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Collective memory: the last truth or the flexible phenomenon
Memory is one of the main functions of the human psyche. People absorb information, form it into memories, and later broadcast it in society. Over time, society organizes the memory of different people in a certain way in the respective institutions with the help of certain specialists, thus forming what is called «collective memory». However, can we consider collective memory as the final truth about a certain historical event? What does the formation of collective memory depend on? And also, what are the approaches to understanding collective memory and what functions does collective memory perform? This paper focuses on answers to these questions by addressing the researchers of this phenomenon.

German experimental psychologist and philosopher Hermann Ebbinghaus, who initiated the experimental study of memory, defines memory as the faculty of the mind that enables it to retain and recall past experiences: sensations, feelings, and ideas (Hermann Ebbinghaus, 1913, p. 1).  Thus, it is well-known that no person can remember all the details of a certain event and accurately broadcast them to others without losing all the details. Therefore, the information we receive about the past from other people is not always completely true. 

However, despite this, humanity tends to generalize other people's memories, thus forming what we call «collective memory». Contemporary use of the term «collective memory» traces itself largely to the sociologist Halbwachs, who published his work «Social Frameworks of Memory» («Les cadres sociaux de la memoire»). Memory, for Halbwachs, is first of all a matter of how minds work together in society, how their operations are not simply mediated by social arrangements but are structured by them. As stated in the book «The Collective Memory Reader», Halbwachs believed that it is in society that people normally acquire their memories. It is also in society that they recall, recognize, and localize their memories (Olick, Jeffrey K., etc., 2011, pp. 16-22). Accordingly, in this theory, there is a close relationship between society and memory, or more precisely, the influence of society on the formation of memory of people. And this relationship complicates the study of the concept of collective memory. The problematics of social memory are indeed rather different within its major disciplinary homes, which include first and foremost—but are not limited to — sociology, history, psychology, and anthropology. (Olick, Jeffrey K., etc., 2011, pp. 39-49). Thus, it would be fair to admit that each of the listed sciences approaches the explanation of this concept in its way. This, in turn, prompted researchers in various fields to analyze different components of the same phenomenon. For example, researchers in the field of history will find a different explanation of collective memory than researchers in the field of sociology. So, the starting point of sociologists is society, identity, etc.; for historians, the main interest lies in the epistemological plane.

So, first, this paper turns to the analysis of collective memory from the point of view of psychologists. It is worth noting that «many psychologists, despite their penchant for methodological individualism, have begun to put in the foreground the social nature of humans, echoing Bartlett's insistence that the study of remembering is, in part, a social-psychological undertaking» (Hirst, W., 2022, p. 326). Thus, with time psychologists came to the point that memory embodies not necessarily what was originally experienced but to a large degree the social environment in which this original experience and subsequent remembering took place (Hirst, W., 2022, p. 326). As Paul Connerton explained, «groups provide individuals with frameworks within which their memories are localized and memories are localized by a kind of mapping. We situate what we recollect within the mental spaces provided by the group» (Connerton, P., 1989, p. 37).

This article also focuses on the historical dimension of collective memory. «Often it seems as if the unreliability of individual memory is adduced as the reason to maintain the distinction between history and collective memory. But the poor epistemological status of memory — distorted and distorting — should have no bearing on history's interest in commemoration as an activity with a history (Olick, Jeffrey K., etc., 2011, p. 44). This opinion confirms that history has its understanding of collective memory.

In this context, it is also worth mentioning the research of German researcher Astrid Erll. In a certain way, she criticized the concept of collective memory through the opposition of history. Erll noted that critics usually miss an important point: in collective memory research, the researcher focuses not on what is remembered, but on how it is remembered. Thus, the memory of the First World War can be the memory of a mythical event ("war as an apocalypse"), as a part of political history (the war as the beginning of world catastrophes of the 20th century), as part of family history ("the war in which he fought my grandfather"), etc. These are all different ways of addressing the past. In this context, Astrid Erll asserted that the opposition between history and memory is artificial — because history is one of the legitimate modes of addressing the past (Erll, A., 2008, pp.1-19).
Also, Astrid Erll proposed to distinguish two levels at which culture and memory intersect: individual and collective, or more precisely, cognitive level, on the one hand, and social and medial levels, on the other. The first level of cultural memory refers to biological memory. The second level of cultural memory refers to the symbolic order, media, institutions, and practices through which social groups construct a shared past (Erll, A., 2008, pp.1-19). 
The well-known concept of Pierre Nora's «lieux de mémoire», which is also built based on the concept of «collective memory», belongs to the second level. This is how the French historian marks places and symbolic objects with which a certain group of people associate their memories, values, and experiences. These are loci in which «memory crystallizes and secretes» (Nora, P., 1989, pp. 7-24). 

«Sites of memory» can be geographical locations, architectural structures, works of fiction and other types of art, and any artefacts. It is even can be people themselves who store information about events. As the author noted, following the example of ethnic groups and social minorities, every established group, intellectual or not, learned or not, has felt the need to go in search of its origins and identity. Therefore, the main function of «sites of memory» is creating and preserving social identity. They are designed to shape the communities perception of themselves and their history (Nora, P., 1989, p. 7-24).

Referring to the works of researchers, this paper distinguishes other functions performed by collective memory. For example, the Assmanns discuss the functions of collective memory, including social integration, political legitimization, and cultural transmission. They argue that memory plays a crucial role in creating and maintaining social and cultural cohesion, as well as in shaping our understanding of the past and present. «Cultural memory feeds tradition and communication, but that is not its only function. Without it, there can be no infringements, conflicts, innovations, restorations, or revolutions. These are all eruptions from a world beyond the current meaning, through the recalling of the forgotten, the revival of tradition, or the resurfacing of what has been suppressed» (Assmann, J., 2011, p. 8). So, collective memory is a phenomenon that, regardless of the approach to understanding its nature, performs several functions in society.

However, the nature of these functions can be contradictory. «The modified memory may be utilized or applied in a context that most particularly justifies present strongly motivated beliefs and actions of the group» (Peterson Jordan B., Djikic M., 2003, p. 86). For example, collective memory can be used for manipulative purposes by society, changing certain accents in events, or silencing certain facts. But collective memory can also be used for positive purposes. For example, emphasizing certain historical facts, strengthen the identity of a particular people.

In particular, many researchers pay attention to the fact that collective memory is a flexible phenomenon. As Jordan B. Peterson and Maja Djikic wrote, referring to Baumeister and Hastings, «the memories upon which collective identity is based are prone to distortion, and groups, like individuals, frequently modify their memories, in an attempt to keep their self-images morally opposite and pristine» (Peterson Jordan B., Djikic M., 2003, p. 86).

Also, the perception of a certain historical event or «site of memory» by a representative of the past generation will differ from the perception of a representative of the modern generation. Thus, Pierre Nora wrote: «Take, for example, the notion of a historical generation: it is material by its demographic content and supposedly functional-since memories are crystallized and transmitted from one generation to the next but it is also symbolic, since it characterizes, by referring to events or experiences shared by a small minority, a larger group that may not have participated in them» (Nora, P., 1989, p.19). In particular, he believed that the symbolic meaning of «site of memory» is not a frozen substance, but a mobile, changing one. With time, individual values can be forgotten and pushed out of the collective memory, then restored and actualized, or, on the contrary, sink into the deeper layers of social mentality. If the «places of memory» are continuously and continuously represented in the cultural memory of the nation, their meaning and symbolic aura can also change during history.

This can be explained in particular by the fact that different generations have different symbolic spaces, and therefore sometimes different cultural memory. It is inherent in people of different generations to invest different meanings in what surrounds them. That is specific narratives associated with a specific place determine its understanding. «The story plays a decisive role. It «describes», to be sure. But «every description is more than a fixation», it is «a culturally creative act». It even has distributive power and performative force (it does what it says) when an ensemble of circumstances is brought together. Then it found spaces. Reciprocally, where stories are disappearing (or else are being reduced to museographical objects), there is a loss of space: deprived of narrations (as one sees it happen in both the city and the countryside), the group or the individual regresses toward the disquieting, fatalistic experience of a formless, indistinct, and nocturnal totality» (Certeau, M. 2011, p. 123).

So, different generations can have different cultural spaces, and this also leads to different collective memories. Thus, Jean Baudrillard believed that culture is a space of intimacy and powerlessness: «culture is a site of secret, of seduction, of initiation, of a restrained and highly ritualized symbolic exchange. Nothing can be done about it» (Baudrillard, 1981, p. 64). In other words, culture is fluid and vulnerable to different meanings, which necessarily affects cultural memory.

Conclusions

Thus the present paper spotlighted the following conclusions.

Firstly, this paper determined collective memory as a social phenomenon. This is because collective memory is studied by many researchers from different fields. Scientists highlight different aspects of this phenomenon and make different contributions to its understanding. None of these approaches is completely true and can be criticized. And this is what gives grounds for the further rethinking of collective memory.

Secondly, collective memory is not the final truth about certain historical events. Collective memory changes depending on many circumstances. This can be influenced by the cultural environment, the perception and interpretation of events by different generations, the use of collective memory for different purposes, etc.

Thirdly, it was mentioned that collective memory performs several functions in society. Therefore, this phenomenon is multifaceted and is of great importance for the generalization of memories, the formation of modern narratives, the consolidation of society, etc. However, the paper concludes by arguing that the functions of collective memory cannot be reduced to negative or positive. Therefore, collective memory can be used for manipulative purposes.
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