communication in which the past is discussed, debated and given meaning.  These forms of remembrance are generally oral and very much determined by those individuals who lived through or during the event in question.  Thus, communicative memories are often short-lived, perhaps lasting for one generation, and the meanings ascribed to historical events are based on the accounts of individuals who were alive at the time.

In contrast, cultural memory refers to the texts, ceremonies, images, architectures, and monuments designed to memorialize important events.
  These material memorials are generally sanctioned by both governments and community citizens.  Cultural memories offer a public, even if contested, narrative of a historical event. As much as there is a desire for history and memory to reflect the true past, we should recognize that the needs that these narratives fill – needs for a shared history, identity, and community – are real and important parts in the lives of people and groups. 
 Cultural memories have the potential both to take on new meanings as they are presented in new social and political contexts and to give new meanings to those contexts.
 

Cultural memories such as museums, monuments, films and other memorials then offer the possibility of transforming the way in which both the past and the present are conceptualized.  Each of these modes of representation offer different possibilities for how the killings in Greensboro could be remembered. 

As a class, our introduction to Greensboro’s past was through the History Channel documentary, 88 Seconds at Greensboro. In contrast to the interactive nature of literary or oral storytelling, cinema is unique in that it that the viewer does not actively engage, but rather is positioned to passively accept the images and messages that are projected onto the screen. Documentaries can be especially manipulative in that they maintain a facade of truth and accuracy. Nonetheless, it is imperative to recognize that all narratives, regardless of genre or medium, maintain a point of view. Because no discourse can ever give a complete representation of a given event, even a documentary is subjective in what it chooses to emphasize as important and worth noting. Therefore, in examining 88 Seconds At Greensboro, we must recognize that not every viewpoint is told – it is only one memory of the event. 

Education and Historical Memory

Schools play an important role in shaping collective memory because they are often the first places that children learn about important historical events. Most students go through school believing that their textbooks are fact and, thus, they are reluctant to dispute the ideas that they read on the page.  What they do not know is that textbooks actually provide students with a history from a Eurocentric point of view, teaching a story with White protagonists.  Schools use textbooks to reaffirm the prevailing American historical myths of progress and American Exceptionalism. Since most teachers do not teach against the textbook, students are not asked to question these dominant myths, and learn a biased version of history.  

Much of the problem with relying on these textbooks is that they do not encourage any sort of discussion or questioning.  They present events and people in such a simplified way that students cannot challenge history. James W. Loewen, author of Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything Your American History Textbook Got Wrong writes, “Readers might be fascinated if textbook authors presented two or more of the various possibilities, but, as usual, exposing students to historical controversy is taboo.  Each textbook picks just one reason and presents it as fact.
 Many American schools do not believe that students are capable of handling controversy; they do not want to give students a chance to use critical thinking in order to understand history.  Because of this, students simply learn that there is one version of history, and it is fact, so it need not be questioned. However, as your experience in Greensboro proves, there are many sides to every story and students should be encouraged to think about history in this way. 

Racism is a difficult issue in the history of Greensboro and the United States as a whole. Unfortunately, most history textbooks and curricula gloss over racism and simply encourage students to see history from a White perspective.
 Textbook authors choose stories with Whites as the protagonists, and therefore, leave out a crucial part of history.  The history of American Indians and African Americans is neglected because their history is one in which Whites will be seen as oppressors, and since these are the people who are in power in society, this portrayal is concealed from students.  This approach can alienate students who are not taught about prominent historical figures who share their race, class, gender, or religion. According to Loewen, “So long as our textbooks simply celebrate Columbus, rather than reach both sides of his exploit, they encourage us to identify with white Western exploitation rather than study it”
. 

Memorializing Sites of Tragedy

Events of violence and tragedy, wielding much emotional power, can be the most difficult to commemorate. They are sometimes commemorated far away from the places in which they occurred, like the Holocaust museum in Washington D.C, but the site of the event itself holds a special power in determining what story becomes central in our collective memory. To commemorate tragic and violent events like the killings at Greensboro is to answer the difficult and contested questions: What did this tragedy mean for the Greensboro community in 1979? What does it mean for this community now? Who is to blame for this tragedy? What lessons can the community learn from this violent day? 

To answer these questions in a commemoration of the Greensboro killings at the site itself is to tell one particular story, out of many possible stories, about that day. When thinking about how this site of violence should be commemorated, it might be useful to consider the history of the commemoration of other sites of violence and tragedy in our country. Geographer Kenneth F. Foote set out to study the histories of sites of battlefields, mass murders, accidents, and other tragedies in the US, with the goal of revealing something about how we deal with sites of violence. Foote saw that some sites were marked with memorials, while others unmarked and ignored.
 He thought about the way in which current politics and existing collective memories influence the stories told at these sites and how the story told at one site can change over time.

One example of a place whose commemoration has changed over time is Gettysburg battlefield, which, at the point of its dedication by Lincoln in 1863 was commemorated as a place of great Union victory. It was valuable at this time to use the commemoration of the battlefield to create a rallying point to bolster morale among Union soldiers.
 As the war became seen as part of a struggle for unification, rather than division, the meaning of the battle and of the site changed. In 1892 the commemoration changed to emphasize the battle as a turning point in which both sides fought heroically and could take pride.
 In 1938, a third story was told at the site about the meaning of the battle, a story of the success of a unified and prosperous America. It was this battle that allowed the country to come together and become a powerful nation.
 As the way we thought about the Civil War changed, commemoration of the event changed to support these new ideas about the meaning of the war. 

Foote uses the word sanctification to talk about sites of violence like Gettysburg that have been memorialized to celebrate a positive story that can be learned from this tragic event.
 Sanctified sites are dedicated to the memory of “an event, martyr, hero, or group of victims” that can be placed into a story about the struggle for national identity.

Sometimes a site of tragedy is marked, but not sanctified until is can be used to reveal a lesson about heroism in the struggle for national identity. Sites are sometimes sanctified as the story we tell about their events change. For example, the Lorraine Motel, where Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, was initially marked without a major monument, but has now been sanctified as a Civil Rights Museum. As the political climate changed and the story of the Civil Rights Movement became one of American progress, King became a martyr to this progress, so this site could be sanctified.
 However, when a tragedy like a mass murder occurs that seems to tell a story of great evil from which no positive lesson can be learned, the shame surrounding the site can leave it unmarked and unused. But we learn from Foote that even a forgotten mass murder is not fixed in this state forever, that no place or event has an entirely fixed meaning.

Sanctification can occur easily on a site of the death of an important individual, like a presidential assassination, or on a site marked by natural disaster. However, in situations where the meaning of a tragedy is less clear, like the Greensboro killings, there is often a struggle over who has the power to commemorate the event at the site, and what type of commemoration will occur.

An example of this struggle is the commemoration of the 1886 Haymarket riots, the labor riots in which police officers died when a bomb was hurled into the crowd. Four labor organizers were wrongly accused and put to death for the explosion.
 The police department claimed the tragic site and erected a monument to the dead officers, while the labor organizers were commemorated far away from the actual site. However, the police monument was frequently vandalized and bombed in both 1969 and 1970. Following these incidents the police moved the memorial into a police station.
  The struggle against the police, who had denied the labor organizers a place in the memorial, affected change in the way in which the site was memorialized. From the commemoration of Haymarket we learn how difficult it is to memorialize a contested event.  A memorial is supposed to unite a community around a shared memory, but a memorial that favors one group over another can lead to further violence and division. 
On the pages that follow you will find examinations of three of the many possible means of remembering: children’s books, museums, and memorials. Like any method of remembering the past, each one has advantages and drawbacks. We hope you find it helpful, when thinking about how best to represent your community’s history, to consider the complexities that accompany commemoration and the history of commemoration in our country.
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