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Sites of Memory
The Concept



Background

“We speak so much of memory 
because there is so little of it left.”

Ward, Simon. 2016. Urban Memory and Visual Culture in Berlin: Framing the Asynchronous City, 1957-2012. Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, page 14

Note: Time (past/present/future) / Space (city, place)



Definition
“Sites of memory are 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.”
Winter, Jay. 2010. Sites of Memory and the Shadow of War., Astrid Erll& Ansgar Nunning(Eds) A Companion to Cultural Memory Studies. Berlin & 

New York: De Gruyter.



History
and
Memory
Lieux de me'moire
are created by a 
play of memory 
and history, an 
interaction of two 
factors that results 
in their reciprocal 
overdetermination.

AUTHOR HISTORY MEMORY

Jan Assmanns (2011); Aleida Assmann 
(2011); Nora (1989); Erll (2011) Forgetting Remembering

Nora (1989); Hashimoto (2015) Providing the fact Providing the meaning

Megill (1998) Evidence Sense

Nora, Winter (2010) A discipline (scientific status) Testimony, faculty

Nora (1989) Sphere of collective Sphere of individual

Nora (1989) Single Plural

Winter (2010) Document (written, aural, visual) Affect

Megill (1998) The other of memory The other of history

Megill (1998) The arrogance of definitiveness The arrogance of authenticity

Alexander (2012); Eyerman (2002) Event Representation

Jan Assmann (1995) Actuality Potentiality

Jan Assmann (2006) Repetition Innovation

Runia (2014) Metonymy Metaphor



History 
and 
Memory
Mnemohistory :: 
Haunted history

Mnemohistory is interested not so much in the factuality as in 
the actuality of the past – not in the past for its own sake, but 
its later impact and reception.

Tamm, Marek. 2015. 'Introduction: Afterlife of Events: Perspectives on Mnemohistory', in Marek 
Tamm (Ed.) Afterlife of Events: Perspective on Mnemohistory. Hampshire & New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan: 1-23.

The present is "haunted" by the past and the past is modelled, 
invented, reinvented, and reconstructed by the present' 
(Assmann 1997, p. 9).

Assmann, J. 1997. Moses the Egyptian. The Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism. Cambridge, 
MA & London: Harvard University Press.

This is a past that is absent but haunts us and can return in 
ways that disturb our conventional historical narratives and 
understanding of what the past and history is.
Ethan Kleinberg. 2017. Theory of History as Hauntology, December (25), 212-228, 
https://www.historiadahistoriografia.com.br/revista/article/download/1263/711/5054



Interest in Memory
Possible motivations for this new and acute interest in memory and the past are:

The breakdown of the so‐called “grand narratives” at the end of the cold war that had provided 
frameworks for the interpretation of the past and future orientation and, together with it, the 
resurgence of frozen memories that had been contained by the larger ideological formations; with 
the change of political framework, access was finally possible to the sealed archives of the 
former Communist countries, which provided a new basis for history and memory. 
Assmann, Aleida. 2006. Memory, Individual and Collective, in The Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analysis. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 210-224.



Interest in Memory
Possible motivations for this new and acute interest in memory and the past are:

The postcolonial situation in which humans that have been deprived of their indigenous history 
and culture are trying to recover their own narratives and memories.
Assmann, Aleida. 2006. Memory, Individual and Collective, in The Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analysis. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 210-224.



Interest in Memory
Possible motivations for this new and acute interest in memory and the past are:

The post‐traumatic situation after the Holocaust and the two World Wars, the accumulated 
violence, cruelty, and guilt of which is surfacing only gradually and belatedly after a period of 
psychic paralysis and silence. 
Assmann, Aleida. 2006. Memory, Individual and Collective, in The Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analysis. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 210-224.



Interest in Memory
Possible motivations for this new and acute interest in memory and the past are:

• The decline of a generation of witnesses to these traumas whose experiential memory is now 
being replaced by translating it in externalized and mediated forms. 
Assmann, Aleida. 2006. Memory, Individual and Collective, in The Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analysis. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 210-224.



Interest in Memory
Possible motivations for this new and acute interest in memory and the past are:

The new digital revolution in communication technology that changes the status of information 
by creating more efficient ways of storing and circulating information without, however, securing 
its long‐term durability. 
Assmann, Aleida. 2006. Memory, Individual and Collective, in The Oxford Handbook of Contextual Political Analysis. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 210-224.



Sites of Memory
Lieux de me'moire originate with the sense that…

Lieux de me'moire originate with the sense that there is no spontaneous memory, that we must 
deliberately create archives, maintain anniversaries, organize celebrations, pronounce eulogies, 
and notarize bills because such activities no longer occur naturally. The defense, by certain 
minorities, of a privileged memory that has retreated to jealously protected enclaves in this sense 
intensely illuminates the truth of lieux de me'moire-that without commemorative vigilance, 
history would soon sweep them away.



Sites of Memory
The distinctive feature of modern memory.

Modern memory is, above all, archival. It relies entirely on: 

- the materiality of the trace

- the immediacy of the recording

- the visibility of the image.



Making meaning of the past
Selective, and selective…

Representation proceeds by strategic highlighting, selecting samples and 
multiplying examples.

Coherent narrative

Nora, Pierre. 1989. Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire Pierre Nora Representations, No. 26, Special Issue: Memory and 
Counter-Memory, 7-24.



The Materialisation of Memory
Record as much as you can, something will remain…

The past

The great families; The churches; The states
The Present

The materialization of memory has been 
tremendously dilated, multiplied, decentralised, 

democratised

Sociology: 
Searching the 
founding fathers.

Anthropology: 
Exploring its own 
past, from the 
sixteenth-century 
chroniclers to the 
colonial 
administrators.

Literary criticism:
Retracing the 
genesis of its 
categories and 
tradition.



Identity and Nation State
The function of identity in the formation of nation-state.

Politics
The present

Territory
The place

Identity [Culture]: History and Memory
The past

Nation state (Cities are the main 
symbol of a nation)
> The future The function memory is the mode of 

actuality or the foreground of 
cultural memory. It is what the 
community or the nation actively 
uses to constantly reproduce its 
identity. The mode orients the group 
in its relation to the past and the 
future through selections: canons, 
exhibitions, curriculums for 
education, and as we saw earlier, 
sites of memory. The memorial 
politics of what the group should 
remember, is one of the tasks of the 
function memory: it legitimises the 
group by providing it with its 
genealogy.

Ekman, Mattias. 2009. 'The Memories of Space', in 
ADGD conference, Nottingham Trent University, 1-
8.

“The concept of identity has undergone a similar reversal in meaning at the same time 
as that of memory. It has gone from being an individual and subjective notion to a 
collective, quasi-formal and objective one.”

Nora, Pierre. 2016. The Rise of Memory, The Israel Academy. Retrieved 18 September 2016 from 
www.eurozine.com/articles/2002-04-19-nora-en.html  or www.youtube.com/watch?v=UO60HxQgyj4



Identity and Nation State
The function of identity in the formation of nation-state.

“Most lieux de memoire were created, 
invented, or reworked to serve the nation-
state”
Den Boer, P. 2010. Loci memoriae – Lieux de mémoire. In: Erll, A.; Nünnings, A. (Ed.). A Companion to Cultural Memory Studies. Berlin; New York: Walter De Gruyter, 19-26.



Nation state and Sites of Memory
(Re)(De) Construction of National Memory

Sites of Memory Political Change

Regime change

Colonialisation

Decolonialisation

Independent

Re-Interpretation Reconstruction /
Deconstruction

Inventing 
fragments /

Erasing traces

New Identity /
Reinforced 
(Political) 

Identity

Official memory /
counter memory

Note: The use and abuse of urban memory.



Cities and Sites of Memory
The Application



Cities and Sities of Memory
“The city is a clear representation of the collective 

identity of a community; it can be regarded as a 
map of cultural memory, a map where all the important sites 

of memory, which play a role in the process of defining the 
identity, can be found: streets, corners, buildings, 

crossroads, all invested with cultural and emotional 
meaning.

Simona Mitroiu, “Sites of Memory: An Urban Perspective” Acta Scientiarum, 2014, http://www.uem.br/acta, Doi: 10.4025/actascihumansoc.v36i1.22676.



Sites of Memory
Memory attaches itself to sites, whereas history attaches itself to events.

“In converse image, consider how the violence inflicted upon a place through 
terrorist attacks serves to punctuate the are, in both spatial and temporal 
terms, where the event occurred. The transformation of lower Manhattan in 
September 2001 to what has since become "Ground Zero" is not simply an 
instance of materiality being razed to the earth. Nor, for that matter, is the 
creation of a site of mourning for gathering of people incidental to the ruins 
themselves. Mourning is not only a private affair. Instead, the need to mourn 
collectively became prevalent, and was facilitated, furthermore, by the ruins of 
the World Trade Center acting as a beacon for the bereaved. Out of such an 
event, a center is established through the destabilizing of previous centers. This 
structural tension is entirely concealed where the everyday passage of the city 
urges movement and commonality in a tacit but largely taken-for-granted 
relation. There, the continuous bodily practices that ground orientation and 
regularity tend to flatten out the relationships between individuals and others 
by rendering those relations implicit. Continuity and regularity diminish the 
emergence of uncertainty and volatility. As such, it is precisely against 
constancy that an event is formed in a discontinuous and disruptive manner.”

Trigg, Dylan. 2012. The Memory of Place: A Phenomenology of the Uncanny. Athens: Ohio 
University Press.

State-sponsored memory site?



Cities and Sites of Memory

City: Berlin
Community: Berliner; German
Representation: Unification; 
Segregation; People power; The 
end of socialism; etc
Identity: Inclusive national 
identity; Universal values; etc



Cities and Sites of Memory

Is KLCC a site 
of memory?

Affective meaning



Thank you.


