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How do we remember? Using at least three examples, discuss the social, political and historical aspects of commemoration.
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To commemorate is to remember and give respect to a person or event (Cambridge dictionary 2017). For hundreds of years people all over the world have chosen different ways to commemorate the events and people that have had a lasting effect on them, and it can be said it is a hugely important feature of human culture (York.ac.uk). Creating monuments and tombs, parades, festivals and songs have commonly been used as a symbol of remembrance. 

But who choses the events and individuals to commemorate and how much of it is based on political and social ideals? Any war will be remembered by different people in different ways and as a result the natural desire to commemorate is filled with political significance.
The way we commemorate has changed over the centuries. It was common practice in ancient societies such as ancient Egypt to honour a single individual such as a king or ruler (reshafim.org). Lavish and impressive statues were often constructed to glorify and immortalize those being remembered. They were specifically designed to show a person’s prestige and rank, a symbol of power. Often, they were placed in areas of importance, usually in close proximity to buildings with a national or political significance, this again highlighting how closely commemoration and politics are linked.

 A shift in the 19th century changed the ideas of commemoration and remembrance. In Britain during World War One the signing up and subsequent loss of so many civilian soldiers resulted in commemoration being a much more personal experience for many people (historyandpolicy.org). People were commemorating their loved ones, families and friends. It is human nature to feel strongly and passionate about something which connects to you personally. So, it could be argued that the importance of commemoration is subjective to the person taking part.

The First World War otherwise known as ‘The Great War’ is often considered the first global conflict. More than nine million soldiers and countless civilians were killed in the bloody conflict which involved a new generation of powerful and destructive weapons (bbc.co.uk).  Very few countries in the world did not suffer.  There was a strong desire to find a way to preserve the memory of people involved in such a world changing event (greatwar.co.uk).

In Britain in 1919, a peace committee was set up to decide how the British would mark the end of the world.  There was a feeling of jubilation across the country and the government wanted to capture the prevailing mood and to signify Britain’s power in the world (greatwar.co.uk).

They spent a vast amount of money on celebrations with nearly fifteen thousand troops taking part.  Many people criticise the money spent and thought it would be better used to help the injured civilians and soldiers (historyandpolicy.org).  The Prime Minister approached architect Sir Edwin Lutyens to design a monument to mark the end of the victory parade in Whitehall. The original monument was only intended to remain for one week but the positive reaction from the public resulted in a permanent replacement being commissioned (metro.co.uk).
Prime Minister David Lloyd George and the architect Lutyens recognised the many different nations and religions involved in the fighting and were keen to make a secular commemoration.  By making the cenotaph a non-religious monument the government were suggesting that Britain was becoming an inclusive and open nation (iwm.org).

The Church of England were deeply offended by this secular memorial and it was suggested by Norman Bonney (2013) that the church was fearful of an alternative state cult emerging.  In response the church created an alternative religious site for memorial.  The grave of the unknown warrior is situated in Westminster Abbey and contains the body of an unknown soldier who died in battle in France (Westminster-abbey.org). It was visited by one million people in the first week and remains a favoured place to gather and remember. Despite the churches protest, David Lloyd George succeeded in having a state memorial and not a Christian one (historyextra.com).

The cenotaph has remained the main focal point for commemoration and remembrance up to the present day. Its prominent position in Whitehall, which has been the main site of principal government offices since the 1530s (Britannica.com), emphasizes the importance of the monument. Standing at 35 feet and made of Portland stone, its simple and austere design was based on measurements of the Parthenon (iwm.org). The Greek idea of a visible memorial to the invisible dead inspired Lutyens (theguardian.com). It reflected the desire of the nation to have a place to mourn collectively. Many soldiers that died were buried on the battlefield, this left families with no official place to mourn. The cenotaph filled that need for people. It has no soldier’s names or decoration just the words “The Glorious Dead” which gives people the chance to make it personal to themselves.

The Remembrance Day services were an attempt to heal the great impact the war had on Westminster. It was believed that it would have a calming influence on the public, some of whom were threatening strikes. Thousands of visitors gathered in London to remember the war dead, although many civilians and veterans objected to the lavish parades (historyandpolicy.org). The event was a success by the government who were pleased with the feeling of unity and nationalism it gave to many British people. 

Some people question the value of Remembrance Day, and suggest that memorials should help us learn valuable lessons about the destructive results of conflict and war. It is very easy for governments to use wars and commemoration to forge a national identity ingrained with a particular vision of the past.  We still continue to join together as a nation on November the 11th to honour Remembrance Day, however it is very hard to determine whether we do this because it has become British tradition and part of our yearly calendar or if it still holds the same importance to people now as it did then.

Forms of commemoration have certainly changed over the years and this is due to many different social and political reasons. Princess Diana’s sudden death on August 31st1997 shocked the world. The depth and intensity of the publics commemoration in the weeks that followed took many by surprise (theguardian.com). Headlines in newspapers around the world covered the story. Ten thousand to fifteen thousand tons of flowers were left in commemoration in the city of London (latimes.com). Members of the public queued up for up to ten hours to sign books of remembrance and two billion people from across the world watched her funeral (thesun.co.uk). Research by the University of Oxford showed that there was a 33.7% rise in suicides among women in the week following her death, they suggest that the nations sombre and reflective mood may have been a factor in this rise (theguardian.com).
The enormity and intensity of people’s grief and this level of commemoration had never been seen before. It was far removed from the traditional stiff upper lip British reaction to such tragedies. It wasn’t the sombre, reserved, quiet commemoration people were used to.  So, what made the public behave this way? It could have been a genuine grieving for a woman that people had never met but felt that they knew, or possibly social factors and changes that triggered such a reaction in the public.

Diana had been in the public eye for over half of her life and her relationship with the media was ambivalent. She regularly voiced her concerns about their intrusion into her life and the circumstances surrounding her death are still in part blamed on the paparazzi (inews.co.uk).
However, Diana was not above using the press to suit her needs. Some refer to her as the ultimate media Machiavelli. It was suggested that she often purposely leaked information on the dates of her charity and hospital visits to ensure she has press coverage (theguardian.com)

Her relationship with the public was a positive one. Her marriage into the Royal family was described by many papers as a fairy tale. There was an unprecedented level of excitement worldwide about the wedding and 750 million people tuned in to watch the event. Diana became a national obsession (telegraph.co.uk). She was often pictured with her children and she wasn’t afraid to publicly display her emotions and feelings which was far removed from the traditional image of the Royal family. Some people suggested that her compassion and willingness to tackle taboo subjects such as the AIDS campaign helped her to bridge the gap between class boundaries (inews.co.uk).

Her constant coverage by the media resulted in people sharing their lives with her. The public were transfixed by her television interviews. Telegraph reporter Andrew Marr believed that her life’s ups and downs were refracted back to peoples’ own relationships. By the time she died she was a daily feature in people’s lives (telegraph.co.uk). It could be said that this sudden loss of a person people were so used to genuinely effected the public deeply. As a result, people felt like they needed to commemorate the loss. 

Just before her death there was a broad shift in Britain’s political system. It was the end of 18 years of conservative government rule and Britain was emerging as a more liberal, open-minded and compassionate country with the public suddenly feeling like they had a voice. Maybe this change triggered a sense of freedom in people to make their feelings known and publicly mourn. Which in turn makes others feel the need to join in and conform and a tide of grief spreads quickly. Matthew Shaw senior BBC editor believes that T.V was something of a catalyst for this (independent.co.uk). 

Whether genuine or a trend people want to be part of, the business of public mourning has become commonplace now, people have become accustomed to it and Ben Kelly believes it can be traced back to learning the news about Diana (independent.co.uk). 

The developments in technology have resulted in many different and new ways to commemorate. 2.46 billion people around the globe use social media and this number is set to rise and rise (statista.com). It has become an accessible outlet for socialising, but to also share memories, anger, grief and pain. We often see this played out after a major tragedy, death, or event (mashableuk.com).  People now turn to their phones or computers to send messages of condolence, to share memories, photographs.

 September 11th, 2017 was the sixteenth anniversary of the 911 Terrorist attacks on New York City, and although Facebook and Twitter did not exist when the towers fell, they have become a mecca for people expressing their thoughts and memories of the event (theguardian.com).
There are now such a wide variety of ways to remember and commemorate which are more 
suited to the way we live our lives today. People can access 24hr live footage of the world 
trade centre memorial via ground zero cameras, they can view related pictures, audio and 
video clips, personal stories, documents, interviews (chiff.com). It is much easier and quicker 
than ever before to commemorate, and Joshua Andrews believes that the distance and 
separation people get from social media makes people feel safe to express themselves in 
ways they otherwise wouldn’t in real life (theatlantic.com).

There is no question that the way we commemorate has changed considerably and although 
still hold on to our traditional ways to remember, we have adopted new traditions and ideas. 
It cannot be said that one way is more valuable or genuine than another. I believe it is 
subjective to time and circumstance and a person’s personal connections and feelings to an 
event or person. As the world continues to change and develop so will our forms of 
commemoration and remembrance.
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