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abStract

In his new book, How Modernity Forgets, Paul connerton seeks to show a relationship 
between the workings of late capitalism and the institutionalization of forgetfulness in 
ever more abstract conceptions of space and time. He uses this argument to explain why 
the topic of collective memory has waxed so large in contemporary historical scholarship. 
I interpret his argument in light of his earlier work on habit memory and his still earlier 
critique of Frankfurt School social theory. I close with some comments on his study in the 
context of recent work on mnemonic practices in modern culture.
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Paul connerton has written a cogently argued study of the way modernity—short-
hand for the attitudes that shape our contemporary culture—has gradually but 
inexorably lost touch with its inspiring sources in the european enlightenment. 
“modernity has a particular problem with forgetting,” he remarks, and the result 
has been an accelerating entry into a mindset that promotes cultural amnesia (1). 
the reassuring bonds between past and present once rendered secure in long-
standing traditions have become frayed or broken. the focus on the present mo-
ment has become ever more imposing in contemporary cultural discourse, while 
the past has ceased to provide a nurturing resource for defining our sense of col-
lective identity. In the process, our notions about historical time have been trans-
formed, and one might say impoverished. 

this trend in our times, connerton contends, is not accidental. the motor force 
that drives collective forgetfulness is lodged deep in the workings of capitalism, 
though its logic has only recently come into full view. mesmerized by the insa-
tiable needs of a consumer society, we have neither the time nor the motivation to 
consult the past for guidance. rather, our excursions into that realm are too often a 
search for idealized images that may serve as aesthetic gloss for advertising calcu-
lated to incite the desire for more consumption. ever adventurous to look to new 
horizons for their salesmanship, corporate entrepreneurs keep moving on, bent 
on conquering new worlds of material and increasingly imagined realities. the 
difference between capitalism in its early stages and its presence now, connerton 
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suggests, is that in capitalism’s mature phase the drive for social control presents 
itself in a cultural as often as it does an economic guise.

the tendency to forget a past that no longer speaks to us directly, connerton 
argues, has ironically sparked scholarly interest in what it was that our prede-
cessors were so intent upon remembering. over the course of the late twentieth 
century, rising awareness of the loss of the sustaining presence of the past has 
prompted critical inquiry into the nature and meaning of collective memory itself. 
accordingly, what might be characterized as the “memory phenomenon” in our 
times—the study of the resources and dynamics of collective memory—has come 
to engage contemporary scholarship across the curriculum. Such obsessive inter-
est, connerton contends, is symptomatic of a social pathology stemming from the 
breakdown of modern identities. “the virtually interminable production of books 
and articles on cultural memory . . . over the past twenty years and more . . . might 
be said to resemble the rising fever of a hospital patient whose condition is regis-
tered on a medical chart,” he remarks. “We are living in a post-mnemonic, a forget-
ful culture” (1�6). Herein lies the particular interest of connerton’s contribution to 
memory studies in contemporary historiography. He addresses not only the “what” 
of the memory phenomenon but also the “why.” 

connerton’s linking of the cultural effects of late capitalism with the rise of the 
memory phenomenon may be construed as a reversal of the conventional wisdom 
about trends in contemporary historiography. For many scholars, the emergence 
of the topic of collective memory in historical scholarship from the 1980s paral-
leled the turn toward a more conservative political temper, and so displaced the 
renascent humanist marxism that had come into vogue after the Second World 
War and flourished in academic life during the ��60s. That current of thought had 
been identified especially with the German Frankfurt School of social criticism, 
though its perspectives on rethinking marxism for the late twentieth century had 
its counterparts in other Western countries. by the early 1980s, however, enthu-
siasm for critical theory had visibly lost place to an astonishing array of memory 
studies.1 Such was the sea change in historiographical interest, a move away from 
the progressive thought of the 1960s toward the conservative sensibilities of the 
1980s. connerton, by contrast, seeks to recall Frankfurt-style critique from the 
margins to which it had been banished. His originality lies in his ability to relate 
today’s learned discussion about collective memory to late capitalism’s denial of 
the importance of the past. 

critical perspectives on the dissolution of long-standing traditions, connerton 
points out, are not restricted to worries about the past conceived in terms of col-
lective memory alone. Interest in its workings could not help but call attention to 
the mnemonic underpinnings of modern historical interpretation. In its historicist 
reading well into the twentieth century, modern historical scholarship had sought 
to reconstruct the past as a grand narrative of long-range patterns of connection 
between past, present, and future. this was a mode of historical understanding in 
which the past was revered for the depth of its resources as a guide for the present, 
while pointing beyond toward the widening horizons of an anticipated destiny. 

1. See the lament by Jacques derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of 
Mourning, and the New International (london: routledge, 199�), 13-1�.
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the historical past was framed as if it were a mnemonic timeline on which indi-
vidual events demarcated the presumed course toward which history is tending. 
Such a timeline had a depth of continuity, for the past possessed an ongoing power 
to sustain its presence in the immediacy of everyday life. 

Not anymore, connerton contends. Historians have become more sensitive to 
the myriad ways in which it is possible to frame historical time. Symptomatic of 
this reorientation in historical composition has been the breakdown of the master 
narrative of the course of Western civilization, first noted by François Lyotard in 
the early 1980s but now a commonplace of thinking about history in our “post-
modern” era.2 Historians today often call the past into the present in topical and 
episodic fragments, chosen for their suitability for comparative interpretation. 
Just as we have entered a “post-mnemonic” age, connerton argues, so we have 
entered an age of “post-history.” What we called modern history was closely tied 
to the struggle of the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie to fashion a future in its own 
image by labeling these efforts “progress.”3 by the late twentieth century, though, 
interpretations of the long-range patterns of advancement toward that goal had 
lost their value in the assessment of the historical meaning of our current predica-
ment. Instead, historians began to reach across time to particular moments out 
of the past whose problems resonated with their own. many of those praised as 
methodological innovators addressed the past topically and built their narratives 
locally.�

In this historiographical reformulation of historical time, the appeal to the past 
lies in its resources for revealing a multitude of identities long hidden or neglect-
ed—notably those concerning race, gender, and cultural geography. the near past 
from our present perspective has become a “foreign country,” germane to our 
understanding but not directly connected to it. Increasingly, connerton suggests, 
we are drawn out of contexts of space and time as they were once conceived on 
a manageable scale of human perception. Since then, the far corners of the earth 
have drawn nearer, thanks to the electronic revolution in communication. Far-
away places once ignored as irrelevant to our history have come to matter with a 
new political immediacy. Synchronic time in historical interpretation now rivals 
diachronic conceptions. In the way we live now, our conception of space has 
morphed into globalizing abstractions, while that of time is compressed ever more 
tightly in the media’s race toward breaking news. once conceived as a vertical 
timeline in which all human events converged toward a normative view of West-
ern civilization’s course, the space/time continuum now reappears as a vastly ex-
tended horizontal plane, from which the distant past may be visited through time 
travel and its salient moments brought back to satisfy today’s needs. this explains 
our present-mindedness. today we look to the past not as a guiding presence but 
as an import to provide support for justifying our present purposes. like our uses 

2. François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (minneapolis: University 
of minnesota Press, 198�), 71-82.

3. cf. lutz Niethammer, Posthistoire: Has History Come to an End? (london: Verso, 1992), 
7-19, 1�3-151.

�. See my review essay, “mnemonic Schemes in the New History of memory,” History and 
Theory 36 (1997), 378-391.
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of the past, our expectations of the future are much diminished in comparison with 
the age of Enlightenment, which believed firmly in the prospect that its reformers 
were contributing to the making of a better world.

connerton’s point about bias toward privileging the needs of the present over 
the resources of the past would seem to be confirmed by a review of the first wave 
of studies of the history of collective memory, which appeared during the 1980s. 
these focused on the politics of commemoration and were calculated to reveal the 
shallowness of commitments to the precedents of the past. the historians’ method 
in these pioneering studies was to explain how present-minded statesmen “invent-
ed traditions” and memorialized salient events and exemplary leaders to advance 
their short-term political goals.5 If commemoration was acknowledged to be a 
respectful way of honoring achievements, suffering, and edifying lives out of the 
past, it was also and always a politics, memorializing props for public discourse 
that never strayed far from immediate practical concerns. Paradoxically, conner-
ton explains, memorials are unstable. commemorative meanings move with the 
times, as old monuments are invested with new contents. eventually, they may 
become sites not for confirming identities but rather for contesting them.

For connerton, the effects of the development of capitalism on the fortunes of 
modern memory may be read as a long goodbye dating from the nineteenth cen-
tury, though their momentum has accelerated with the approach of our contem-
porary age. Longing for a world left behind first found its voice in the literature 
of nineteenth-century nostalgia. In the midst of migrations from the old world 
to the new, from countryside to city, from the rhythms of rural labor to the dis-
cipline of industrial routine, those uprooted continued to cherish the vanishing 
traditions they once knew and held onto them in sentimental ways.6 the vision of 
that traditionalist past as a sustaining resource, connerton suggests, was slow in 
losing its appeal. Until the early twentieth century, therefore, there was a balance 
between the lingering allure of a past receding into idealization and a beckon-
ing future offering the promise of a better world in the making. the balance was 
maintained, he suggests, because social life in the midst of nineteenth-century 
economic transformations was still experienced by most people on a human scale. 
local identity had not yet been totally displaced by the regional or the national, 
nor yet obliterated by the abstractions of more broadly imagined global identities. 
In such circumstances, the newly emerging interest in memory at the outset of the 
nineteenth century favored the personal rather than the collective. anxieties about 
the erosion of cherished worlds found consolation in introspection about personal 
loss in the midst of far-reaching social change. the retreat into soul-searching of 

5. The Invention of Tradition, ed. eric Hobsbawm and terence ranger (cambridge, UK: 
cambridge University Press, 1983), the prototype of so many studies of commemoration that fol-
lowed. For the legacy, see terence ranger, “the Invention of tradition revisited,” in Legitimacy and 
the State in Africa, ed. terence ranger and megan Vaughan (london: Palgrave, 1993).

6. Peter Fritzsche, “How Nostalgia Narrates modernity,” in The Work of Memory: New Directions 
in the Study of German Society and Culture, ed. alon confino and Peter Fritzsche (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 2002), 62-85; idem, “Spectres of History: on Nostalgia, exile, and modernity,” 
American Historical Review 106 (2001), 1587-1618.
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the sort identified with the Romantics might be viewed as compensation for the 
dissolution of long-standing social traditions. 

connerton develops in elaborate detail his interpretation of the ways in which 
the workings of late capitalism have sped us toward our current reckoning with 
the prospect of cultural amnesia. as a preliminary step, he distinguishes two kinds 
of collective memory, one based on memorials, the other on places. the two are 
of different orders, he explains, and the distinction is telling in terms of his larger 
thesis that so much of the early research on collective memory gravitated toward 
the former. 

memorials are conspicuous examples of anxieties about forgetting an edify-
ing past whose meaning we wish to perpetuate. Ironically, they distance us in 
the present from the experiences that we wish to remember. memorials distort 
particular memories by conflating them into collective stereotypes. Over time, 
memorialized experience tends to be idealized and re-presented in abstract ways. 
memorializing is about controlling the presentation of the past in the present, and 
so inevitably sacrifices authentic historical reconstruction in favor of a politics 
of deploying an imagined past that tendentiously serves present causes. In their 
reductionism, memorials in time become targets for contesting identity, for they 
cannot account for the complexity of the historical conditions in which people 
actually lived.

memories of place, connerton contends, are of a different nature. they want 
something other from the experience of remembrance. those who have recourse 
to memories of place do not wish to freeze the past as a frame of reference for the 
present, but rather to touch emotionally past experiences that may enliven their 
own. the need is not merely to recollect the past but rather to inspire creativity 
once more. that is why the art of memory for the rhetoricians of classical antiq-
uity was all about place. In places of memory, the past comes alive once more.

So conceived, memories of place batten on habits that provide the stuff of ev-
eryday life—cultural conventions, modes of speech, social manners and mores. It 
is worth noting that this kind of customary memory was the focus of connerton’s 
earlier book, How Societies Remember.7 this study, as did so many others during 
that era, drew heavily on maurice Halbwachs’s theory of collective memory. one 
remembers in social contexts, and the strength and shape of collective memory for 
individuals vary with the ways in which social forces impinge on them. examples 
in this genre were usually drawn out of the familiar milieux of traditional societ-
ies, notably family life at work and play. myth and ritual, coeval in their origins, 
were their methods of remembrance. connerton’s key purpose in this book, how-
ever, is to show that collective memory was more effectively perpetuated through 
rituals of reiteration than mythological narratives, which are continually updated 
as circumstances change. In the process of collective remembering, he argues, 
behavioral practice trumps imaginative representation. ritual reenactment pro-
motes stability, whereas mythology is subject to ongoing revision. Here conner-
ton seems to be saying that memory is better sustained through its medium than its 
message because it is the experience of repeating an activity that is the ground of 

7. Paul connerton, How Societies Remember (cambridge, UK: cambridge University Press, 
1989).
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memory as a resource for renewal. For the ancients, memory was understood to be 
a kind of mimicry, and as such a spur to repetition.8 though connerton does not 
make the point explicitly, the interest in this kind of memory was the substance of 
what was at issue in the historiographical rise of the history of mentalities during 
the 1960s—the history of the attitudes of ordinary people toward their everyday 
lives. therein historians addressed habitual modes of behavior in work and play. 
one might say that the study of mentalities was a prelude to that of memory.9

connerton’s purpose in this preliminary discussion is to lay the groundwork for 
his thesis about the overwhelming power of capitalism to upset the balance between 
these two expressions of memory in our times. collective memories in societies 
of late capitalism are enthralled in the process of memorializing, but often in the 
guise of meretricious advertising. We may not perceive the connection readily. but 
memorializing has come to be intertwined with a beguiling publicity that enhances 
the appeal of the commodities of a consumer society. We have learned to consume 
memories much as we do commercial goods. as we look back on the past from the 
perspective of late modernity, once-nurturing nostalgia has been transformed by 
the sirens of Madison Avenue into the fluff of newly minted kitsch. 

the retreat of place memory in the face of memorialization, connerton ex-
plains, is not a simple one-way street. along the way, memories of place still 
surface as crossroads in “sublime” epiphanies, as in marcel Proust’s notion of 
involuntary memory, or Walter benjamin’s “profane illumination.” as conner-
ton puts it, place memory “encodes sedimented tradition,” and these places of 
memory continue to find momentary expression despite the breakup of tradition’s 
continuities (31). they might be likened to perennial springs dotting a riverbed 
that has otherwise run dry, places where memories appear briefly yet saliently, 
evoking the past in an authentic way as survivals of the memory stream of wan-
ing tradition. Involuntary memory is rear-guard reflection in the retreat of place 
memory before the onslaught of highly publicized modes of memorialization.10 
closely related is an interesting aside that connerton offers on the rise of detec-
tive fiction as a literary genre in the late nineteenth century. “The detective,” he 
remarks, “is a virtuoso of memory” (�5). Just as Sherlock Holmes and his suc-
cessors looked for the missing clue that would unlock the secrets of a crime, so 
social critics seek to uncover the workings of capitalism beneath the aesthetic veil 
of commodification. 

connerton builds his argument through an extended discussion of the way funda-
mental conceptions of time and space have been reconceived as “temporalities” 
and “topographies” that institutionalize forgetfulness. He presents this historical 
trend in terms of the erosion of collective memory made manifest in four inter-
related processes: those of labor, consumption, vocation, and media. they interact 

8. eric Havelock, Preface to Plato (cambridge, ma: Harvard University Press, 1963), 20-25. 
9. alon confino, “memory and the History of mentalities,” in Cultural Memory Studies: An 

Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. astrid erll and ansgar Nünning (berlin: Walter de gruyter, 2008), 
77-8�. 

10. on episodic memory, see david gross, Lost Time: On Remembering and Forgetting in Late 
Modern Culture (amherst: University of massachusetts Press, 2000), 1-7. 
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with one another much like the interlocking tiles of a roof, redirecting our percep-
tions of the world from concrete experience toward abstract imaginings. together 
they conspire to create the impression of a dizzying acceleration of time, a process 
that hastens our loss of cultural bearings. 

Here as elsewhere, connerton lays emphasis on the importance of the corpo-
real nature of the human condition in which we live and labor. the cumulative, 
reinforcing effect of capitalism, however, is to mask the visceral realities of the 
life world under a panoply of imagined abstractions. to put it in the parlance of 
memory studies, the consumerist mentality widens the gap between memory con-
ceived as experience and memory remodeled as representation. although these 
processes are integral to the rise of capitalism, their cultural effects became highly 
visible only during the 1960s. Implicit in his argument, therefore, is the sense of a 
hidden history at last being revealed. 

the realities of labor (the key to Karl marx’s theory of economic value) are 
the first to be forgotten, as the possibilities of economic expansion shift from 
an interest in production to that in consumption. marx, it might be argued, was 
short-sighted in limiting the coming crisis of capitalism to a psychology of exis-
tential need, whereas the possibilities of marketing have been infinitely expanded 
by entrepreneurial success in inciting boundless consumerist desire in the blitz 
of media-driven publicity. In this shift of emphasis from the foundational to the 
operational force of commodity exchange, issues of culture come to the fore, as 
art and advertising merge. connerton catalogs the newly invented modern settings 
that make possible this flight into marketing fantasies over the course of the past 
century: the advent of department stores, shopping malls, chain stores, cinemas, 
mail-order houses, together promoting a “monopoly of appearances” on the way 
to consumerist dreams conjured up in cyberspace (60). they mask the realities of 
production in the glow of advertising’s enchantment of the commodification of 
the life-world. In the process, consumerism becomes a way of life based on for-
getfulness. “the easier it becomes to obscure the connection between chicago’s 
trade and its earthly roots,” he remarks, “ the more casually one could forget that 
the city draws its life from the natural world around it” (�6).

Fashion further accelerates the temporality of forgetfulness by contributing to 
the evanescence of consumerist desire for particular commodities. Fashion gives 
concentrated attention to the spectacle of consumption, promoting not only the 
velocity but the fleeting appeal of the product. “Its attractiveness,” Connerton 
points out, “incubates the seeds of its own death” (61). the surfeit of so many 
products telescoped into highly concentrated moments of publicity promotes be-
wilderment, not satisfaction, and so perpetuates an endless repackaging of prod-
ucts calculated to rekindle their appeal.

the degradation of the concept of vocation in the workplace is another of con-
nerton’s examples of the way the velocity of the market obscures the realities of 
human labor. the ability to work well was once tied to apprenticeship, a notion 
based on an appreciation of patience in the learning process. It takes time to learn 
a trade or to master a profession. but the trend of labor in late capitalism is toward 
the elimination of reliance on such training and with it the prospect of long-term 
continuity in the making of a career. Increasingly, continuity in the way we work 
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is interrupted, as labor is outsourced or automated, and as old skills are rendered 
obsolete by new-fangled technologies. Part-time work becomes ever more preva-
lent. this breakdown in the traditions of labor conceived as vocation, connerton 
explains, has baneful social as well as personal consequences. trust in the work-
place is eroded, for it is only possible in a familiar milieu. 

media crowns the process by which the acceleration of time speeds our contem-
porary culture into forgetfulness. media de-materializes reality. It severs the link 
between personal experience and public memory. as spectators, we become vicari-
ous witnesses to the pageant of the present rather than actual participants. media 
generates the production of information exponentially, while developing digital 
archives from which data may be retrieved at a moment’s notice. With so much in-
formation available for ready reference externally, the value of a keen memory as a 
personal resource would seem to lose much of its utility. the pursuit of knowledge 
that leavens facts with wise interpretive judgment suffers accordingly.

connerton’s account of the way the acceleration of time plays into cultural 
amnesia is complemented by his discussion of the disappearance of spaces that 
stabilize collective identity. Under the rubric of the topography of forgetting, he 
considers themes that we have come to characterize broadly as globalization. the 
interest lies not only in the making of a homogenizing economy played out on 
a worldwide stage, but in the breakdown of local geographical boundaries that 
make memory of place possible. He constructs his argument around three coordi-
nates—scale, speed, and destruction of the built environment. Here as earlier, his 
underlying purpose is to show how all three distance us from the life world. 

Problems of scale concern the dissolution of the boundaries of human settle-
ment. Unlike walled medieval cities, modern metropolises know no boundaries, 
but rather sprawl amorphously. there are no places of demarcation between city 
and suburb, suburb and exurb. one eases imperceptibly into the other. modern 
space is all about its dynamic flow, not its fixed places. Space in our time has 
come to be dominated by circuits rather than habitats. Space for travel has dis-
placed space for living. Here issues about the dehumanizing scale of space in-
tersect with those of speed. cars rule the urban landscape, and the freeways on 
which they accelerate disrupt the interactions of local communities. they destroy 
streets as places for social gatherings. The geography of cities is no longer defined 
by town centers, but rather by transit points that manage the flow of traffic—air-
port terminals, train stations, shopping centers, and the like. 

connerton adduces his argument with attention to the problematic fortunes of 
walking in our urban world. Walking amid familiar places, he reminds us, was 
an exemplary tableau in the classical art of memory. but in our day, walking can 
be a dangerous activity amid the glutted roadways that grid our modern megaci-
ties. ours is an era, he remarks, that is witnessing the end of the “pedestrian act” 
(115). He laments the fate of contemporary Paris, once a cityscape fashioned by 
local artisanal industries, now a “topography of more or less continuous displace-
ment,” as hundreds of thousands of residents change places between city and 
suburb in their daily commute to work (112). He does identify a few enduring 
pedestrian-friendly urban places, such as las ramblas of old barcelona, Spain, a 
counterpoint to the alienating streets of the new exurb, say Irvine, california. He 
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may exaggerate a bit here for rhetorical effect. even among car dealers and com-
mercial real-estate moguls, greater los angeles is hardly anyone’s communitar-
ian ideal, and many cities, for example burlington, Vermont, have pioneered con-
scious efforts to recapture town centers as places for sociable human intercourse 
by creating pedestrian malls that revitalize urban life and extending walkways on 
abandoned railroad beds as places for play. 

deepening the trend toward degrading the human habitat is the way in which 
commercial builders in league with municipal planning councils continually dis-
rupt the built environment. Suburbanization, de-industrialization, gentrification, 
and urban renewal are code words for effacing readily recognizable places of 
the city with which we were once able to identify. amid the tumbling and recon-
struction of the building blocks of these edifices, Connerton discerns the ongoing 
debilitation of the architecture of late modernity. the trend in city planning is 
toward a certain sameness, in which the expanding surfaces of parking lots com-
mand as much attention as the diminished structures of adjacent buildings. the 
future of architecture, he suggests, lies with the construction of computer screens 
that lead us into the imagined habitats of cyberspace, not the dwellings in which 
we actually live.

connerton also uses this discussion of the topographies of forgetting to com-
ment on the nature of social relations in this post-mnemonic world. the stress on 
movement in the use of space suggests why issues of social conflict have been 
superseded by those of social separation. dispensing with the old confrontation 
between bourgeoisie and working class, he formulates social stratification in 
terms of hegemonic and subaltern groups. Unlike the confrontations of marxist 
class struggle, these groups move in spheres that rarely collide. the former are 
the globe-trotting elite of late capitalism; the latter are the locals left behind. the 
former control the levers of power. but the latter have the consolation of being im-
mersed in a familiar world of social relationships through direct personal encoun-
ters on a human scale. Increasingly, though, subaltern locals may be caught up in 
the mass dislocations wrought by war and poverty, and must themselves take up 
risky travel to unfamiliar foreign places in an effort to survive. those who make 
the trek today, like their nineteenth-century forebears, gradually forget the reali-
ties of the places from which they came by recasting them in idealized fantasies. 
as they settle into their newly located topographies, past and present coalesce in 
memories that convey more surface than substance.

In this review of connerton’s thesis about the capitalist underpinnings of late-
modern cultural amnesia, it is interesting to reconsider what may have been for-
gotten about connerton’s early authorship, for it helps us to understand the direc-
tion his scholarship has taken since. His own writings over the course of his career 
reflect the larger scholarly reorientation from social theory to cultural memory in 
the historiography of the late twentieth century. connerton may have turned to the 
study of collective memory during the 1980s in an effort to work out problems not 
adequately resolved in the social theorizing of the 1970s. It is worth noting that 
his first book, The Tragedy of Enlightenment: An Essay on the Frankfurt School, 
deals with the strengths and weaknesses of the arguments advanced by its lead-
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ing philosophers: theodor adorno, max Horkheimer, Herbert marcuse, Jürgen 
Habermas, and to a lesser extent Walter benjamin.11 In their writings, connerton 
shows us, marxism was reborn as critical theory. 

critique, connerton explains, dates from the time of the reformation, and has 
been with us ever since. oppositional thinking was its underlying principle. criti-
cal theory in its modern mode, he points out, found particular expression in a 
marxist guise during the 1930s, when german intellectual life had been subdued 
by Nazi censorship and left-wing intellectuals were forced to flee into exile. Mar-
ginal in intellectual life during these years, german critical theory received new 
attention during the 1960s, leavened by the renaissance of scholarly interest in a 
humanist reading of the young Karl marx and the rise of the international youth 
movement. by then, Frankfurt School critique had found a new scholarly audience 
in higher education because of the bankruptcy of older german intellectual tradi-
tions. the german penchant for philosophy of history based upon transcendental 
ideals had been compromised beyond repair by the crimes of the Holocaust.

critical theory, therefore, took on a new mission. originally honed during the 
1930s on the problem of rescuing social democracy in the face of fascist tyr-
anny, Frankfurt School theory by the 1960s turned to the cultural consequences of 
economic consumerism. In this newfound context, Frankfurt School-style social 
critique came into its own in european academic life. critical theory in this guise 
proposed to revision a nineteenth-century doctrine rapidly becoming obsolete into 
a methodological instrument for analyzing late twentieth-century realities. Frank-
furt School theorists endeavored to rethink marx’s insights in ways that informed 
the realities of a capitalist culture whose interest had shifted from problems of 
production to those of consumption. This was a philosophy germane to the afflu-
ent society of which social critics had become poignantly aware during this era. 

then, too, the idea of the intellectual as social type had changed in the postwar 
world, with implications for our understanding of critique itself. the public role 
of the intellectual was coming to be more closely associated with the university, 
and the university in turn with the sponsored projects of the emerging welfare 
state. It is worth noting that the School, originally an independent entity, had by 
then affiliated with the University of Frankfurt. In the process, intellectual life was 
assimilated to academic institutionalization, and it blunted the effect of critique. 
“Public intellectuals” were losing their autonomy as social critics if they wished 
to be heard by a larger audience. the popular appeal of left-wing critique, conner-
ton adds, was never very strong in germany anyway, for there was no “unbroken 
tradition of resistance,” as there was in neighboring France.12 beyond university 
professors and their students, the Frankfurt School had no mass audience to which 
it could appeal to link theory to practice. In the late nineteenth century, the labor 
movement under the banner of the Second Workingmen’s International had given 
political support to the critique formulated by marx. but the labor movement by 
the late twentieth century was much diminished and had lost whatever coherence 
it had enjoyed a century before. With no “working class” to which to appeal, 

11. Paul connerton, The Tragedy of Enlightenment: An Essay on the Frankfurt School (cambridge, 
UK: cambridge University Press, 1980). 

12. Ibid., 138. 
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Frankfurt School critique lost its momentum as a public force for oppositional 
politics. Its spokesmen by then tended toward abstraction and so lost touch with 
the concrete realities with which their society was obliged to deal everyday. cri-
tique of the public realm gave way to an examination of the consolations of the 
private sphere. comment on public life tended to weaken, as Frankfurt scholars 
turned toward the theme of “privatization,” that is, the investigation of the mean-
ing ordinary people found in their private lives. 

at about the same time, the history of mentalities, reconceived as the history of 
private life, was coming to the center of the historiographical stage. Psychology 
began to displace sociology in critical discourse. Here, too, the issue of memo-
ry intruded in a delayed reckoning with the Holocaust, which during the 1980s 
presented itself among scholars as a rising interest in the return of its repressed 
memories. In the years following the war, statesmen had not yet been prepared 
to acknowledge the singularity of the genocide of european Jews. long delayed, 
attention to the trauma-induced amnesia of survivors became a topic of scholarly 
inquiry with sudden intensity in the historical reassessments of the Nazi era from 
the critical distance of the 1980s.13 connerton’s argument, presented at the outset 
of that decade, is noteworthy for presaging issues that would lie at the heart of the 
german Historikerkreit about the limits of historical representation. 

For connerton in his assessment offered in Tragedy of the Enlightenment, 
Frankfurt scholars never quite succeeded in arriving at the synthesis they had 
hoped to achieve. There was a tragic flaw in their scholarly contribution, soon 
to be revealed in the historiographical turn to the topic of collective memory. 
Whatever its repudiation of idealist theories of history, he argues, Frankfurt-style 
critique remained grounded in a historicist theory of history’s “all-embracing” 
coherence, and it was with difficulty that it divorced itself from its basic histori-
cist presupposition—the notion that there is an underlying continuity to the way 
humankind has fashioned its world over time. For Frankfurt School philosophers, 
public events still fit into a narrative that possessed a reassuring framework. It 
was soon to be overtaken by a new historiography that repudiated the idea of 
progress and favored the deconstruction of old narratives amid the resurfacing of 
unrequited memories.

Without the clear goal of its marxist predecessors, connerton explains, Frank-
furt School philosophers lost touch with the existential realities of labor on which 
Marx had made his case and so lost their way in a flight into an “enveloping 
orgy of abstractions.”1� In other words, they came to favor abstruse theory over 
mundane practice—or, to put it in the parlance of the memory phenomenon, me-
morializing over place. they came to memorialize marx’s theory rather than to 
emulate his critical efforts at philosophizing as a basis for their own. that for 
connerton is the tragedy of their authorship. For Frankfurt School scholars, the 
problem of coming to terms with the breakdown of their paradigm of historical 

13. charles S. maier, The Unmasterable Past: History, Holocaust, and German National Identity 
(cambridge, ma: Harvard University Press, 1988); Jeffrey olick, The Politics of Regret: On 
Collective Memory and Historical Responsibility (london: routledge, 2007), 50-53.

1�. connerton, Tragedy of Enlightenment, 13�.



HoW tHe old leFt HaS FoUNd a NeW Place IN tHe memory game 109

time remained unresolved. the memory phenomenon, he came to recognize, was 
a place at which to reflect on the implications of its disintegration.

anthropologist by training and familiar with the widest variety of cultures, con-
nerton wisely sees that the case he is making about capitalism’s promotion of 
cultural amnesia is specific to the historical conditions that he examines. He may 
be seeking to come to terms with the inadequacies of Frankfurt School theorizing, 
whose deep ancestry harks back to that of Karl marx. but he points out that cycles 
of creating, remembering, and forgetting follow much the same pattern in pre-
capitalist societies. He makes this stipulation explicitly in his opening remarks. 
even in his discussion of the fading of collective memory in the face of the logic 
of capitalist production and consumption, the model of interpretation he develops 
seems to me as reminiscent of the philosopher giambattista Vico as it is of marx, 
for there is in his interpretation more than a hint of nostalgia for the places in 
which we once walked with greater familiarity. 

Vico published his New Science (17��) on the eve of the enlightenment; con-
nerton his How Modernity Forgets toward what he perceives to be its “tragic” 
end. both were times when extant paradigms of history had ceased to explain the 
course of events. With the breakdown of guiding metanarratives of historical writ-
ing, they turned to history’s deep sources in memory. Just as connerton writes of 
the dissolution of the identities of late modernity, so Vico wrote of those of late 
antiquity. Vico’s “new science of the course the nations run,” widely interpreted 
as a philosophy of history, is actually a narrative of the dynamics of collective 
memory within historical time.15 He may have written about greco-roman antiq-
uity. but he was an early eighteenth-century philosopher, living amid the ruins of 
an old regime visibly in disarray and in which economic privilege undercut the 
social responsibilities on which traditional society had been based since time im-
memorial. connerton, like Vico, is a critic of the disaggregation of the civilization 
in which he lives. that is why cultural amnesia looms so large in their respective 
interpretations. Neither has anything specific to say about what the future holds. 
Nonetheless, they tie the fortunes of renewal to the creative possibilities that may 
be drawn from the wellsprings of memory.

Like Vico, Connerton stresses the bodily sources out of which memory is first 
evoked. both point to the imaginative resources of memory, and the way in which 
the move from bodily experience to figurative representation marks the unper-
ceived beginning of the entry into forgetfulness. For Vico, its first step is made 
manifest in the move from metaphor to the abstract shorthand of metonymy, 
“which draws a cloak of learning over the prevailing ignorance of these origins 
of human institutions.”16 compare that reference with connerton’s depiction of 
the way theorizing about exchange-value casts a “discursive veil” over its use-
value, concealing their relationship (56). the transition from experience to rep-
resentation sets in motion the cycle of memory’s phases, from milieu to place to 
memorialized remembrance, from repetition to recollection to forgetfulness. Vico 

15. The New Science of Giambattista Vico, 3d ed. (17��), ed. thomas bergin and max Fisch 
(Ithaca, Ny: cornell University Press, 1968).

16. Ibid., para �02.
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described the denouement of the course of collective memory as a fall into a “bar-
barism of reflection,” which seems akin to Connerton’s critique of the abstractions 
of an age of late capitalism that hastens the coming of an ever more pervasive 
cultural amnesia. In both cases, humankind loses sight of how they came to this 
time and this place, and so ceases to care about these origins. connerton’s end 
game, as it was for Vico, concerns the realities of a forgetful culture. For both, the 
prospect for renewal turns on an appeal to memory’s power. 

Scholars have and may continue to invoke a good many reasons for alternative 
views about the underpinnings of today’s turn to the memory question: the decline 
of european nationalism, the subversive effects of globalization, the rethinking 
of history in light of the gender revolution, dramatic advances in the technolo-
gies of electronic communication, and the devastating legacy of the Holocaust.17 
connerton makes reference to nearly all of these. but he chooses to explore their 
relevance to the critique of the memory phenomenon within the guiding frame-
work of his critique of a consumerist mentality that manipulates and diminishes 
our cultural memory. 

connerton makes his case well, and I would not disparage the importance of 
his study. For the sake of argument, I would only mention that other scholars have 
preferred to pay more attention to memory’s compensatory resources in the face 
of threats of oblivion. memory, after all, is a human capacity meeting profound 
existential needs that even the onslaught of late capitalism’s cultural force can-
not obliterate. In the worst of circumstances, memory has the redemptive power 
to body forth the prospect of new beginnings. that was the insight of Frankfurt 
School critic Walter benjamin as he looked to memory’s ability to inspire “pro-
fane illumination” in the midst of the dark days of Nazi tyranny when the fortunes 
of humane values seemed threatened with extinction. His stress upon expectation 
rather than anxiety in memory’s workings anticipates the tenor of some of the 
recent scholarship that explores the myriad ways in which mnemonic practices 
continually inform our everyday lives in the modern world. 

my point is that the memory phenomenon in contemporary scholarship may 
be driven by more than consumerism’s relentless quest to create new cultural 
fantasies. one might qualify such a tendentious view, as has a team of german 
scholars, coordinated by astrid erll and ansgar Nünning, in a newly published 
handbook summing up recent work in memory studies. they treat the memory 
phenomenon as the culmination of decades of scientific scholarship at last arriv-
ing at fruition.18 Or as American scholars Alon Confino and Peter Fritzsche put it 
in their assessment of the state of memory studies at the turn of the twenty-first 
century, the challenge today is to investigate how deeply mnemonic practices are 
embedded in the transmission of popular culture in any age.19 Here the interest in 

17. For an overview, see gavriel d. rosenfeld, “a looming crash or a Soft landing? Forecasting 
the Future of the memory ‘Industry’,” Journal of Modern History 81 (2009), 122-158. See also 
Kerwin Klein, “on the emergence of memory in Historical discourse,” Representations 69 (2000), 
127-150.

18. erll, “cultural memory Studies: an Introduction,” in erll and Nünning, eds., Cultural Memory 
Studies, 7-8. erll argues that the scientific study of memory dates from the late nineteenth century, of 
which work since the 1980s is a “new wave.”

19. Peter Fritzsche and alon confino, “Introduction: Noises of the Past,” in confino and Fritzsche, 
eds., The Work of Memory, 1-21.
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memory concerns not only anxiety over loss, but also trust in the ways in which 
the human imagination may be sustained whatever the circumstances.20 Whatever 
its inspiration, all of us might agree that the “mnemonic turn” in contemporary 
scholarship has refined our methods of research in cultural history, and so has 
quickened interest in its findings and extended its domain. Connerton’s stimulat-
ing study contributes powerfully to that endeavor.

PatrIcK H. HUttoN

University of Vermont

20. In this vein, one thinks of Jay Winter’s study of the vast array of “signifying practices” (per-
formances and memorabilia of all sorts) that provide a countervailing force in the “struggle against 
forgetting” the legacy of the First World War (see Jay Winter, Remembering War: The Great War 
between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century (New Haven: yale University Press, 2006), 
1-13, 275-289). or see andreas Huyssen’s study of the renaissance of the museum in contemporary 
urban culture through which a remembered past that stimulates the popular imagination has come 
to serve as an antidote to the fetish of innovation in twentieth-century aesthetics (andreas Huyssen, 
Twilight Memories: Making Time in a Culture of Amnesia [New york: routledge, 1995], 13-35).




