
Social movements rely on collective memories to assert claims, mobilize support-
ers and legitimize their political visions. Social movements also help to shape col-
lective memories. But though frequently intertwined in practice, scholars have 
rarely pondered the relationship between ‘memory’ and ‘activism’ in any depth. 
Individual scholars have certainly identified the import of ‘memory activists’1 or 
‘heroes of memory’2 in the transformation of shared understandings of the past. 
Likewise, the role of memory in the maintenance of an insurgent movement’s 
collective identity has also been widely recognized, even if few studies have be-
gun to consider its actual place in mobilization.3 Overall, there has been, until 
very recently, little attempt to consider ‘memory’ and ‘activism’ in an integrated, 
systematic and comparative fashion.4

In part, this failure is a product of the distinct history of the separate insti-
tutionalization of scholarship on ‘activism’ and ‘memory’. Scholars working on 
‘activism’ have often been inspired by the dissent of the 1960s and 1970s. The 
sub-discipline of social movement studies, with a strong focus on the new social 
movements emerging in the wake of 1968, has been the key arena for research on 
activism. ‘Memory studies’, by contrast, emerged out of the cultural turn in the 
humanities during the 1980s. Its original concentration on national memory is 
indebted to the crisis of national historical master narratives. Pierre Nora’s con-
cept of the ‘realms of memory’ is a cunning attempt to resurrect a national his-
torical master narrative after poststructuralism had effectively undermined such 
master narratives.5 Even where memory scholarship was not tied to attempts to 
stabilize or re-invent national history, it was fascinated by traumatic events such 
as wars and genocides that had led to major national and transnational debates 
and controversies, and thus to some extent democratized official interpretations 
of the past. Social movement studies and memory studies have over the last three 
decades developed as distinctive sub-disciplines. Each is defined by exclusive 
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scholarly associations and journals. Each has their canons of exemplary scholar-
ship. Each uses their own ‘master concepts’ and hegemonic methods. All of this 
has ensured that studies of ‘memory’ and ‘social movements’ have been pursued 
in parallel rather than connected fashion; there has so far been little mutual 
borrowing or intellectual exchange across borders that at times appeared rather 
impermeable. This is somewhat surprising, as social movements have had great 
agency in shaping historical cultures and public memory.

‘Social movement studies’ boasts three dedicated international journals in 
the English language alone: Mobilization, founded in 1996; Social Movement Stud-
ies, launched in 2002; and Interface: a Journal for and about Social Movements, an 
online journal that has been published since 2009. Two research committees 
of the International Sociological Association (ISA) – RC47: Social Classes and 
Social Movements, and RC48: Social Movements, Collective Action and So-
cial Change – were formally recognized by the ISA in the early 1990s. Major 
English-language publishers have established book series – for example, Cam-
bridge University Press, University of Minnesota Press, University of Chicago 
Press, Amsterdam University Press. A succession of textbooks has been pub-
lished, and major universities (as well as many minor ones) now offer courses in 
the field, undergraduate and postgraduate.

The consolidation of social movement studies as a sub-discipline has, how-
ever, also been accompanied by an intellectual narrowing. Interest in collective 
action and social movements has a very long lineage, and has been widely shared 
among historians, as well as social scientists. In celebrated works published from 
the later 1950s, British Marxist scholars Edward Thompson, George Rudé and 
Eric Hobsbawm identified the importance of collective action as a motor of his-
tory, and ventured influential hypotheses on the long-term trajectory of protest 
forms.6 As ‘social movement studies’ has developed, however, it has cohered 
much more closely and exclusively within the disciplines of sociology and polit-
ical science. Historical studies have become increasingly marginal. There have 
been exceptions to the rule, such as the work of historical sociologists like Sidney 
Tarrow, Charles Tilly and Craig Calhoun.7 However, the study of social move-
ments is in need of a much deeper historical perspective. Reflecting this need, 
historians interested in social movements have recently established a distinctive 
book series, Palgrave Studies in the History of Social Movements, edited by Stefan 
Berger and Holger Nehring, and their own academic journal, Moving the Social: 
Journal of Social History and the History of Social Movements, edited by Stefan Berger 
and Sean Scalmer.

The ‘fathers’ of ‘social movement studies’ (despite the presence of important 
female scholars, above all, Donatella della Porta, the recognized ‘founders’ are all 
men) were all sociologists of various kinds. Broadly speaking, research initially 
developed around two competing approaches. First, a ‘European’ school, best 
exemplified by Alain Touraine and Alberto Melucci, was distinguished by its 
interest in so-called ‘new social movements’ (such as environmentalism and femi-
nism) that were alleged to succeed the labour movement as primary social actors.8 
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Students concerned with these movements were marked by close interest in con-
sciousness and in the constitution of the subject. Distinct from this European ap-
proach, there also developed an ‘American’ school, propelled by the Stakhanovite 
productivity of Charles Tilly and by his leading collaborators such as Sidney Tar-
row and Doug McAdam.9 It was wider in its temporal range but less concerned 
to trace the underlying social basis and phenomenology of collective actors, and 
much more concerned with political organizations, relationships and processes.

The combination of competition and cooperation among these scholars and 
their peers has propelled a series of splits, regroupings and reconfigurations. In 
consequence, the investigation of social movements has for some years princi-
pally been organized around a handful of central processes: the mobilization of 
protest (through formal organizations and alternative political structures); the 
production of collective identities; the ‘framing’ of protest demands and argu-
ments; the interactions between movements and other pertinent actors (especially 
opponents and the state); the presence and influence of movement networks (of-
ten transnational in scope); the nature and transformation of contentious per-
formances; or some combination of part or all of the above. Even if collective 
identity has been considered as an important feature of social movements in this 
crowded field, the study of ‘memory’ has only recently begun to find a place of 
its own. Nicole Doerr has asked how social movement activists have constructed 
collective memories in order to further their activism in wider society and build 
strong internal collective identities.10 The analysis of forms of collective action 
can benefit enormously from paying attention to the role of subjectivities and 
memory in underpinning the activities of social movements.11 Ron Eyerman has 
produced a preliminary survey of the work on how social movements use mem-
ory and history in order to build strong collective identities in 2015.12 Lorenzo 
Zamponi has been looking at the role of memory in the construction of media 
narratives of Spanish and Italian student movements.13 Priska Daphi has been ex-
ploring the relationship between identity, narrative and memory in the European 
Global Justice Movement.14 Priska Daphi and Lorenzo Zamponi have published 
a special issue of Mobilization on the topic of social movements and memory.15 
Donatella della Porta and her collaborators have looked at the impact of memory 
on forms of democracy in contemporary southern Europe.16 Lara Leigh Kelland 
has published an account of how forms of memory work have been crucial for a 
great variety of US-based social movements, including civil rights, black power, 
women’s, gay liberation and red power movements.17 A comparison of right-
wing populist movements in contemporary Europe has shown that the success or 
failure of those movements is strongly linked to public memory cultures com-
memorating fascist movements in the twentieth century.18 Ann Rigney’s current 
project Remembering Activism: The Cultural Memory of Protest in Europe (REACT) 
is trying to further fill this gap.19 Yifat Gutman and Jenny Wüstenberg, whose 
work in this field has been mentioned,20 are currently preparing a handbook of 
memory activism that will for the first time attempt to present an overview of 
scholarship concerned with protest and its relationship with memory.
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Why has it taken so long for social movement studies to discover memory? 
The acknowledged founders of sociology – so-called ‘classical’ thinkers like Karl 
Marx, Max Weber and Emile Durkheim – were remarkable not simply for dis-
tinguished works of analysis, but for their minting of specialized concepts to 
explain social processes. Later work claiming authority within the discipline has 
typically sought to extend these concepts, or else to develop some rival con-
ceptual language. The most prestigious thinkers concerned with ‘social move-
ments’ have largely conformed to this pattern: positioning their studies within 
broader intellectual traditions (for example, emphasizing a challenge to Marxian 
approaches),21 developing relatively elaborate conceptual schema or sometimes 
drawing upon and adapting recent theoretical approaches (Latour’s ‘actor net-
work theory’; Bourdieu’s ‘field theory’, Deleuzian analysis; Lefebvre’s rhyth-
manalysis).22 Memory plays no major explanatory role in this wider sociological 
canon, regardless of the fact that one of the founding fathers of memory studies, 
Maurice Halbwachs, was a sociologist.23 Deprived of strong theoretical legiti-
macy, the import of memory into social movement studies has, for a long time, 
escaped the attention of students of particular movements and campaigns.

There are other reasons too. Since the rise of the ‘survey’ and then of proce-
dures of statistical sampling, the field of applied sociology has also been marked 
by an expansion of quantitative approaches, a process heightened by the rise of 
the computer.24 Besieged and somewhat defensive, ‘qualitative’ social scientists 
have been forced to assert the equal rigour of their analyses, and the ‘scientific’ 
status of their scholarship. This could be interpreted as a somewhat inhospitable 
context for memory studies. It has encouraged qualitative sociologists to treat 
the interview transcript as a relatively transparent data source, providing the raw 
material for analysis. The procedures of ‘grounded theory’ have been developed 
to guide the researcher in movement from ‘(interview) text’ to ‘analysis’.25 Ded-
icated computer programs have aided the process, allowing for the identification 
of key themes and tropes. In these ways, testimony about the past has been in-
corporated into the operation of a ‘normal science’. By contrast, historians using 
the interview as a method – typically identifying as ‘oral historians’ rather than 
as ‘qualitative’ social scientists – have been less pressured to establish the ‘scien-
tific reliability’ of their informants. This, in turn, has liberated a more reflexive 
consideration of the vagaries and the limits of ‘memory’.26 And it has thereby 
provided one important inspiration for the development of ‘memory studies’.

A third reason why social movement studies has found it so difficult to forge a 
positive relationship with memory studies has to do with its temporal orientation. 
The discipline of sociology emerged and grew on a promise that it might un-
derstand the problems of emergent industrial societies. It is present- and future-
oriented. Reflecting such a perspective, the journal Social Movement Studies was 
launched with the assertion that social movements play an ‘increasingly key role’ 
as ‘the dynamic and oppositional forces within global socio-economies’.27 Most 
scholars working on protest and collective behaviour have been excited to ex-
plore the relationship between the ‘social movement’ and contemporary change. 
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Studies of recent rather than temporally distant mobilizations have predomi-
nated, and these have certainly tended to draw greater interest than historical 
studies.28 The most influential theorists in social movement studies have sought 
to proclaim the possibility that still unfolding campaigns embody prospects of 
incipient transformation: first, ‘new social movements’ of the 1960s and 1970s; 
more recently, ‘global movements’.29 And with their quest for novelty and eyes 
fixed ahead, students of social movements have been very slow to develop a close 
interest in how the ‘past’ is recalled.

‘Memory studies’, in turn, has also been slow in developing an interest in 
social movements. While heritage studies in particular over the last years have 
opened new perspectives into the relations between official memory and civil 
society activism,30 memory studies has been marked predominantly by its own 
emphases, preoccupations and oversights. There are a range of scholarly journals 
focussing on memory studies today, above all the appropriately named Mem-
ory Studies that came into existence in 2008 and is widely regarded as the lead 
journal in the field. In 2016 a Memory Studies Association was founded, and it 
has held hugely successful and well-attended conferences since. In 2019 almost 
2,000 memory scholars assembled in Madrid to discuss a wide variety of different 
subjects.31 Specifically concerned with history is the journal History and Memory 
founded in 1989 with the explicit aim of encouraging research into the question 
how the past has shaped the present through a wide variety of memorialization 
practices and how our perception of the past is always moulded by present-day 
agendas. Today virtually all major academic publishing houses have book series 
on memory studies. As a field of study, memory studies comes onto the scene 
of academic scholarship around two decades later than social movement stud-
ies. It is not rooted in 1968 but rather in the 1980s, when questions of national 
identity were coming to the fore again in politics as well as scholarship. Pierre 
Nora’s path-breaking ‘realms of memory’ project, referred to above, provided in 
effect a new national master narrative for France at a moment in time when the 
republican master narrative was perceived to be in deep crisis. It was the starting 
point of a remarkable career of one of the most successful paradigms in humani-
ties research over recent decades. Rediscovering the forgotten Halbwachs, Nora 
opened the curtain for a vast amount of research that was primarily concerned 
with the memory of the nation,32 especially where this memory was held to be 
particularly traumatic and related to war and genocide.33 Thus, for example, 
the Holocaust and controversies over the colonial legacies of racism have shaped 
memory studies to a considerable extent.34 The double emphasis on trauma35 
and national memory has produced a range of blind spots for memory studies, as 
subjects that were neither central to national recollection nor necessarily trau-
matic were only rarely dealt with.36 Social movements were one such topic.

Yet, the production of ‘social’, ‘collective’ or ‘cultural’ memory has been 
strongly intertwined with the history of social movements. Social movements 
have had, for example, the capacity to manipulate official memory, in demand-
ing ‘official apologies’ for atrocities committed by political regimes in the past.37 
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They also have at various times and places been successful in constructing forms of 
‘counter-memory’ through street protests, the creation of counter-monuments, 
the toppling of existing monuments (something very much to the fore in the dis-
cussions we are witnessing in many countries across the globe as we are putting 
the final touches to this introduction in the summer of 2020) or the curation of 
alternative exhibitions.38 And they have been influential in making collectives 
forget – a process that is as important as remembering, as scholars ranging from 
Ernest Renan to Paul Ricoeur have taught us.39 And social movements have not 
only used and forged memory, but memory has also been a key motivation for 
the formation of social movements.40

Next to Halbwachs the art historian Aby Warburg and his concept of ‘social 
memory’41 served memory scholars to understand memory not as something that 
was biologically inherited but as something that required a cultural transmittance 
that we can shape. As Andreas Huyssen put it: ‘[the] past is not simply there in 
memory … it must be articulated to become memory’.42 Memory studies was to 
adopt social constructivist positions wholesale.43 Jan and Aleida Assmann became 
two of the most influential theorists of memory, in particular with their distinc-
tion between three levels of memory: individual memory, where conception of 
time operates very subjectively; ‘communicative memory’, which operates in any 
social group, where its members are still alive; and ‘cultural memory’, which is 
connected to the institutionalization of communicative memory in museums, 
heritage initiatives, monuments and public discourses about the past.44 The forg-
ing of memory by and through state power has often caught the attention of 
scholars in memory studies.45 However, as this volume will demonstrate, social 
movements as civil society actors were also important in shaping public discourses 
about the past and thus have become, time and again, carriers of cultural forms 
of memory and forgetting, as Guy Beiner reminded us in his recent memory 
history of the Ulster Rebellion.46 Other historians have pointed out that political 
activists have made frequent references to the past in order to legitimize visions 
for the future – think, for example, of Joan Derk van der Capellen’s lecturing 
on the parallels between the eighteenth-century American Revolution and the 
sixteenth-century Batavian Revolution or Jacques-Pierre Brissot reminding the 
Genevans during the same age of revolutions of their heritage of William Tell 
who had lived in the fourteenth century.47 Already before the French Revolu-
tion, the citizens of several European cities used the memory of past rights in 
order to justify political entitlements and to construct a strong sense of place 
identity.48 Nineteenth- and twentieth-century national movements, which can 
also be understood as social movements, have invariably referenced their visions 
for the future with interpretations of the past.49 Historians have contributed to 
the study of the memory of 1968,50 and they have looked at the importance of 
memorializing the civil rights movement in the US.51 The study of terrorism 
in Italy has also been enriched by perspectives from memory studies.52 How 
different conceptions of historical time have influenced a variety of social move-
ments, such as the Madres in Argentina, and how forms of transitional justice 
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have been blind to the conflicts produced by such different ideas of historical 
time have been the subject of an intriguing analysis by Berber Bevernage.53 In 
future an even stronger focus on social movements and their constructions of the 
past would arguably contribute further to a better understanding of the political 
‘dynamics of cultural memories’.54 If we take, for example, the role of social 
movements in the production of heritage, a rich field for further examination 
opens up. As memory activism in the form of industrial-heritage movements be-
comes institutionalized, memory often becomes part of branding campaigns for 
place identities, touristified and commodified for profit.55 The touristification of 
the past, memory activists have argued, may also involve the banalization of re-
membrance, as for instance the site of the Berlin Holocaust memorial illustrates, 
where visitors have frequently behaved disrespectfully.56

If social movements are conscious of their own role in the political process, 
and if their representatives are highly articulate, they are far more likely to leave 
memory work that, in turn, can influence and has to be deconstructed by histo-
rians. As Richard Vinen has pointed out in relation to 1968, activists dominate 
the memory literature on 1968 and they are not shy in securing their special place 
in history. Vinen has shown that ‘the leading figures in 68 often had a highly de-
veloped sense of themselves as historical actors and as people who would one day 
be the object of historical research’. This was reinforced by 1968ers subsequently 
working as historians seeing ‘politics and historical research as intertwined’. This 
affected the way we think of 68. By contrast, Vinen points out, working-class 
protest in and around 1968 is rarely present through ego-documents of workers: 
‘Students in 68 are portrayed in words, frequently their own words, but workers 
are often remembered in pictures’.57

While we have identified above some attempts to begin to think social move-
ments and memory together, this collection is a response to the relative scarcity 
of such attempts to examine the ‘memory’-‘activism’ relationship, and its editors 
see themselves in line with those who wish to change this. Previous and current 
research on the relationship between social movements and memory has dis-
closed several concepts and approaches that may be useful to both fields. Here 
we grant sustained attention to five areas of research that seem to us to hold 
special potential for a more integrated and cross-disciplinary treatment of mem-
ory activism: repertoires of contention, historical events, generations, collective 
identities and emotions.

The concept of a ‘repertoire of contention’ was first advanced by Charles Tilly 
40 years ago.58 Seeking to describe and explain the changing ways in which 
people made collective claims, Tilly observed that though people might act in an 
almost limitless range of ways (from throwing dynamite to composing a letter), 
in practice campaigners in a particular time and place typically employed only 
a small number of tactics. The ‘repertoire’ was this cluster of preferred perfor-
mances. It was limited, it was learned, and like the repertoire of a jazz musician, 
it was open to improvisation, at the margins.59 Tilly’s principal studies of the 
‘repertoire’ of contention focussed on long-term shifts in the dominant forms of 
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collective action in Great Britain and France, especially over the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. To schematize, he divined a shift from an ‘old’ rep-
ertoire of contention that was ‘parochial’ (concentrated in a single community), 
‘bifurcated’ (taking different forms, depending on whether issues were predom-
inantly local or national) and ‘particular’ (varying greatly), to a ‘new repertoire’ 
of performance that was ‘cosmopolitan’ (spanning many localities), modular (eas-
ily transferable between places) and ‘autonomous’ (beginning on the claimants’ 
own initiative). This was a transformation embodied in the replacement of the 
grain seizure by the demonstration. It was, according to Tilly, integral to the 
rise of the modern social movement.60 In his later work Tilly somewhat moder-
ated this binary treatment of the repertoire. He conceded that there were ‘many 
repertoires’ rather than just two, arguing more carefully that this ‘exaggerated 
division’ served only as a ‘useful guide’ to a more ‘complex history’.61 More 
recent scholars have largely elaborated this pluralism using the term ‘repertoire’ 
to describe more particular and limited clusters of performance: the Gandhian 
repertoire,62 suicide protest,63 cyberactivism,64 ‘carnivalized politics’,65 disrup-
tion,66 ‘slutwalks’,67 parades,68 and so on.

But if the concept is widely and creatively used, then the historical processes 
that underpin the making and alteration of a repertoire have not always been 
rigorously examined.69 Perhaps responding to such a deficit, a new vein of schol-
arship has recently emerged, specifically concerned with the import of ‘strategy’ 
and ‘strategic interaction’. This research has introduced a fresh conceptual lan-
guage (of ‘players’ and ‘arenas’) as an alternative to the familiar language of ‘social 
movements’. It has emphasized that the strategic choices of ‘players’ are based on 
‘meaning’ and ‘emotions’, and not simply on rational calculation of ‘means’ and 
‘ends’. And its leading practitioners have signalled an openness to close (‘micro’) 
studies (such as those advanced by historians) rather than to abstract structural 
analyses.70 They have not, however, granted ‘memory’ any direct consideration 
notwithstanding isolated studies that have asked how social memory has under-
pinned community-making using affective means in strategic ways to support 
specific political aims. One example here would be Ruth Cardoso’s study on how 
popular movements in the city of Sao Paulo have used memory to build a sense 
of belonging to specific neighbourhoods that, in turn, strengthened demands for 
improving those neighbourhoods.71 Another would be how the transfer of reper-
toires of contention from western and southern Europe to Romania was limited 
by a host of local factors in relation to social movements mobilizing on behalf of 
students, against the government and against business interest in Romania after 
2011.72

Notwithstanding such oversight, scholarly examinations of the ‘repertoire of 
contention’ offer one potentially fruitful point of connection between ‘memory 
studies’ and ‘social movement studies’ and indeed, one recent intervention has al-
ready advocated such a possibility.73 If an actor’s preferred political performances 
rest greatly on habit and custom, then they are largely conveyed through remem-
brance: processes of sharing and story-telling, personal testimonies, influential 
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texts (whether handbooks, memoirs or histories) that convey lessons concerning 
the appeal of rival tactics. Scholars working specifically on social movements 
have not granted such processes very direct or sustained attention. Experts in the 
study of memory can here provide a model and a guide.

The likelihood of successful collaboration in such a quest is heightened by 
conceptual similarities between the fields. Like students of the ‘repertoire of 
contention’, leading figures in ‘memory studies’, such as Ann Rigney, have em-
phasized the principle of ‘scarcity’: of the enormous number of past experiences 
only a few are in practice recollected.74 Like students of the repertoire, ‘mem-
ory’ scholars, such as Michael Rothberg, have identified the process by which 
one actor’s successful strategy is borrowed or exploited by others seeking public 
recognition (a process that Rothberg calls ‘multi-directional memory’).75 Some 
of the chapters in this volume pursue such connections. We hope our collective 
work encourages more research of this kind.

Notwithstanding an abiding preoccupation with structure (reflective of the 
influence of sociology), students of social movements have also evinced consid-
erable interest in the ‘event’ as an object of research. Charles Tilly pioneered an 
influential research method that organized data collection around the occurrence 
of ‘contentious events’, reported in major public sources, such as newspapers. 
He also reflected explicitly on the relationship between these ‘event catalogues’ 
and broader social theories.76 More ambitiously, historian and political scientist, 
W.H. Sewell Jr., has argued in a series of influential publications for the value of 
an ‘event-ful sociology’, registering the centrality of ‘historical events’ to pro-
cesses of structural change.77 A ‘historical event’, Sewell has suggested, can be 
analytically distinguished from the flow of everyday experiences as: ‘(1) a ramified 
sequence of occurrences that (2) is recognized as notable by contemporaries, and 
that (3) results in a durable transformation of structures’.78 The catalytic power of 
historical events lies in their capacity to touch off unpredictable ruptures in the 
distribution of resources, access to political power and cultural understanding.79 
They rearticulate broader power structures and incite more events.80 But they 
are also symbolically loaded: characterized by heightened emotion, punctuated 
by ritual, distinguished by collective creativity: a ‘historical event’ is not simply 
a happening, for ‘symbolic interpretation’ is also ‘part and parcel’ of what grants 
it a transformative capacity.81

Sewell demonstrated the potential of these insights in an extended analysis 
of the taking of the Bastille as an ‘historical event’. In Sewell’s handling, this 
‘event’ could be considered ‘historical’ for its pivotal role in the creation of the 
modern concept of ‘revolution’. The liberation of the King’s prisoners was one 
thing. The linking of popular violence with the concept of popular sovereignty 
a second. The King’s subsequent yielding of effective power to the National 
Assembly a third. Cumulatively, they can be understood as a transformation of 
political structures – a major historical event.82 Sewell’s presentation is notable 
for its attention to culture and time. It was only in the days after the liberation of 
the prisoners, he argues, that orators, journalists, politicians and ‘the crowd itself ’ 
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reinterpreted the rising as a culturally significant moment, seizing on the political 
theory of ‘popular sovereignty’ as a means to ‘explain’ and to ‘ justify’ the popular 
violence.83 But notwithstanding the richness of this examination, the student 
of memory will be struck perhaps more forcefully by the relative truncation of 
Sewell’s symbolic examination. The invention of ‘revolution’, in his treatment, is 
completed in 1789. There is no attention to the ways in which the taking of the 
Bastille was recalled or rearticulated in new combinations in future months and 
years. The ways in which ‘memory’ might consolidate or undermine new polit-
ical schema lie outside his purview. The ‘interpretation of events’ is treated as a 
relatively immediate action, not a long-term, collective and contentious process 
in its own right.84 Closer attention to the processes through which occurrences 
are remembered, reshaped and exploited would enrich our understanding of 
the ways that they become significant. Students of memory have independently 
grappled with these issues, developing such concepts as ‘memory events’85 and 
‘impact events’.86 Further examination of these questions offers one obvious basis 
for a richer cross-disciplinary research.

Next to utilizing repertoires of contention and historical events, those in-
tent on bringing memory studies and social movement studies closer together 
might also think of generation as a useful concept. Many forms of social protest 
have been described as generational. Thus in German contemporary history, for 
example, there has been much talk about a 1945 generation, a ‘sceptical genera-
tion’, a 1968 generation and a 1989 generation.87 In Spain, the recent iaioflautas 
movement explicitly used their grandparents’ identity in order to draw attention 
to the democratic deficits of the transition period between Francoism and the 
post-Francoist democracy in Spain.88 Generational factors have also been exam-
ined in relation to the question whether particular generational cohorts remem-
ber the women’s movement differently in the US.89 Studies on the generational 
memory within left-wing movements in the US and France revealed not only a 
whole host of amnesias but also important memory strains active in mobilizing 
left-wing protest cultures in both countries.90 Anna Wiemann’s study on the 
Fukushima protests in Japan highlighted the way in which activists disassociated 
themselves from the violent protests of social movements in 1960s Japan.91 She 
thereby pointed not only to the importance of generational continuity but also 
discontinuity. Attention to generational memory would be one way of thinking 
the construction of the past together with the history of protest, especially if one 
generation of memory activists is referencing the work of previous generations of 
memory activists. Of course, the scholar who wishes to bring together memory 
and social movements has to be careful not to reduce every political conflict to 
generation thereby sidelining other issues such as class, race, gender and other 
issues relevant to the formation of social movement memories. Yet, with Karl 
Mannheim we can nevertheless assert that the concept of generation ‘is one of 
the indispensable guides to an understanding of the structure of social and in-
tellectual movements’. Mannheim already emphasized the importance of mem-
ory for the constitution of generations. For him generations were not concrete 
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communities but rather constructions within a particular timeframe of distance 
to actual experience that was communicated as joint tradition and heritage. In 
particular at times of significant social change, Mannheim argued, a generation 
was some kind of historical community sharing an imagined destiny. Even if 
generations’ representations of personal and collective pasts would be reformed 
in accordance with the conditions of the changing present, memories of the past 
would be crucial in understanding the politics of the past, including the politics 
of social movements.92

Next to the concept of ‘generation’, the concept of ‘collective identity’ con-
stitutes a kind of golden bridge between social movement studies and memory 
studies. Like generation, collective identity is in some respects a deeply problem-
atical concept. Indeed, it has been described as a ‘plastic word’ by Lutz Nietham-
mer.93 Yet if we approach ‘collective identity’ as a construction rather than an 
essence, then we can see how collective identities were forged with the help 
of particular memories. This has also been true for the collective identities of 
social movements.94 In social movement studies, collective identity has often 
been seen as necessary and constitutive to the formation and endurance of so-
cial movements.95 To Alberto Melucci the collective identity of social move-
ments consisted predominantly of a process of formalizing boundaries between 
the social movement network and the outside world which emerged from the 
relatively concentrated exchanges and internal debates within the movement. 
The sense of belonging of social movement members, developed in the course 
of their struggles, was the result of a convergence between interests and practices 
among individuals.96 In memory studies, Halbwachs already pointed to the in-
trinsic relationship between collective memory and collective identity. Individ-
ual memory had always been intermingled with the social: you might think you 
are alone, but you never are in your perceptions of the past which are collectively 
constructed. Halbwachs showed that our individual memory is fundamentally 
shaped by group belongings and the associated ‘collective memory’, which is a 
key basis for ‘collective identity’. Dieter Rucht has pointed out that the mecha-
nisms according to which social movements operate rely on such memory and 
identity work.97 This has been the case not just for new social movements but 
also for the nineteenth-century labour movement. Especially in its Marxist var-
iant, it constructed a collective identity of class that was based partly on strong 
memory work. Class identity, forged to some extent through memory, was the 
precondition for successful revolutions and the implementation of a socialist fu-
ture. Even at the beginning of the twenty-first century some Marxist theorists, 
such as Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge, argued that class identities would forge 
a comprehensive proletarian public sphere countering the bourgeois one.98 Simi-
larly, historians of youth subcultures have pointed to the importance of collective 
identities of youth that were built on the construction of common memories.99 
And the forging of the Stonewall myths in LGBTQ circles was crucially based 
on memorial practices that were institutionalized nationally and internationally 
over time.100
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Finally, we would like to suggest that social movement studies and memory 
studies can be brought closer together by paying attention to developments in 
the field of history of emotions.101 Social movement scholars have long pointed 
out that social movement activists do not only follow rational calculations.102 
Emotional processes, as manifested, for example, in ritual practices, have been at 
least equally important in explaining social movement action.103 A wide range of 
emotions such as shame, sorrow, anger, hatred, happiness and love have influence 
not only the way in which social action has been remembered but also the way 
in which such memories have then been transformed again into social action. As 
the history of emotions has recently moved from a concern with the discursive 
construction of emotions to the bodily basis of emotions, so scholars interested in 
the role of emotions in both memory and social movement work could usefully 
ask how subjectivities were linked to political performances and memory work 
in the realm of social movements.104 The history of emotions allows for the un-
packing and deconstruction of memories of selves and memories contributing to 
the forging of collective identities. Transferred to the fields of memory and social 
movement studies, the study of emotions would allow us to problematize the 
construction of identities and collective selves through emotional memory work. 
If we take, for example, the history of the French revolution, Bill Reddy has ar-
gued that it is impossible to understand that seminal event in world history with-
out paying due attention to changes in the navigation of emotions that took place 
between the 1660 and the 1780s.105 Turning grief into anger and transforming 
anger into political demands was a strategy followed by many social movements, 
for example, the movement to make medication available more readily to those 
suffering from AIDS.106 Emotional dynamics were often crucial in allowing so-
cial movements to acquire critical mass of supporters and to mobilize the media 
on their behalf. As the attention space of the media is extremely limited, the 
strength of emotional mobilization through social movements is vital in positing 
the concerns of social movements on the scale of what the media regard as im-
portant news. The emotional dynamics of social movements have both internal 
appeal and external effects.107 If social movement studies have been rediscovering 
the history of emotions, the same can be said for memory studies, where scholars 
have discussed to what extent emotional memories can be deemed accurate,108 
what role emotions have played in forms of disputed memories,109 and to what 
extent emotions are important to agonistic memory regimes,110 to mention but a 
few examples in a rich field of enquiry. Overall then, the scene seems to be set for 
a greater dialogue in which ways social movement studies and memory studies 
are dealing with the role of emotions in their respective sub-fields.

The case studies of this volume

Having pointed out some of the fruitful ways of conceptually combining mem-
ory studies and social movement studies in the future, in the final part of this 
introduction we would like to draw out some of the challenges and promises of 
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combining those two fields of studies as they present themselves in the contribu-
tions to this volume.

We have not sought to impose a uniformity of approach on individual con-
tributions, but rather to present a diversity of cases and methods. The cases are 
drawn from a variety of national and cultural contexts: Europe – especially 
Germany – Australia, the US, India, South Korea, Japan, China. They also range 
across many different kinds of social movements: the women’s movement; the 
anti-nuclear movement; the environmental movement; the labour movement (in 
its reformist and revolutionary wings); memory activists in post-war Germany; 
African-Americans and Southern whites in the US, struggling to shape their pol-
ity. They extend from the nineteenth century to the contemporary period. And 
they consider how activists shape public memory and how memory is mobilized 
within social movements.

Notwithstanding such diversity, we do not claim comprehensiveness. The 
chosen case studies are especially drawn from two national contexts – Germany 
and Australia. This relative geographical concentration is partly an expression 
of the identities of editors (German and Australian). But it is also a reflection of 
the vibrancy of memory politics in these societies. Marked by traumatic histories 
of genocide, war and colonialism, they have also been shaped by strong social 
movements and by major public controversies over the past (the so-called ‘His-
torikerstreit’ in Germany and the ‘History Wars’ in Australia). This makes them 
especially fecund soil for the student of ‘memory and activism’.

While the chapters that follow give the particularities of various national con-
texts due attention, they are not offered primarily as contributions to national 
histories. We hope and expect that they will be of special interest to students of 
social movements and of memory, whatever their national affiliations and ex-
pertise. And we hope still more fervently that our explorations here will elicit 
further research into a still more diverse range of historical cases.

The collection is made up of 14 substantial case studies. The first, Lauren 
Richardson’s chapter, shows how the so-called ‘comfort women’ of South Ko-
rea forged a powerful social movement which, by the 1990s, enabled them to 
write their memories of victimhood into the national South Korean memory of  
Japanese colonialism in the Second World War. She demonstrates that the fram-
ing strategies of the movement were key to its success. By framing their claims 
in the universalist language of human rights,111 the women could write them-
selves into the burgeoning democracy movement in South Korea that looked 
favourably on rights-based political claims. The movement could also link itself 
very successfully to a transnational discourse that condemns violence against 
women. It is a good example of how a social movement was capable of trans-
forming national memory when both the national and the transnational frames 
have been favourable to such transformation. Richardson uses the case of the 
Chinese ‘comfort women’ as counter-example to the success of their Korean 
counterparts, as she argues that both the domestic and transnational frameworks, 
dictatorship and non-acceptance of a global human rights discourse, have meant 



14  Stefan Berger et al.

that the Chinese movement has not been able to gain much attention or even to 
form itself into an effective movement to date. However, Richardson also shows 
clearly how it takes two to tango, for the ‘comfort women’s’ calls for financial 
redress from Japan so far have gone unheeded, as Japan’s government and the 
majority of Japan’s public opinion does not share the narrative of Japanese perpe-
tratorship that is being pronounced by the Korean women.

Devleena Ghosh and Heather Goodall, in their chapter, deal with an-
other social movement for women, the Indian women’s movement and its 
long struggle for greater emancipation of Indian women. They demonstrate 
how memory activism was crucially important for the movement both after 
Indian independence, when memories of the earlier struggles of the move-
ment served to underpin the conviction that independence did not bring the 
envisioned emancipation for women and fell far short of women activists’ 
expectations. In subsequent decades the memory activism of members of the 
women movement served the purpose of strengthening the internal identity 
of the women’s movement and in presenting a narrative of ongoing struggle 
and progress that helped to mobilize new generations of women on behalf of 
the movement. Thus, almost over the entire course of the second half of the 
twentieth century, memory activism was a vital ingredient of the women’s 
movement of India.

Sophie van den Elzen and Berteke Waldijk also deal with the memory of the 
women’s movement – in the form of histories that have been produced by activ-
ists from within the movement. They can show how such histories have contrib-
uted vitally to forging the memory of the movement – thus relativizing the gulf 
that is sometimes wrongly put between history and memory by both theorists 
of memory and theorists of history. The texts the authors have chosen construct 
feminism as an explicitly global movement that posited solidarity across national, 
racial, class, age and other boundaries. They focus in particular on strategies that 
sought to overcome racial boundaries within feminist movements. In contrasting 
the narrative strategies in histories produced by feminists before the First World 
War with texts that were produced from the 1980s onwards, the authors high-
light efforts in the later period to overcome exclusions of race and class that still 
often characterized the histories written by white middle-class feminist authors 
around the turn of the twentieth century.112

If the first three chapters deal with memory issues in the women’s movement, 
the following chapter underlines how memory activism was also crucial in the 
peace movement. Richard Rohrmoser in his chapter underlines the importance 
of the memory of the Second World War for the German peace movement of 
the 1980s. In fact, both the peace movement and those in favour of stationing 
new nuclear missiles on German territory argued with history and memory in 
order to justify their respective positions. As the author argues, the verdict of 
the constitutional court in 1995 on the legitimacy of peaceful resistance to the 
stationing of new missiles vindicated the memory activism of the peace move-
ment as the court seemed to follow the logic of their memory-based arguments 
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and memory-driven actions in the 1980s. Like the previous chapter this one also 
demonstrates how history and understandings as well as representations of his-
tory can serve as a powerful memory discourse.

The chapter on joint British-Australian atomic bomb testings in Australia 
by David Lowe highlights the role of the memory of the terrible environmen-
tal and human costs of those tests as a powerful resource of the anti-nuclear, 
environmental and aboriginal social movements in Australia. He peels back the 
layers of memory of different groups and institutions, official state memory as 
well as the memory of diverse groups from within civil society to highlight 
the role of popular Australian nationalism and the impact of colonial legacies 
on the memory of atomic bomb testing that had been initially combined with 
strong utopias about Australia’s future role in world politics and its access to nu-
clear weapons and a nuclear-powered future. Social movements, Lowe shows, 
very successfully remediated the official government investigation report on 
the nuclear testing in order to establish a particular narrative highlighting the 
environmental and human costs of the tests, which serve as negative counterfoil 
to the aims of the anti-nuclear, environmental and aboriginal social movements 
in Australia.

Environmentalism and memory already looms large in Lowe’s chapter and 
it moves centre stage with Iain Mcintyre’s chapter on the role of song in the 
memory of the US-American environmental movement Earth First between 
1980 and 1995. Drawing on diverse traditions of protest songs, both from the 
US and internationally, song, sometimes deliberately commemorating specific 
events, became a powerful means of memorializing the movement and provid-
ing strength and re-assurance to its members. Consciously and unconsciously 
the Earth First activists built lines of traditions to earlier activists inside and 
outside the US, from the First World War to American folk song, Native Amer-
ican songs and European radical and popular protest songs ranging back to the 
pre-industrial era. Song, as McIntyre underlines, was also a powerful way of 
highlighting the plight of nature in the industrial era and of harking back to a 
glorified pre-industrial past that was often treated with high doses of nostalgia 
in the song culture of the movement. Songs are an important repertoire of social 
movement memory.113

From Environmentalism we move to urban social movements in the chapter 
by Christian Wicke comparing the Green Bans in Sydney with the urban social 
movement trying to protect traditional working-class housing in the Ruhr area 
of Germany. In both cases, heritage activism played an important role in the pre-
vention of urban renewal measures. Wicke suggests three different perspectives 
on the relations between collective memory and social movements: the role of 
memory within social movements, how social movements are publicly remem-
bered, and how historical cultures have been shaped by social movements. He 
demonstrates that these three sets of social movement memory are in practice 
intertwined, and that this connection is dependent on movement leadership, as 
particular activists assume greater agency in generating and prolonging memory.
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As Wicke shows in his chapter, the discovery of postindustrial aesthetics and 
rediscovery of West Germany’s working-class past in the context of the radi-
cal student movement and the emergence of new social movements paved the 
way for the conservation of industrial heritage in the Ruhr from the late 1960s.  
Sarah Langwald’s chapter, however, highlights the stark anti-Communism of 
the previous decade in West-German history and the attempts of a small band of 
activists to use the memory of anti-fascism in order to counter the prevalent anti-
Communism in mainstream West-German society during the 1950s and into the 
1960s. Looking at trials of Communists in West Germany, she shows how the 
defence of the accused Communists tried to mediate between the Communist 
memory of the National Socialist past and the judges’ memory – with many 
judges having already served as judges under National Socialism. The judges’ 
insistence on juridifying the trials, Langwald argues, was one way of deflecting 
from their own perpetratorship in the years before 1945. While the Commu-
nist defendants, with the help of the East-German government, attempted to 
de-mask the judges, the left-liberal attorneys, often with the help of the liberal 
media in West Germany, attempted to open a space where the National Socialist 
past could be discussed more widely in German society, thereby helping to pave 
the way for a different memory discourse in Germany that was to break the long 
silence about the complicity of West German elites in the barbarous Nazi regime.

In the following chapter we stay with the German labour movement but move 
backwards in time, to the Weimar Republic. Jule Ehms here asks about the 
memory of those workers who had died in the defence of the republic against 
the right-wing Kapp Putsch in March 1920. Often that memory was closely 
connected to longer-term memorial practices within the labour movement go-
ing back to the pre-First World War years, when the labour movement regularly 
remembered those who had fallen in the German revolution of 1848/9 and the 
victims of persecution under the Anti-Socialist Laws between 1878 and 1890. 
While initially the divided labour movement in Weimar remembered the vic-
tims of right-wing violence together, very soon the memory politics of Social 
Democrats, Communists and Anarcho-Syndicalists began to diverge sharply. 
The memory of those who died in March 1920 was now underpinning very 
different narratives about the republic and the attitude of the left towards the 
republic – foreshadowing the lack of unity in the defence of Weimar in the early 
1930s. Memory in this chapter is revealed as a potential divisive force within 
social movements that does not only unite but also underpins splits and divisions.

The next three chapters of the book all stick with labour movement memory. 
Liam Byrne uses autobiographical accounts of two prominent Australian Labour 
leaders to show how they carried out memory battles as interventions in contem-
porary Australian politics in the 1960s. He focusses on the memory of the famous 
1916 referendum on conscription, which ended with the trade unions playing a 
decisive role in bringing about a ‘no’ vote for conscription – against the wishes 
of the Labor government at the time, which led to the ousting of the then Labor 
Prime Minister from the party and a party split. In the debates, 50 years later, 
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surrounding conscription for the Vietnam War in the 1960s, two completely 
contradictory accounts of 1916 were published by the Labour reformist Jack Hol-
loway and the Communist radical May Brodney, who both had been opposed 
to conscription in 1916. Byrne underlines how their memory narratives were 
active interventions in the politics of the 1960s showing how different wings of 
the labour movement used different memory narratives in order to push through 
particular policies also against other wings of the same movement. The Austral-
ian story from the 1960s thus nicely mirrors the story from Weimar Germany 
by Jule Ehms.

Sean Scalmer’s chapter examines the place of ‘memory’ in an earlier period of 
Australian labour history: the struggle for the eight-hour day. Male craftworkers 
in Australia won the eight-hour day from the later 1850s, subsequently cele-
brating their achievements in annual mass processions of increasing scope and 
sophistication. Scalmer recovers the elaborate form of this memory politics and 
argues for its import to successful industrial mobilization, as other sections of 
the workforce also sought to win this key demand. He suggests that the annual 
processions served to assert publicly the value of the eight-hour standard, to draw 
attention to the (increasing) number of beneficiaries, to demonstrate the strength 
of the movement, to establish the worthiness and skills of Australian workers, to 
promote their unity, and to convey to labour’s supporters the value of ongoing 
political and industrial struggle. His chapter also considers the place of genera-
tions in the memory of the eight-hour struggle, as a self-identified generation of 
‘eight-hour pioneers’, sought to win greater recognition with the movement, and 
to imprint their achievements on Australian public culture.

Stefan Berger, in his chapter on the memory of the German trade union 
movement, provides an overview of the role that memory played as a resource 
for the trade unions from Imperial Germany to the present day. He argues that 
memory played an important role for the identity and self-assurance of the union 
movement in Germany until the 1970s. In Imperial Germany it was tied to the 
memorialization of struggles and of persecution, but with the clear perspective 
that ultimately victory would be theirs. In Weimar they celebrated the move of 
reformist trade unionism to the centre of German society – with important laws 
recognizing trade unions and giving them a say over social and industrial policy. 
After the disastrous National Socialist years, the memory of ideological divisions 
of trade unionism led to the formation, for the first time in German history, of 
a united free trade union movement in West Germany. Up until the 1970s the 
memory of important struggles and victories as well as defeats served as inspira-
tion for the movement to continue on its path to improve the situation of their 
members and ensure better working and living conditions. However, with the 
economic crisis of the 1970s and the erosion of the prospects for further advances 
as well as the attacks on trade unionism itself, the future suddenly began to look 
much less bright and trade unions, focussing on defending themselves, hardly 
referred to memory as a resource anymore – a situation that played in the hands 
of its adversaries, as Berger argues.
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The penultimate chapter in this volume sticks with Germany but looks at the 
long-term changes to German memory politics vis-à-vis its National Socialist 
past. It highlights the importance of organized memory activism in sustaining 
momentum behind the agenda of changing the paradigm of how to remember 
German fascism. In other words – social movements from the heart of civil soci-
ety were key to long-term changes in German memory culture. However, Jenny 
Wüstenberg also highlights what she calls, with Aristide Zolberg, ‘moments of 
madness’, that is, specific ‘impact events’ (Anne Fuchs), which crystallize change 
and have a major transformative quality with regard to memory regimes. The di-
alectic between longer-term movement activities and event-based changes leads 
her to discuss different temporalities, which account for changes in memory 
paradigms brought about by memory activism.

Fitzhugh Brundage also considers long-term memory politics in a magisterial 
examination of the contest over history, memory and slavery in the South of 
the US. Placing contemporary struggles over monuments – such as the events 
in Charlottesville in 2017 – in a longer historical context, Brundage surveys the 
struggle over the Southern past from the aftermath of the Civil War until the 
present. In a three-step analysis, he first traces the efforts of white southerners – 
white clerics, Confederate veterans, white southern women – to sacralize the 
Civil War and to celebrate Confederate heroism and sacrifice, further establish-
ing how this shaped the public spaces of the South and the character of its civic 
life. Brundage then considers the efforts of black southerners to remember and to 
promote black history, through the celebration of notable holidays, public pro-
cessions, and especially through work within black public schools and colleges. 
Finally, he traces a white counter-mobilization that gathered strength from the 
1980s, acting as a defender of Confederate ‘heritage’, and winning the increasing 
support of the Republican party and its elected officials. Brundage’s contribution 
showcases the process of contentious struggle over ‘memory’, as well as the special 
value of an historical perspective on contemporary forms of memory activism.

In a stimulating epilogue, Ann Rigney – an eminent figure in memory 
studies – offers a rich commentary on the papers that also raises questions for fur-
ther research. Overall, the chapters in this volume should be read as case studies 
highlighting how fruitful the bringing together of social movement studies and 
memory studies can be in a diversity of different ways. Methodologically, they 
show how a wide range of written, oral and visual material, ranging from writ-
ten documents in state archives, reports by government commissions, legal doc-
uments, newspaper and other media coverage, interviews, ego-documents, such 
as autobiography, social movement archives, museums, monuments, as well as 
songs, film and television can all be used very effectively to explore the interre-
lationships between memory and social movements. Memory clearly had a huge 
role to play in the formation and endurance of social movements, and inversely, 
social movements made active use of memory politics in order to achieve their 
goals and ambitions. Examining the relationship between social movements and 
memory further in years to come will surely yield rich results.
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