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C H A P T E R  1

Memory—Forgetting—History

PAUL RICOEUR

Perhaps I might be allowed to begin with an observation that puzzled me and
that inspired me to reflect on the topic of memory and forgetting in history.
It has to do with the spectacle offered by the post–Cold War period and the
problem of difficulty of integrating traumatic memories from the totalitarian era.
Among some, especially in the West, one might well deplore a shortage of memory
and an excess of forgetting. Among others, for example in the Balkans, one would
be more inclined to complain of an excess of memory, since events connected
with past greatness or former humiliations are so resistant to being forgotten.

I.

Before tackling the problem of forgetting directly, I asked myself how it is that
the history as written by historians operates as a critical authority capable of dis-
tinguishing between an excess and a shortage of memory. The first step in our
inquiry involves resituating the entire sequence—memory/forgetting/history—
against the background of a wider dialectic, that of historical consciousness.
Here, the term historical does not designate a particular discipline, but rather
the fundamental condition of humanity, commonly known as its “historicity.”
Why extend the framework of discussion in this way? Because the three terms
of the triad in question all concern the past, and the past acquires its double
sense of having been and no longer being only in relation to the future. In this
respect, I shall adopt the conceptual framework proposed by Reinhart Kosel-
leck in Futures Past, in particular the fundamental polarity between “space of
experience” (Erfahrungsraum) and “horizon of expectation” (Erwartungshorizont).1

Notes for this section begin on page 18.
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Space of experience implies the totality of what is inherited from the past, its
sedimentary traces constituting the soil in which desires, fears, predictions, and
projects take root—in short, every kind of anticipation that projects us forward
into the future. But a space of experience exists only in diametrical opposition
to a horizon of expectation, which is in no way reducible to the space of ex-
perience. Rather, the dialectic between these two poles ensures the dynamic
nature of historical consciousness.

II.

Let us consider now the relation between memory and the history of the his-
torians, which completes, corrects, and sometimes contradicts the memory of
survivors, their ancestors, and their descendants. The privilege that history
cannot take away from memory is that of, on the one hand, preserving—and
even, in the Husserlian sense of the term, of constituting—the relationship
with the past, and also, on the other hand, of bringing out clearly the dialec-
tic between space of experience and horizon of expectation. This dialectic
tends to be obscured by history, which focuses on the events and human be-
ings of the past methodically and with, as it were, a gaze that is professionally
sharpened to such a degree that we might well be led to believe it possible to
have an interest in history that is cut off from any connection to the present
and the future. It is only memory, which turns again, and in a renewed way, to
the future, that restores the link between the work of the historian and histor-
ical consciousness.

The relation of history and memory can thus be analyzed in three steps.
First, memory establishes the meaning of the past. Second, history introduces
a critical dimension into our dealings with the past. Third and finally, the in-
sight by which history from this point onward enriches memory is imposed on
the anticipated future through the dialectic between memory’s space of expe-
rience and the horizon of expectation. We shall examine each of these three
moments in turn.

1.

The original link between consciousness and the past is to be found in mem-
ory. This has been known, and repeatedly stated, since St. Augustine: memory
is the present of the past.2 However, this simple and in a certain sense undeniable
observation is not unproblematic. If history is to be able to engage critically
with memory one needs to give a meaning to the notion of collective memory, pro-
posed by Maurice Halbwachs in an unfinished work posthumously published
in 1950.3 This is no small problem, given that nationalism, the excesses of which
we deplore, sets great store by the shared recollections that endow an alleged
collective entity with its distinct image—an ethnic, cultural, or religious iden-
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tity. People do not remember in isolation, but only with help from the mem-
ories of others: they take narratives heard from others for their own memories,
and they preserve their own memories with help from the commemorations
and other public celebrations of striking events in the history of their group.

These are all well-known phenomena, aptly described by Halbwachs. But
to move from these reflections to the assumption that there exists a collective
subject of memory, thus going directly against the idea of an individual pro-
prietorship or “mineness” of memories, is a more problematic step to take, for
it would imply that the collective memory of a group exercises the functions
of conserving, organizing, and evoking that were formerly attributed to indi-
vidual memory. Halbwachs appears to take this step when, in a sentence that
reminds us of Leibniz, he writes that “each memory is a viewpoint on the col-
lective memory.”4 My preference, on the contrary, is to use the idea of collec-
tive consciousness as a working rather than as a substantive concept. The way
that Husserl develops the concept of “personalities of a higher order” at the end
of the fifth of his Cartesian Meditations is instructive in this regard.5 By dint of
this concept he gives an intersubjective basis to a network of relationships. We
objectify this network only if we forget the process by which it was constituted.

It is important not to conflate, carelessly, the legitimate idea of the objec-
tification of intersubjective relations in collective entities with the idea of alien-
ation or reification.

It is only by analogy with individual consciousness and its memory that
collective memory can be described as assembling together in a unity the traces
left by momentous events in the history of the group concerned. This same
analogy attributes to collective memory the ability to bring these common
memories to life again in public anniversaries, rituals, and celebrations. Once
this analogy is acknowledged, nothing prevents us from regarding these “per-
sonalities of a higher order” as subjects with inherent memories. Nor is there
any barrier to speaking of their temporality or historicity. In short, one extends
by analogy the “mineness” of memories to the idea that “we” collectively pos-
sess collective memories. This is enough to give historians a starting point for
investigating the existence, as phenomena, of groups: the historian of “mental-
ities” and “cultures” asks for nothing less—and nothing more.

2.

We take a step forward in the dialectic between memory and history when we
bring in history as a critical authority that is able not only to consolidate and
to articulate collective and individual memory but also to correct it or even
contradict it. To understand this critical relationship between history and
memory one must introduce the linguistic medium of narrative, which mem-
ory and history share.

What interests me here is the difference in epistemological status between
what might be called memory narratives (individual or collective) and historical
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narratives. Memory narratives circulate in conversation and belong to everyday
discourse. Admittedly, memory narratives are not devoid of critical second
thoughts, since during conversation a play of question-and-answer introduces
into a concrete public space an exchange of narratives. But criticism, here, is
not raised up to the level of an authority standing above the living exchange
of memories.

In contrast, in the case of historical narratives this does happen. Historical
narratives break with the discourse of memory on three levels. First and most
obviously, they do so in the process of establishing the facts, a level that might
be labeled “documentary.” Second, historians search for explanations. They do
so in two respects: on the one hand they search for causes (more or less as do
natural scientists and practitioners of some of the other human sciences), and
on the other hand they look for the motives and justifications out of which
deeds arose. Even in this second type of explanation the critical spirit of 
history emerges—from the procedure itself. As Max Weber showed in his dis-
cussion of the work of E. Meyer, the historian first assumes, in imagination,
the absence of the presumed cause, and next asks himself what the probable
course of historical events would have been, as compared to what actually hap-
pened.6 This process of “singular causal imputation” highlights the divergence
between historical explanation and the “uncontrolled” explanations of ordi-
nary conversation.

The divergence between history and memory becomes greater still at the
compositional level—the level of vast tableaux, such as those we find in authors
like Michelet, Burckhardt, Braudel, and Furet. In his Narrative Logic: A Seman-
tic Analysis of the Historian’s Language, Frank Ankersmit puts forward the thesis
that these great narrative frescoes, which he dubs “narratios,” are unique enti-
ties that are exempt from the logic of falsification, a logic that, in his view, the
work of the historian defeats on the documentary level and even, to some de-
gree, also on the explanatory level (whether it is a matter of explanation by
causes or explanation by reasons).7 Narratios arise, rather, on the field of con-
troversy, where each narratio competes with others on the basis of its ability to
give an arrangement to established factual knowledge as well as to “middle-
range” explanations.

Briefly put, a narratio asserts itself on the basis of its breadth of view and
breadth of significance. Discussion among specialists and among an educated
readership will assign to a large narratio a high degree of plausibility and prob-
ability. Already by virtue of its purely probable character, the narratio plays a
critical role with respect to collective memory. Perhaps, in establishing this dis-
tinction between memory and history, one should go further, by denying to
history the capacity for the reenactment of the past that Collingwood attrib-
uted to it.8 Far from abolishing temporal distance, history deepens it by making
absence the essential sign of the “pastness” of the past, as Michel de Certeau
suggests in his L’Absent de l’ histoire.9

12 Paul Ricoeur
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The most noteworthy consequence of the critical intervention of history
into the forming of memory (both collective and individual) seems to me to
consist in a kind of splitting of memory into two divergent modes of function-
ing. To help clarify this cathartic effect of history, I would like to draw atten-
tion to a distinction proposed by Freud in a clear and very noteworthy essay of
1914, “Remembering, Repeating and Working-through.”10 The starting point
of Freud’s reflection here is his attempt to define the basic obstacle hindering
the “work of interpretation” as it seeks to recover traumatic memories. He
designates this obstacle, which he attributes to “repression resistances,” by the
term “repetition compulsion” (Wiederholungszwang). According to Freud, a
repetition compulsion consists in a tendency to proceed toward action (Hang
zum “Agieren”) that gets substituted for memory. The patient reproduces the for-
gotten fact “not as memory, but as an action: he repeats it, without, of course,
knowing that he is repeating it.”11

In addition to this clinical observation, Freud makes two therapeutic sug-
gestions that, in view of the traumatic state of memory of some nations today,
are of the greatest importance for us. The first suggestion is addressed to the
analyst, the second to the patient. To the analyst, he advises showing a great
deal of indulgence when dealing with repetitions appearing under cover of
“transference.” Freud asserts that such transference creates, by its operation, an
intermediate space between illness and real life: one can consider it a “play-
ground” where a compulsion is allowed to expand in almost total freedom, and
where the subject’s underlying pathology thus has the possibility of openly
manifesting itself. But something is also demanded of patients: they must stop
complaining and stop disguising their true condition from themselves, they
must “find the courage to direct [their] attention to the phenomena of [their]
illness,” and they must move away from thinking of their illness as something
contemptible and instead come to consider it a worthy opponent. This doubled
handling of resistances, which concerns both the patient and the analyst, is
what Freud calls “working through” (Durcharbeiten). Hence it becomes possi-
ble to talk about memory itself as a form of work, the “work of recollection”
(Erinnerungsarbeit).12

Is it not clear that this little text by Freud offers moralists and politicians a
sort of scaled-down model of the pathology of historical consciousness and of
its cure?

The discrepancy between an excess of memory and a shortage of memory,
mentioned at the beginning of this essay, can be reinterpreted in terms of the
categories of resistance, repetition compulsion, transference, working through,
and, finally, “the work of recollection.” Following along this line, we can say
that excess of memory resembles repetition compulsion, which Freud tells us
puts a turn to action in place of the genuine memory through which the present
and the past could be reconciled with each other. How much violence through-
out the world is equivalent to an “acting out,” instead of a remembering! With
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regard to such festivals of death we can speak of a repetition-memory (wieder-
holendes Gedächtnis). Following this train of thought, however, one needs to add
that repetition-memory is resistant to criticism, while recollection-memory
(Erinnerungsgedächtnis) is a fundamentally critical memory. If this interpretation
is right, then a shortage of memory can be interpreted as follows: some people
take a sick pleasure in cultivating the repetition-memory from which others flee
with a bad conscience. The former like to lose themselves in it; the latter are
afraid of being swallowed up by it. But both suffer from the same critical de-
ficiency, failing to achieve what Freud called the work of recollection.

The work of recollection, with its necessary phase of distancing and ob-
jectification, can contribute to the interrogating of history. In the end, it is at
the “probabilistic” level of large narratios (as Ankersmit calls them) that histo-
rians offer the most powerful alternatives to that “official history” into which
the grand narratives of collective memory tend to congeal. These controver-
sial narratios first of all teach us to see the events of the past simply as “other,”
and then they teach us how to narrate them from another standpoint, from an-
other perspective. This exercise can lead us even so far as to narrate our own
history from the standpoint of the memories of people belonging to other
groups, and even to other cultures, than our own. But one must also allow for
the two therapeutic suggestions given by Freud. True political wisdom is to be
derived from the advice that we ought to exercise patience toward compulsive
outbursts in the fictive playground of transference: some peoples need sym-
bolic satisfaction of their fears and hatreds. Great tolerance is required of com-
munities to whom history has given great real satisfaction, or who are far
enough advanced along the path of mourning the “lost object” of their past
psychic investments. But this advice, offered to those to whom history has
given a place comparable to the position occupied by the therapist, does not
excuse anyone from Freud’s advice to the patient. It is work on oneself that in-
duces “repetition compulsion” to give way to “the work of recollection.” Crit-
ical history can make a contribution to this healing of collective memory.

3.

I do not wish to leave the last word to written history as opposed to collective
memory. Memory asserts its priority over history not only because it ensures
a consciousness of, respectively, continuity between past and present and a feel-
ing of belonging, but, on the contrary, also because it maintains the dialectical
connection between what, following Koselleck, we have called space of expe-
rience and horizon of expectation. But this dialectic involves an apparent dis-
crepancy, with repercussions for the function of history in relation to memory.
The discrepancy is the following: the past, so it is said, cannot be changed, and
in this sense it appears determinate; the future, by way of contrast, is uncertain,
open, and in this sense indeterminate. If, in reality, events are ineradicable—if
one cannot undo what is done or make what has happened not happen—on
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the other hand, the meaning of what has happened is not fixed once and for all.
Apart from the fact that past events can be interpreted differently, the moral
burden attached to the debt that is owed to the past can be increased or light-
ened, depending on to whether an accusation imprisons a guilty party in a
painful sense of irreversibility, or a pardon opens the prospect of a deliverance
from debt that is equivalent to a transformation of the actual meaning of the
past. This phenomenon of reinterpretation, on both the moral plane and on a
simple narrative level, can be considered a case of retrospective action by the
expectation of the future on the apprehension of the past.

Memory reinterpreted by this kind of retrospective action serves as a model
of historical knowing. Such an instructing of history by memory goes directly
contrary to the underlying orientation governing the mode of work of the ac-
ademic discipline of history. By its nature this work is pure retrospection; it de-
fines itself as the science of human beings in the past. It consequently proceeds
by abstracting out “the historical” from the three temporal dimensions of past,
present, and future.

Nonetheless, the lessons of memory, as retrospectively transformed by the
expectation of the future, are not entirely inaccessible to the historian. After all,
it is given to the historian to go back imaginatively to any moment in the past
as something that was once present—that is, as it was lived by the people of that
time, as the present of their past and the present of their future (evoking Augus-
tine again). Like us, people of the past were subjects with the gifts of retrospec-
tion and prospection. The epistemological consequences of this consideration
are striking. Knowing that the people of the past expressed expectations (pre-
dictions, desires, fears, plans) means breaking up historical determinism and
retrospectively reintroducing contingency into history. Here we revert to a per-
sistent theme of Raymond Aron in his Introduction to the Philosophy of History
(1938), namely, his struggle against “the retrospective illusion of fatality.” His
general consideration of historical causality leads him to link the reaction against
this retrospective illusion of fatality to a comprehensive conception of history,
defined by “the effort to resurrect, and, more precisely, an attempt to get back
to the moment of the action, to become a contemporary of the actor.” 13

However, I would like not only to consider the implications for epistemol-
ogy and the philosophy of history of this critique of the retrospective illusion
of fatality, but also to indicate the therapeutic possibilities that it yields. Past hu-
man beings projected a determinate future for themselves, but their actions had
unintended consequences that contradicted their expectations and disappointed
their most cherished hopes. Thus the temporal gap that separates the historian
from these past human beings appears as a graveyard of unfulfilled promises. To
awaken and reanimate these unfulfilled promises is no longer the task of the
professional historian, but it is certainly a task for those who might be called
mentors of the public sphere—a group among which historians also ought to
be numbered. In view of the apparent pathologies in the historical conscious-
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ness of some nations following the end of the Cold War, this resurrection of
the unfulfilled promises of the past takes on a therapeutic significance.

It is a matter of the engagement of people with their own traditions and
with what these traditions teach concerning their founding events and heroes.
Above all, it is in relation to these traditions that we find the value of the
above-mentioned recommendation that we should learn how to narrate in 
another manner, and that we should become acquainted with the history of
others—history as it is written by historians of other nations and cultures.

III.

So far, nothing has been said about forgetting, at least not explicitly. Let us first
make explicit what is implicit. Speaking about memory necessarily means speak-
ing about forgetting, because one cannot remember everything. A memory
with no gaps would be an unbearable burden; it is a cliché to say that memory
is selective. Narrative structure, which memory and history have in common,
confirms this law of the necessity of forgetting. A narrative always consists of
only a limited number of events, selected in the operation of narrative com-
position. The methods of academic history merely raise this necessary selectiv-
ity to the level of a strategy for, respectively, understanding and explanation.

More significant for the analysis of forgetting is a distinction between two
forms of memory that critical history brings to the fore—repetition-memory
and what we call, with Freud, “the work of recollection.” One might be tempted
to say that there are also two kinds of forgetting, passive and active, although it
is less a matter of two distinct phenomena than of a continuum between two
extremes, with much overlap between them. At the “passive forgetting” end of
the continuum one finds what we designated above by the concept of repeti-
tion compulsion, where the patient “acts out” instead of remembering. As we
have already suggested, the collective memory of some groups, peoples, and
nations seems to have fallen victim to this sort of pathology, which resembles
Freud´s “substitution discharges” and which is accompanied by forgetting.

More interesting in the present context is how passive forgetting manifests
itself as soon as it appears as a shortage of active memory. It is a matter here of
escapist forgetting—and of bad faith, a strategy of avoidance, that for its part is
guided by an obscure desire not to know, not to be informed about, and not
to inquire into atrocities committed in one’s own neck of the woods. To the
extent that this shortage can be considered a shortage of active memory, it
might also be classified as passive forgetting. However, as an unacknowledged
strategy of avoidance, evasion, and flight, it is in the final analysis an ambiva-
lent form of forgetting, as much active as passive. Its active side brings down
upon itself the same kind of accountability as do other acts of negligence or
omission.
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At one end of its range, escapist forgetting turns into active forgetting.
Here we first of all encounter the selective forgetting that we have already said
belongs to the work of recollecting, and also to the work of history. This form
of forgetting becomes subject to criticism when it is practiced by “official his-
tory,” which is essentially the history of the greatness of peoples, the history of
what Hegel called “world-historical individuals”—in short, the history of the
conquerors. Even when it is methodologically guided by historical criticism,
this forgetting boils down to a forgetting of the victims. It then becomes the
task of memory to correct this systematic forgetting and to encourage the
writing of the history of victims.

We move a step further along the spectrum of active forgetting if, like the
author of the second Untimely Meditation, we dare to offer up a hymn of praise
to forgetting.14 In actual fact, Nietzsche in this famous text was not directly
concerned with the work of the historian but was concerned rather with the
burden imposed by an excess of history on historical consciousness. One should
not forget the title: “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life.” It is
not a question of epistemology, but of behavior within time. What is at stake
is life itself, which is threatened by the “abuse of history.” This is another way
of speaking of the excess of history already referred to. However, what is at is-
sue here is no longer repetition compulsion, but rather the pressing burden of
a purely retrospective knowing. The target here is academic historical culture
seen as a “consuming fever of history.” In the face of this abuse—abuse rather
than excess—it is good to listen to an “untimely” statement that wishes on the
reader the happiness that derives from an ability to feel, for a time, “unhistor-
ically.” “Forgetting,” Nietzsche writes, “is essential to action.”15 Here we diag-
nose a sickness we have not yet named—“historical sickness”—and detect a
poison—the excess (Übermaß) of the historical, which consists in a perversion
of the relationship between past and future at the expense of the latter. History
(Geschichte) is endangered precisely to the extent that it is interested in the
past alone. The teaching of the second Untimely Meditation is that memory, and
in its wake history, are first of all and always lifeworks, and only secondarily
operations of pure knowledge.

At the other end of the spectrum of active forgetting is forgiveness. Here
we must be very cautious. In one sense, forgiveness is the opposite of forgetting,
at least of passive forgetting (whether this be a traumatic forgetting or escapist
forgetting). In contrast to passive forgetting, forgiveness requires additional en-
gagement in the “work of recollection.” Yet despite this, it simultaneously con-
sists in a sort of active forgetting that concerns not events themselves—on the
contrary, the traces of these must be carefully protected—but the burden of
guilt that paralyzes memory and, by extension, also paralyzes the capacity for
a creative orientation toward the future.

Unlike escapist forgetting, forgiveness does not remain enclosed in the nar-
cissistic relationship of the self to itself: it always assumes mediation by another
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consciousness, the victim’s, which alone is entitled to forgive. Those who bear
responsibility for events that have wounded memory can only ask for forgive-
ness and may have to face the possibility of a refusal. To this degree forgiveness
must always know the unforgivable, the unredeemable debt, the irreparable
wrong. Nevertheless, although this is far from obvious, forgiveness is not with-
out a certain inner purpose, which has to do with memory. Its intention is not
to extinguish memory: on the contrary, the goal it has of canceling the debt is
incompatible with that of canceling memory. Forgiveness is a way of healing
memory and of completing its period of mourning. Delivered from the weight
of guilt, memory is liberated for great projects. Forgiveness gives memory a 
future.

This should not be taken to imply that forgiveness has a place only in the
religious dimension of existence. Admittedly, in the Judeo-Christian culture of
the West forgiveness has the same significance as grace, and grace is the pre-
rogative of the one who, since he can read our hearts, can forgive to the ex-
tent that he can also punish. But the warm glow of forgiveness can extend
outside the religious sphere, in the form of an “economy of the gift,” where
the logic of superabundance outweighs the logic of just equivalence. Such an
economy of the gift has considerable juridical and political implications.

It would not be straying too far from Nietzsche to say that these juridical
and political forms of forgetting are components of a therapy that would calm
the spirit of revenge, which once conferred upon justice an aura of the sacred.
This is the lesson of Greek tragedy. The whole of the Oresteia revolves around
this enigma of a right of revenge that never comes to rest, in which we can
recognize a repetition compulsion that makes an authentic memory impossi-
ble. The vicious circle is broken in the tragedy by the conversion of the Furies
into the Eumenides. Here, on the political as well as on the private level, to for-
get revenge becomes a sign of grace. It is good for the health of our societies
and thus for life itself that crimes that cannot be considered genocide or crimes
against humanity should be subject to a statute of limitations. It is not an ab-
surdity to assert that this kind of forgetting is a strict corollary of the critical
memory that we have tirelessly opposed to repetition-memory.

Translation revised by Allan Megill
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