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Surveying Memory: 

The Past in Black and White 

by Larry J. Griffin and Peggy G. Hargis 

This much we know; the past is not really, can never be, past 
at all. It is recalcitrant, stubbornly refusing to go away or be discarded. It 

haunts recovery and sabotages 
amnesia. The past reminds?makes?us 

who we are and, sometimes, when we 
acknowledge that past, it also 

makes us wish we were not who we are. It fuels death and destruction, 

and it spurs acts of sacrifice and greatness. It renews, even, paradoxically, 

as it defies newness. In its inevitability, the past is always everywhere, per 

sisting into the present and thus presaging the future. 

The past is memorialized in monuments, museums, days 
on the cal 

endar, and sacred and quasi-sacred 
commemorative rituals; it is pack 

aged and sold as heritage tourism; it is continually discussed, endlessly 

represented in various media, extensively used to judge the morality or 

immorality of today, and repeatedly drawn on as a repository of moral 

and practical lessons. To take only the most topical example of the last 

point?that is, the past as lesson?the first President Bush is reported to 

have said at the conclusion of the 1991 Gulf War: "By God, we've kicked 

the Vietnam syndrome once and for all!" (qtd in Herring 104). Mean 

while, the second President Bush, now ensnared in another war in Iraq, is 

increasingly reminded, by critics and events alike, that the "Vietnam syn 

drome," like it or not, is alive and well and that the term "quagmire" per 
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haps has more than mere historical resonance. So, to repeat, 
now 

quoting 

William Faulkner, "the past is never dead, it is not even past" (85). 
In their many guises, memory studies have insightfully exploited this 

existential, orienting truth, a truth perhaps best expressed by Israeli phi 

losopher Avishai Margalit. "Memory," he says, "is not knowledge of the 

past, it is knowledge from the past" (14). Not exactly the academic study 
of history?although it is often practiced with great skill by historians 

such as Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, David Blight, and John Bodnar?schol 

arly inquiry into memory, perhaps especially the exploration of collec 

tive and social memory, has proffered new questions about and interpre 
tations of how individuals and collectivities are both constituted by the 

past and mobilize it for present-day projects. Place, purpose, and identity; 
the meaning of national symbols; collective guilt and personal shame; 
ethnic and racial conflict; the invention of traditions; repentance, recon 

ciliation, and redemption?all of this and much more?now routinely 
motivate the research of a large and growing number of interdisciplinary 

memory scholars.1 

Given that the American South, more than any other region in the 

country, visibly carries its sorrowful past on its shoulders, it is not surpris 

ing that the region has become a focus of memory research. The South's 

past is continually recreated and renewed from within and without in 

media, from the hundreds of newspaper articles across the nation reflect 

ing on the horrors of racial segregation and the legacy of the civil rights 
movement, and films such as Mississippi Burning and Freedom Song, to the 

recent truth-and-reconciliation-type trials of perpetrators of civil rights 
era assassinations and church bombings in Mississippi and Alabama, to 

the seemingly endless debate over the meaning and proper public role (if 

any) of such Confederate symbols as the St. Andrew's cross. It is a past, 

largely sanitized in some memory sites, which can be experienced in Wil 

liamsburg, Natchez, Charleston, New Orleans, San Antonio, and dozens 

of other towns and cities promoting heritage tourism. It is also a past, 
less sanitized to be sure, in Memphis, Atlanta, Birmingham, and Mont 

gomery, in which one can not only experience what is no longer but can 

also witness to the world about what should have never been?a past of 

racial barbarism.2 

The past, it seems, is always present in the South, and southerners 

repeatedly express genuine interest in their region's history. In a Southern 

Focus Poll, fielded by the Center for the Study of the American South at 

the University of North Carolina during the fall of 1994, slightly more 

than two-thirds of all southerners strongly agreed or agreed with the 
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statement, "I have a great deal of interest in the history of the South." 

Although both black and white southerners expressed curiosity about 

their region's history (sixty-five percent of African Americans did so com 

pared to a bit over seventy-five percent of whites), their specific interests 

differed. For example, half of white southerners claimed that they could 
name at least two Civil War battles, and half rejected the statement that 

the Civil War "does not mean much" to them personally. African Amer 

icans, however, were appreciably less likely to say that they could name 

two battles and somewhat more likely than whites to assert the war as 

personally irrelevant.3 Presaging a theme we will repeatedly encounter, 

blacks' and whites' histories in the South have unfolded on a shared land 

scape, but they do not necessarily share a common sense of their place in 

it. Writing of white southerners?though equating them with "the south 
ern people" and thereby excluding even the idea of black southerners?the 

dean of Southern historians, C. Vann Woodward, went so far as to define 

regional identity in terms of their history, particularly their experiences 
of defeat in the Civil War, racial guilt, and poverty. 

It seems that southerners' interest in the past, however, is sometimes 

paradoxical. Almost forty percent of southerners in the 1994 Southern 

Focus Poll (including more than a third of those who reported the great 
est interest in southern history) agreed or strongly agreed with the sen 

timent, "We would be better off if we paid less attention to history and 

put the past behind us." Less than thirty percent of non-southerners did 
so. Southern history, apparently, is one thing; the past?perhaps especially 
if its moral character is plumbed or if it is a reminder of things unpleas 

ant?may, as we will see later, be another matter 
entirely. 

Using social survey data similar to those we employ throughout this 

article, historians Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen have shown that 

most Americans, not 
just southerners, are interested in and, in part, orient 

themselves by their pasts. "Americans," they found, "make the past part of 

their everyday routines and turn to it as a way of grappling with profound 

questions about how to live" (18). They note, as well, that their respon 
dents "did not view the past as distant, abstract, or insignificant. Quite 
the contrary: through their understanding of the past, [these] Ameri 
cans addressed questions about relationships, identity, immortality, and 

agency. They also used the past for the business of everyday life" (18). 

Rosenzweig and Thelen are rare among memory scholars because they 

spoke directly with a diverse range of Americans about their memories 

and their understandings of national, group, and personal history. This 

approach counters predominant scholarly practices in memory studies, 
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which consist largely either of analysts' interpretations of the symbolic 
structures of memory sites (e.g., the Vietnam Veterans Memorial) or of 
accounts of the production and institutionalization of memory. Charles 

L. Griswold's semiotic analysis of the meaning of the Vietnam Veterans 

Memorial is a good example of the first tradition. His interpretations are 

rooted in the physical design of the Memorial?shape, color, height, and 
so on?and its spatial relationships to other monuments on the Wash 

ington Mall rather than in historical events or visitor reactions. Stud 

ies in the production of memory tradition, on the other hand, focus on 

the actions and intentions of memory entrepreneurs and sponsors (e.g., 
curators, scholars, politicians, activists, etc.)?the "architects of histori 

cal memory" in Fitzhugh Brundage's deft phrase [12]) ?and, often, on 

the political contestation surrounding memory projects. A particular 
theme in this literature is how the past becomes a mobilizable resource 

activated and deployed by individuals and organizations engaged in 

present-day political or cultural struggles. An example of this approach 
is Robin Wagner-Pacifici and Barry Schwartz's study of the Vietnam Vet 
erans Memorial. They document "the memorial-making efforts" of Jan 

Scruggs, a wounded veteran who first conceived of a memorial, the reac 

tions of the Pentagon, Congress, and veterans groups, and show how the 

opposition to Maya Lin's design was overcome.4 

Exclusive attention to the production of memory, however, is, as Barry 
Schwartz and Howard Schuman warn, too narrow a base to infer much 

about what of the past ordinary people remember and believe impor 
tant, much less about the impact their memories of public events have for 

themselves or others. Memory projects, however artfully constructed, may 

be inconsequential for individuals or groups because, according to Wulf 

Kansteiner, the "facts of representation" need not "coincide with the facts 

of reception" (195). "Individuals," contends Iwona Irwin-Zarecka, "are 

perfectly capable of ignoring even the best-told stories, of injecting their 
own subversive meanings into even the most rhetorically accomplished 
'texts'?and of attending to only those ways of making sense of the past 
that fit their own" (4). Knowledge of the intent and actions of mem 

ory entrepreneurs is, as Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz show, undoubt 

edly important, and informed interpretations of commemorative sites 

offered by such scholars as Griswold are illuminating as well. But neither 

such 
knowledge 

nor such commentary serves as an 
adequate substitute 

for information about what individuals remember, make of, and do with 

the past. Simply put, we have too little concrete knowledge of how the 

past, once codified or ambiguously enveloped in textbooks, museums, 
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memorials, films, ethnic rituals, national holidays, and other memory 

sites, has been received by those putatively using it to construct mean 

ing about themselves, their times, and their communities. Schwartz and 

Schuman persuasively argue, in fact, that it is solely individuals "as cre 

ators and recipients" of memory who "ascribe meaning to historical and 

commemorative objects" (198). Grasping this supposition is essential if we 

are to understand if, how, and why people use the remembered past to 

anchor themselves and their communities in the present.5 
Before we can ascertain what people do with memory?however it is 

produced and consumed?we need to know what they remember. One 

goal of oral history?also a growing field now accepted in traditional 

historical inquiry, with its own journal, and popularized in the surpris 

ingly successful books by Studs Terkel?is precisely to get regular folks, 
as well as the powerful and the privileged, to tell it like it was, to unearth 

sensibilities and mentalities long buried, and to enrich more traditional 

inquiry with a sense of the strange immediacy of the past. Some oral his 

torians, such as John Bodnar, moreover, use the recollections of respon 

dents not only to see and understand a world now gone but also to "dis 
cover how they went about the process of organizing and creating their 

memories in the first place" (1201). Bodnar learned from his oral histo 

ries of Studebaker automobile workers that "Memory was a cognitive 
device by which historical actors sought to interpret the reality they had 

lived?and, it appears, they could never have done so alone, without ref 

erence to a social context" (1202). The particular social context animat 

ing the memories of Bodnar's workers grew out of powerful institutions 

and structures (especially, of course, Studebaker itself)? but his general 

point?that memory exists among, is elicited by and organized in social 

contexts?is basic to the sociology of memory. Eviatar Zerubavel, in fact, 

argues that remembering is as much social as personal, and that memory 
itself is a "social, intersubjective phenomenon" (297). 

By conscious design, most oral history tends to view memory as a 

mechanism to obtain knowledge about the past rather than as a form of 

knowledge from the past?which is the very premise of memory stud 

ies. And so, despite their richness, oral histories generally leave the social 

contexts of memory untapped. An exceptionally fruitful approach to the 

study of collective memory that, as does oral history, directly elicits mem 

ory of the past from respondents but also concretely situates recollection in 

its social contexts was pioneered by the social psychologist Howard Schu 

man. In a variety of studies, Schuman and his associates have asked large, 
sometimes representative samples of respondents 

in several nations their 
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recollections of (or knowledge about) important historical events. They 
then linked those memories to such social factors as race, gender, edu 

cation, generation, and life-cycle experiences (e.g., participation in war). 

Their research, and that following in its wake, quite clearly documents the 

shared character of memory and its strong social conditioning.6 
In a survey fielded by the University of Michigan's Survey Research 

Center in 1985, Schuman and Philip Converse, a political scientist, ascer 

tained memories of historically significant happenings (rather than 

purely personal ones) by asking a random sample of over 1400 Ameri 
cans the following open-ended question (i.e., a question with no prefig 
ured response alternatives): 

The next question concerns how people think about the past. There 

have been a lot of national and world events and changes over the 

past 50 years?say, from about 1930 right up until today. Would 

you mention one or two such events or 
changes 

that seem to you 

to have been especially important? There aren't any right or wrong 
answers to the question?just whatever national or world events 

over the past 50 years that come to mind as 
important to you. 

[Instruction to interviewer: IF ONLY ONE MENTION, ASK: Is 

there any other national or world event or 
change 

over the past 50 

years that you feel was especially important?] 

Respondents 
were free to mention 

anything that came to their minds 

of broad historical import over (as of 1985) the last fifty years. Up to three 

events?first, second, and third mentioned?were recorded. One should 

immediately ask of this approach, does it work? Concretely, can a random 

sample of American adults even answer the question in an intelligible 
fashion? Do their responses make sense or are 

they 
mere 

gibberish, pseu 

do-answers offered without reflection to a 
question seldom encountered 

or considered in course of daily life? On this score, Schuman and Con 

verse's approach (and by extension, that of Rosenzweig and Thelen) does 

indeed have the effect for which it was intended. Most respondents, for 

example, 
were able to name at least one 

important event, even if in some 

cases only vaguely, and very few, less than one percent in 1985, mentioned 

purely personal happenings (e.g. "my 80th birthday"). Almost 500 respon 
dents, moreover, named three (which was the limit) public events. 

Noting that classifying these open-ended responses into a manageable 
number of interpretable memories is itself an act of conceptualization, 
Schuman and Jacqueline Scott allocated specific memories (of the bomb 

ing of Pearl Harbor, passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the first moon 
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landing in 1969, etc.) into forty-eight categories, ranging from World War 

II to civil rights to space exploration. Additionally, the responses, as cate 

gorized, were socially patterned in theoretically predictable ways?that is, 

members of particular cultural groups tended to share the same memories 

and understandings of historical significance?making those recollections 

collective memories in a precise, if limited, sense of the term. Such patterns 
are evidence that respondents thought about how they should reply and 

attempted to satisfy the dictates of the question. To be sure, as Michael 

Schudson and Jeffrey Olick caution, aggregations of personal recollections 

are not the only way to think of collective memory. Institutional and sym 
bolic forces which transcend individual consciousness?law, for example, 
or commemorative rituals that embody and advance representations of a 

culture's past?are slighted by a dedicated emphasis on what individu 

als remember and deem important.7 Still, disparate formulations of how 

collective memory is conceptualized and studied need not be reduced to 

a either-or proposition, and if the aim of research is to gauge what a soci 

ety's inhabitants remember about public events, and this is our objective, 
Schuman's survey methodology is well-suited to the task. 

We adopt this method and use nationally representative social surveys 
fielded in 1985,1993, 2000/01, and 2001/02 to explore the degree to which 

recollections of national and world events, and their attributed impor 
tance, cluster along regional and racial lines.8 Fortunately, each survey 
used the exact question first developed by Schuman and Converse in 

1985 to elicit these memories (save for an appropriate modification of the 

question's temporal horizon to match the differing dates of the surveys), 

thereby permitting us to assess whatever change in Americans' collective 

memories has occurred during the fifteen-plus years covered by these 

polls. Our analysis of these surveys is motivated by three interdependent 

questions: Are there pronounced South/non-South differences in collec 

tive memories? Are there pronounced black/white differences in collec 

tive memories? And, does a more-or-less seamless set of national memo 

ries exist, one that transcends both region and race? 

The first survey we use, administered to 1410 respondents by the Uni 

versity of Michigan's Survey Research Center, is the original 1985 sur 

vey fielded by Schuman and Converse. In addition to the open-ended 

question common to all surveys (reproduced above), the 1985 poll also 

included a close-ended question that directly queried respondents about 

their perceptions of the most significant event/change with the question, 
"Which of the following six events or changes from the past do you think 

is the most important for how the world is today?" A follow-up question 
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asked about the next most 
important 

event. Six forced-choice alternatives 

were given in both queries: the Second World War, the civil rights move 

ment, the 1930s' depression, the women's movement, the invention of the 

computer, and Watergate/resignation of President Nixon. Forced-choice 

questions generate more focused responses than do open-ended ques 

tions, but they suffer from their own limitations. First, they constrain 

respondents' answers to events determined by the investigator rather than 

by the respondent. Second, they require little real memory work; respon 
dents simply rank what is given to them rather than actively recalling the 

past. Close-ended and open-ended questions, furthermore, can 
generate 

substantively different answers, as we will see for one particular mem 

ory. But when forced-choice questions are balanced by open-ended ones 

(which do require respondents to actively remember), as is the case here, 

they can provide useful information. 

The second data set we use is the 1993 General Social Survey (GSS), 
administered by the National Opinion Research Center at the Univer 

sity of Chicago, in which the open-ended question's time horizon referred 
to sixty years rather than the 1985 survey's fifty years, and the number 

of categories into which responses were collapsed expanded from forty 

eight to sixty-eight to accommodate historical events which had occurred 

since 1985 (e.g., the fall of the Berlin Wall, the first Gulf War). Respon 
dents were permitted to list as many as four events. The 1993 GSS ran 

domly sampled 1606 adults living in households in the United States and 

all interviews were conducted face-to-face. 

The third survey, also administered by the University of Michigan's 

Survey Research Center, was continuously in the field from July 2000 

through July 2001 and sampled, again randomly, 3884 American adults. 

The time period referenced in this survey's events/changes question was 

defined as "the past 70 years" and the number of categories expanded to 

ninety, again to capture events mentioned by respondents which occurred 

since 1990 (e.g., Nelson Mandela's release from prison, the 2000 presiden 
tial election). Unlike previous surveys, only two events were recorded. 

The final survey, in some ways a continuation of the 2000/01 poll, 
was conducted in November and December 2001 and January 2002 and 

consists of second interviews with 610 people first surveyed in May-July 
2001. Its purpose was to assess how Americans' memories of significant 
historical happenings were affected by the September 11, 2001 terrorist 

attacks. The re-interviews again employed the same 
event/change ques 

tion, thus permitting 
us to compare what the same 

respondents recalled 

as "especially important" events before and after 9/11. 
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Table i. Percent Americans Selecting Most Important Events/Changes Over 

Last 50 Years by Region, 1985 (Close-ended question)* 

South Non-South 

World War II 40 43 

Civil Rights Movement 37 36 

Great Depression 
22 25 

Women's Movement 26 24 

Invention of Computer 51 54 

Watergate and Nixon's Resignation 18 15 

Number of respondents 402 912 

Source: Howard Schuman and Philip E. Converse. "Intersection of Personal and National History, 
1985," ICPSR #9257. 
* 

Percentages include first or second event named. The sum of the percentages for each column 

exceeds 100 because respondents could choose two non-mutually exclusive events. 

We begin with Americans' answers to the close-ended question ask 

ing about the importance of the six events/changes by region of cur 

rent residence in 1985 (see Table 1). The entries in Table 1 are the percent 
of the respondents who judged the event to be either the first or second 

"most important" event/change "for how the world is today." Respon 
dents from both the South and non-South regions attributed the greatest 

importance to the invention of the computer, followed by World War II, 
the civil rights 

movement and then, with fewer responses, the women's 

movement and the Great Depression. Fewer than one in five selected 

Nixon's Watergate-induced resignation as either the first or second most 

important event/change. But, from our perspective, the big news in Table 

1 is that regional differences were very small in 1985, with no more than 

three percentage points separating southerners' and non-southerners' 

judgments of these six events' historical significance. Thus there is no 

evidence whatsoever of distinct regional valuations of historical happen 

ings going back 50 years (in 1985).9 As we will see below, however, this 

does not necessarily imply the existence of a national memory expressed 

by all groups. 

Responses 
to the open-ended events/change question, which, again, 

does require active remembering, is presented, by survey year, in 

Table 2. Each survey recorded different numbers of respondent-chosen 
events?three for 1985, four for 1993, and two for 2000/01. To make the 

surveys strictly comparable on this crucial matter, and hence to better 
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Table 2. Percent Americans Selecting Most Important Events/Changes by 

Region, 1985-2000/01 (Open-ended question)* 

1985 1993 2000/01 

Non- Non- Non 

South South South South South South 

World War II 24 32 17 21 23 27 

Vietnam War 20 23 6 11 8 11 

Space Exploration 13 13 14 14 9 8 

Civil Rights Movement 13 8 16 13 13 8 

J. F. Kennedy Assassination 9 9 8 11 5 5 

Cold War/Fear of Nuclear War 8 10 2 2 34 

Transportation/Communication 5774 55 

Great Depression 4635 89 

Decline in Morality 3374 31 

Women's Movement 3356 12 

Invention of Computer 3 4 4 3 11 13 

End of Communism/ 
End of Cold War na na 26 30 11 12 

1991 Gulf War na na 6 7 56 

Number of respondents 878 375 999 499 1061 2047 
Sources: Howard Schuman and Philip E. Converse. "Intersection of Personal and National History, 
1985," ICPSR #9257; James Allan David, Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. "General Social 

Survey 1993"; Howard Schuman and Willard L. Rodgers. "Cohorts, Chronology, and Collective 

Memories, 2000/01," ICPSR #1318. 
* 

Percentages include first or second event named. The sum of the percentages for each column may 
exceed 100 because respondents could choose two non-mutually exclusive events. 

measure change in collective memory, we report only the first and sec 

ond choices for the two earlier polls. Relatively little information is lost 

by doing so: in 1985, first or second mentions account for eighty-one per 
cent of all mentions; in 1993, eighty-five percent. We list in Table 2 only 
those events named by at least five percent of Americans in at least one 

of the three pre-9/11 surveys. They are arrayed in the table by their rank 

in 1985. Although the eleven to thirteen events/changes in Table 2 repre 
sent only a small fraction of the available event categories, they nonethe 

less account for the lion's share of events mentioned by respondents. For 

the 1985 survey, the events in Table 2 accounted for seventy-two percent 

of all first-named events/changes; for the 1993 GSS, seventy-six percent; 
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and for the 2000/01 survey, sixty-four percent. We therefore lose little 

information by limiting our regional and racial comparisons to the events 

in Table 2. Few respondents in any of the surveys mentioned, for exam 

ple, the Korean War, the 2000 presidential election, the administrations 

of Franklin Roosevelt or Ronald Reagan, the AIDS epidemic, genetic 
research and knowledge of DNA, etc. 

What kind of events, then, are remembered? Theoretically, events 

should be implicated in the formation and maintenance of collective 

memories if they caused people to wrestle with their meaning at the time 

they occurred, represent significant long-term changes to people's lives, 
are emotionally charged, and exert a collective psychological impact.10 Is 

there evidence of such effects in these surveys? 
Three patterns in Table 2 are especially worthy of note. 

First, it is the transformative, emotionally laden events?happenings 
that did elicit thought, pain, conflict?that are most remembered, not 

events that one may believe s/he should remember. Note, for example, 
that Americans, when confronted with the researcher-derived list of six 

significant important events in Table 1, named the invention of the com 

puter?not exactly 
a 

gripping 
event?as the most 

important by 
an eleven 

percent margin in 1985 (see Table 1); when asked to name spontaneously 
the first and second most significant event, however, respondents seldom 

thought of the computer in 1985 or even in 2000/01, when no more than 

one in nine did so. But World War II, the civil rights movement, and the 

end of communism/end of the Cold War, in particular, are spontane 

ously (and consistently) remembered by more Americans than any other 

events taking place since the 1930s. These are followed by the exploration 
of space and the Vietnam War, also dramatic or contentious events. 

Second, there is considerable, if not perfect, consistency in what is 

remembered and thought "especially important" across the fifteen to six 

teen years covered by these three surveys. The memory/significance hier 

archy, thus, is relatively stable over time. In 2000/01, fifty-five years after 

the end of World War II, for instance, Americans spontaneously named 

that war as the most important event in the last 50-70 years of world 

history.11 Modest disruptions to the stability of the hierarchy include 

the decline in number of Americans identifying the Vietnam War as 

important by 1993, the "memory resurrection" of the Great Depression in 

2000/01 (with many fewer Americans who experienced it as adults or dur 

ing their formative years), the increasing salience given to the invention of 

the computer, and the near elimination of a sense of threat from nuclear 

war (and of the Cold War more generally) from American memory. Schu 
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man and Willard Rodgers, who coined the term 
"memory resurrection," 

offer cogent interpretations of several of these changes. The diminished 

memory of the Vietnam War by 1993 is likely due to two factors: the 

death of older members of the Vietnam generation (and their elders) and 

what Iwona Irwin-Zarecka calls "memory displacement," whereby 
a more 

recent event, here clearly the end of Communism and the demise of the 

Cold War, crowds out, or displaces, memory of an early event (115-131). 
The Vietnam War is unlikely to follow the Korean War into cultural 

oblivion, but it could occupy a smaller space in Americans' collective 

consciousness, particularly 
as it is ever more removed from autobiograph 

ical memory by the continued passing of the Vietnam generation. It is 

also possible, though, that the current Iraqi War may resurrect memory 
of that earlier failed war and prod Americans to once again ponder the 

historical importance of the Vietnam debacle.12 

Third, South/non-South differences are few in number and small in 

magnitude. Two exceptions to this general pattern of similarity merit dis 

cussion. Southerners, somewhat surprisingly given their patriotic, even 

militaristic reputation, uniformly less frequently mention the Second 

World War and the Vietnam War, and more frequently recall civil rights 
as their first or second memory. Their heightened recollections of civil 

rights activities and accomplishments are readily explained. First, African 

Americans, who more often than whites recall civil rights as an especially 
important event or change, as we will see, reside disproportionally in the 

South, giving the region an edge in memories of the movement.13 Sec 

ond, many southerners, those involved in the movement or those resist 

ing it, those who stayed out of the fray, and those who wished it merely to 

go away, lived those years and for some the struggle remains seared into 

their consciousness as autobiographical memory. Southerners, black and 

white, who came of age in the Jim Crow and civil rights-era South quite 

likely lead all other Americans in committing to print the richness and 

depth of their self-imposed quests to understand and explain their home 

land, of their searches for identity and roots, and of their anguish and 

hopes and despair. Just ponder the wonderfully evocative titles of some of 

these autobiographies, titles denoting place and pain, race and redemp 
tion: South of Freedom; North Toward Home; Born in the Delta; Coming 

of Age in Mississippi; Separate Pasts; Black Boy; Killers of the Dream; Lay 
Bare the Heart; The Desegregated Heart; A Season for Justice; The Making 
of a Southerner}^ 

That said, however, these differences between southerners and non 

southerners in remembering civil rights, and those observed for war 
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Table 3. Percent Americans Selecting Most Important Events/Changes Over 

Last 50 Years by Race, 1985 (Close-ended question)* 

Black_White 

World War II 18 44 

Civil Rights Movement 52 34 

Great Depression 14 26 

Women's Movement 31 24 

Invention of Computer 55 53 

Watergate and Nixon's Resignation 26 15 

Number of respondents 117 1130 

Source: Howard Schuman and Philip E. Converse. "Intersection of Personal and National History, 
1985," ICPSR #9257. 
* 

Percentages include first or second event named. The sum of the percentages for each column 

exceeds 100 because respondents could choose two non-mutually exclusive events. 

remembrance, as well, are modest at best. A simple but telling statistic 

assessing the overall extent of regional differences in Table 2 is the aver 

age absolute difference between the percentages for southerners and non 

southerners across the eleven to thirteen named events/changes: for all 

three pre-9/11 surveys, that statistic was 
only 

two percent or so, a 
figure 

that could easily result from chance. When we limit this calculation to 

the five events/changes that Americans most frequently remember (and 

judge important) in each survey?events which almost by definition will 

have the greatest regional difference?we see regional differences on the 

order of three percent for each survey, small by any standard. Indeed, 
the South is hardly further from the remainder of the nation in terms of 

these collective memories than is any other region.15 Certainly, there is 

no evidence in any of the surveys of a sectional schism in recollections of 

and judgment about historically significant happenings. 
Racial schism, however, is another matter entirely. Table 3 returns us 

to the 1985 survey's close-ended question about the significance of the six 

pre-figured events, now tabulated by race rather than region (as in Table 

1). Blacks and whites alike judged the invention of computer to be the 

most transformative change among the six possible responses (but see the 

previous discussion on forced-choice responses). Beyond that, however, 
little bi-racial consensus exists. In 1985 African Americans and Euro 

Americans particularly disagreed about the import of the World War II 

and civil rights, with blacks much more likely to name the movement 

(fifty-two percent compared to whites' thirty-four percent) and whites 
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Table 4. Percent Americans Selecting Most Important Events/Changes by 

Race, 1985-2000/01 (Open-ended question)* 

1985 1993 iooo/oi 

Black White Black White Black White 

World War II 1 32 4 22 7 28 

Vietnam War 10 24 4 10 6 11 

Space Exploration 7 14 6 15 2 9 

Civil Rights Movement 49 6 52 9 41 7 

J. F. Kennedy Assassination 8 9 411 4 5 

Cold War/ 
Fear of Nuclear War 4 10 o 2 1 4 

Transportation/ 
Communication 3 7 3 5 <i 5 

Great Depression 461 439 

Decline in Morality 
2 4 7 5 12 

Women's Movement 5 36642 

Invention of Computer 3 4 3 3 5 14 

End of Communism/ 
End of Cold War na na 13 31 10 n 

1991 Gulf War na na 12 63 6 

Number of respondents 104 1069 158 1267 246 2519 

Source: Howard Schuman and Philip E. Converse. "Intersection of Personal and National History, 
1985," ICPSR #9257; James A. David, Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. "General Social Survey 
1993"; Howard Schuman and Willard L. Rodgers. "Cohorts, Chronology, and Collective Memories, 
2000/01," ICPSR #1318. 
* 

Percentages include first or second event named. The sum of the percentages for each column may 
exceed 100 because respondents could choose two non-mutually exclusive events. 

more likely to mention World War II (forty-four percent compared to 

blacks' eighteen percent). Overall, the average absolute racial difference 
across the six events is twelve percent; the comparable regional difference 

presented in Table 1 is less than three percent.16 

Respondents' spontaneous answers to the open-ended question sig 

nify an even deeper racial cleavage in the nation's memory (see Table 4). 
About half or so of black Americans recall the struggle for racial equality 
and its significance in each of these polls; no more than nine percent of 

whites do so in any year. In keeping with the findings in Table 3, more 

over, whites much more often remember the Second World War as one of 

the two most important historical happenings since the 1930s. They also 
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invariably recall the Vietnam War and, in 1993, the end of the Cold War 

and the U.S. triumph over communism with greater frequency than do 

blacks. Because the event-recall/importance question permitted respon 

dents to choose two 
important events, moreover, there is no necessary 

trade-off between World War II and civil rights: even if whites (African 

Americans), therefore, choose World War II (civil rights) as their first 

choice, nothing precluded them from choosing civil rights (World War 

II) as their second choice. Neither group often did so, however, illustrat 

ing yet again the depth of racial divisions in historical memory and judg 
ment.17 Racial differences in the five events/changes that all Americans 

most frequently remember (and judge important) ranges from nineteen 

percent (1985,1993) to fourteen percent (2000/01), figures five to six times 

greater than the regional differential registered in Table 2.18 

In their 1994 social survey of how Americans use the past, Rosenz 

weig and Thelen documented both this racial chasm and African Ameri 

cans' determined focus on the profound importance of the black freedom 

struggle. Rosenzweig and Thelen asked their respondents, "What event 

or period in the past has most affected you?" (151). Unlike the open-ended 

question in the polls we use, their question deliberately licensed respon 
dents to name a 

personal incident, and many availed themselves of that 

possibility. Of the 224 blacks they interviewed, however, thirty-eight per 
cent named a public event or historical period rather than a private one, 

and of those, twenty-two percent stated that civil rights was the aspect "of 

the past that has most affected" them. Eleven percent identified slavery, 
and five percent named Martin Luther King's assassination. The responses 
of European Americans, on the other hand, replicated the pattern we 

repeatedly find here, with whites "twice as likely to choose Vietnam and 

World War II, and blacks four times as likely to choose civil rights" (152). 

Rosenzweig and Thelen also asked their samples to name "a person, either 

a historic figure or one from your personal past, who has particularly 
affected you." Half of the African Americans named Dr. King. "White 

Americans," they add, "more often cited a 
parent than all . . . national 

historical figures combined." "More black Americans," by contrast, "chose 

Martin Luther King, Jr. than any particular relative" (153). 

Rosenzweig and Thelen did find evidence that African Americans and 

European Americans participate in the same activities when engaging 
the past?reading or seeing films about history, visiting museums, and 

the like?and they do so with similar frequency. Although blacks are a 

bit more skeptical of the trustworthiness of high school history teachers 
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and nonfiction books and a bit more likely to privilege family accounts 

of the past than are whites, both groups gauge the truth content (or the 

lack thereof) of most memory sites in broadly similar ways. It is therefore 
not the avenues to the past that separate black and white Americans; it is, 

instead, the content of the past. What is remembered and how it is remem 

bered are at the root of distinct group memories. When asked, for exam 

ple, by Rosenzweig and Thelen "which area of the past (family, nation, 

community, or ethnic/racial group) is most important to you," twenty-six 

percent of blacks chose racial or ethnic history, while only four percent of 

whites did so (237). As one black woman expressed it, "The past of your 

family is also the past of your racial group" (149). Thus, the whole cloth 

of African American remembrance suggests what Lawrence Langer calls 

"deep memory"?that is, group-based, 
vicarious recall that both tran 

scends lived experience and blurs the distinction between the personal 
and the public. That African Americans often merged the personal and 

the public is strikingly clear in both their interviews and the responses in 

the 1985 survey. "We," "us," "my people," and "our" frequently appeared 
in both sets of interviews. "The collective cast to the answers given by 
black respondents," Rosenzweig and Thelen point out, "pervaded the sur 

vey" (150). Deep memories imply a "living past" with moral and strategic 
lessons for the present; hence, the events on which such memory is based 

will be accorded great personal and historical significance. To quote again 
from one of Rosenzweig and Thelen's interviews with African Americans, 

"When I went to Mississippi and saw where the plantations used to be, 
I envisioned myself being there ... I had a mental vision. I could see the 

woman on the porch washing the clothes, the kids, the men in the fields" 

(155?156).19 That African Americans of all ages give such credence to the 

civil 
rights 

movement in the social surveys we 
analyze appears a conse 

quence of the workings of deep memory. 
In Table 5, we look at racial differences among southerners only. Some 

scholarship on the region?as well as autobiographies and anecdotal evi 

dence?advance the idea that black and white southerners share a com 

mon bi-racial culture, one rising above racial divisions.20 If this is the 

case, their memories of public events might converge, or at least display 
more similarity than seen in Table 4, which pertain to all black and white 

Americans, not just those in the South. Table 5 is unequivocal, how 

ever; shared experiences and common culture or not, the 
region's 

Afri 

can Americans and Euro-Americans 
plainly do not remember the same 

pasts. The patterns in Table 5, in fact, look much like those in Table 4: 
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Table 5. Percent Southerners Selecting Most Important Events/Changes by 

Race, 1985-2000/01 (Open-ended question)* 

World War II 

Vietnam War 

Space Exploration 

Civil Rights Movement 

J. F. Kennedy Assassination 

Cold War/ 
Fear of Nuclear War 

Transportation/ 
Communication 

Great Depression 

Decline in Morality 
Women's Movement 

Invention of Computer 

End of Communism/ 

Cold War 

1991 Gulf War 

Number of respondents 

1985 1993 2000/01 

Black White Black White Black White 

o 

9 

7 

47 

2 

45 

26 

21 

14 

8 

9 

9 

6 

4 

4 

2 

4 

NA 

NA 

3IO 

5 

4 

5 

46 

4 

4 

i 

7 

6 

5 

11 

10 

84 

20 

7 

15 

10 

9 

6 

4 

29 

5 

395 

5 

4 

2 

44 

4 

i 

3 

1 

1 

3 

10 

3 

27 

9 

11 

6 

10 

3 

1 

12 

146 814 
Source: Howard Schuman and Philip E. Converse. "Intersection of Personal and National History, 
1985," ICPSR #9257; James Allan David, Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. "General Social 

Survey 1993"; Howard Schuman and Willard L. Rodgers. "Cohorts, Chronology, and Collective 

Memories, 2000/01," ICPSR #1318. 
* 

Percentages include first or second event named. The sum of the percentages for each column may 
exceed 100 because respondents could choose two non-mutually exclusive events. 

black southerners remember and place historical significance on the Civil 

Rights Movement; white southerners, on the whole, do not.21 

We move, finally, to the impact of the terrorist attacks of n Septem 
ber on American memory. We lack longer-term data on this question, 
but are nonetheless fortunate that more than 600 respondents in the 

2000/01 poll were interviewed again in November and December, 2001, 

and January, 2002. In addition to allowing us to gauge how often Ameri 

cans name 
September 

11th (or some variation thereof; e.g., "attack on the 

World Trade Center") in the months immediately after the attack, the 

post-9/11 survey will tell us if the patterns we documented for the years 
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Table 6. Percent Americans Selecting Most Important Events/Changes by 

Region Before and After 9/11 (Open-ended question)* 

Pre-9/11 Post-9/11 

South 

Non 

South South 

Non 

South 

World War II 22 29 30 36 

Vietnam War 6 13 9 12 

Space Exploration 8924 

Civil Rights Movement 9632 

J. F. Kennedy Assassination 4575 

Great Depression 8 10 7 10 

Invention of Computer 16 13 5 7 

End of Communism/End of Cold War 11 13 7 7 

1991 Gulf War 6662 

11 
September 

2001 na na 53 56 

Number of respondents 171 350 176 383 

Sources: Howard Schuman and Philip E. Converse. "Intersection of Personal and National History, 
1985," ICPSR #9257; James Allan David, Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. "General Social 

Survey 1993"; Howard Schuman and Willard L. Rodgers. "Cohorts, Chronology, and Collective 

Memories, 2000/01," ICPSR #1318. 
* 

Percentages include first or second event named. The pre-9/11 interviews were conducted in May, 
June, and July, 2001; the post-9/11 interviews were conducted in November and December 2001 and 

January, 2002. The sum of the percentages for each column may exceed 100 because respondents 
could choose two non-mutually exclusive events. Events that were rarely mentioned are excluded 
from this table. 

1985-2000/01?regional convergence and racial 
divergence?continued 

into the early months of the post-9/11 
era. 

Table 6 indicates that a bit more than half of Americans named 9/11 
as one of the two most important world events or changes in the last sev 

enty years, by far the most frequently mentioned happening. No doubt 
some part of this massive reaction?one of every two persons polled in 

the two to four months after the attacks?is an 
example of an "imme 

diacy" or "recency" effect, and so perhaps, in part, relatively short-lived 

(much as the end of communism proved to be). But for a number of 

reasons?especially how 9/11 changed everyday routines as well as the 

global geopolitical landscape, its institutionalization in educational cur 

ricula and commemorative activities, and its scandalous use and abuse as 
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a political football and as the primary rationale for the U.S. waging con 

tinuous warfare?the attacks are quite likely to be etched in the memo 

ries of Americans for decades. 

Certainly this etching was pervasive across the nation. Southerners, in 

particular, were only slightly less likely than non-southerners to mention 

the attacks (fifty-three percent vs. fifty-six percent), and there was abso 

lutely no difference in the percent of respondents from each of the two 

regions who identified 9/11 as the single most significant event since the 

1930s (thirty-four percent in both regions; data not shown). Moreover, as 

Table 6 shows, the dynamics of memory resurrection (e.g., World War II) 
and displacement (e.g., civil rights, space exploration, the end of commu 

nism, etc.) are virtually identical for those residing in and out of Dixie. 

Simply put, there was little evidence here of a regional splintering of pub 
lic memory either before or just after 9/11.22 

What, though, of the persistently dramatic racial division in American 

memory we have thus far documented? Did the attacks unify the coun 

try, at least in terms of how black and white Americans remember their 

pasts? After all, there was no racial or ethnic particularity in death and 

loss: Americans of all hues were killed or maimed (as were hundreds of 

citizens of other nations), their families adrift, shattered, bereaved. On 

these matters, we found that the answer to these questions is both "yes" 

and "no." 

On the one hand, half or more of both African Americans and whites 

nominated 9/11 as one of the two most 
important 

events in the last sev 

enty years, with the latter doing so with slightly more frequency (fifty 
five percent to fifty percent; data not shown). Similar percentages of both 

races, additionally, ranked it the most important event (thirty-four per 
cent of whites, twenty-nine percent of blacks). No racial schism here. 

On the other hand, sharp divisions in civil rights memory persisted even 

after the workings of the 9/11-induced memory displacement. Before 

9/11, thirty-seven percent of African Americans surveyed in the months 

just before the attacks named the black freedom struggle; five percent 
of whites?or exactly three out of 461, none of whom resided in the 

South?did so. After 9/11, twenty-nine percent of blacks continued to 

do so; less than one percent of whites did so. Black and white Americans 

may attribute roughly equal salience to the U.S.'s immediate past?espe 

cially its past of horror and carnage?but 9/11 and all that it and its 

aftermath signified did not unify their memories of the nation's troubled 

racial history. 
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National Memories, Regional Divisions, 
and a Racially Splintered Past 

In The Enduring South, John Shelton Reed noted that almost 

any facile generalization about the United States could once be easily 
confounded with a simple, "Yes, but not in the South" (i). Our analysis of 

public poll data on collective memory from 1985 to 2001, however, clearly 
shows few patterned regional differences: southerners share the memories 

of most other Americans, recalling specific events with about the same 

frequency as they do and generally granting those happenings the same 

historical weight. With respect to recent historical memory, at least, we 

can say, "Yes, even in the South." 

Differences in memory among groups defined by gender and educa 

tion are of comparable magnitude to the regional differences we found. 

Compared to men, for instance, women less frequently name as impor 
tant events either World War II or the Vietnam War and slightly more 

often mention the women's movement (on average, though, 
less than 

four percent of them do so). Americans with at least some college educa 

tion are more likely to remember any public event, particularly the Sec 

ond World War, than are those with a high school education or less. Like 

regional effects, however, gender and education differences in cultural 

memory are small and tend to be limited to a very few events. 

Age differences are greater, a probable consequence of the confluence 

of life-cycle and national/world history. Individuals who experience his 

toric events or changes during their formative years?roughly from their 

early teens to early adulthood?recall those happenings as especially 

meaningful later in life because they are associated with crystallization 
both of personal identity and knowledge of the social realities outside 

of self. Although the collective memories of many events are stamped 

by this generational effect (John Kennedy's assassination, the Vietnam 

War, the Great Depression, etc.), recollection of World War II is most 

affected by this process; in 2000/01, seventeen percentage points separate 
the cohort aged sixty-five or more (making these respondents at least ten 

years old in 1945) from the cohort aged eighteen to thirty-four (the War 

ended twenty years before the oldest member of this cohort was born), 

thirty-eight percent to twenty-one percent.23 

Even here, however, these differences are best understood as variations 

on a theme, rather than as 
qualitatively different memories or a separate 

hierarchy of memory of the sort we discussed earlier. So, perhaps there 

is such a thing as the American memory after all, one resulting from a 
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more-or-less seamless national consensus about what we 
ought 

to remem 

ber about, and take from, our collective past. But to affirm this proposi 
tion one must 

ignore the 
unignorable: namely, that in survey after survey 

over a sixteen-year period the recollections of and attributions about the 

past by blacks and whites differ so profoundly. Race is at the heart of the 

collective remembrance of black Americans, and September n does not 

seem to have altered this elemental fact. After shifting through hundreds 

of interviews conducted in 1994, Rosenzweig and Thelen, for example, 
concluded that "African American respondents described patterns and 

drew on historical references that distinctly set them apart. Racial iden 

tity was like a watermark that invariably showed through the pages of the 

transcripts" (151). Riveted by a select few world-changing national and 

international events and thereby apparently unappreciative of domestic 

transformations in the nation's moral landscape?specifically, the demise 

of Jim Crow racism?white Americans' memories, on the other hand, 
had little overtly to do with race. Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, among others, 

argues that every act of remembrance is also an act of forgetting. If whites, 

including southern whites, do not remember the struggle for racial justice 
as an especially important event, they then are licensed not only to forget 
Jim Crow as well but also to be more ignorant of or indifferent to racism's 

continuing legacy.24 Yet again, then, we see in these patterns the invisibil 

ity of race among the privileged and the inevitability of race among the 

dispossessed and the disenfranchised. Yet again, then, we see still, at the 

beginning 
of the twenty-first century, a nation?and a 

region?racially 

cleaved by its memories of a past so differently experienced.25 

NOTES 

i. We appreciate E. M. Beck's and Melton McLaurin's valuable comments on 

an earlier draft of this article. The literature on collective (or cultural or social) 

memory is huge and grows daily. On the recent turn to cultural memory in both 

scholarship and by the lay public, 
see Kerwin Lee Klein, "On the Emergence of 

Memory in Historical Discourse," Representations 69 (Winter, 2000): 127-150; 

and Jay Winter, "The Memory Boom in Contemporary Historical Studies," 

Raritan 21.1 (2001): 52?66. Foundational works which explore the importance of 

collective memory and the premises of memory studies include (in addition to 

those cited in the text): Eric Hobsbawm, "Introduction: Inventing Traditions," 

The Invention of Tradition, ed. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger. (New York: 

Cambridge UP, 1983. 1-14); David Thelen, "Memory and American History," 

Journal of American History 75.4 (1989): 1117-1129; Pierre Nora, "Between 

Memory and History: Les Lieux de M?moire," Representations 26 (Spring, 1989): 

7?24; John Nerone, "Professional History and Social Memory," Communication 
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il.2 (1989): 89-104; Barbie Zelizer, "Reading the Past Against the Grain: The 

Shape of Memory Studies," Critical Studies in Mass Communication 12.2 (1995): 

214-239; Noa Gedi and Yigal Elam, "Collective Memory?What Is It?" History 
and Memory 8.1 (1996): 31-50; and Jeffrey K. Olick, The Politics of Regret: 
On Collective Memory and Historical Responsibility (New York: Routledge, 

2007), especially the chapter titled "Collective Memory: The Two Cultures." 

Observations on how memory studies are (or ought 
to be) conducted can 

be found in Susan A. Crane, "Writing the Individual Back into Collective 

Memory," American Historical Review 102.5 (1997): 1372-1385; Al?n Confino, 

"Collective Memory and Cultural History: Problems of Method," American 

Historical Review102.5 (1997): 1386-1403; and Barbara A. Misztal, Theories of 
Social Remembering (Maidenhead, UK: Open UP, 2003). Overviews of collective 

memory research include those by Jeffery K. Olick and Joyce Robbins, "Social 

Memory Studies: From 'Collective Memory' 
to the Historical Sociology of 

Mnemonic Practices," Annual Review of Sociology 24 (1998): 105-140; and 

Misztal, Theories of Social Remembering. The sociological study of memory 

undoubtedly 
owes its modern day existence to Barry Schwartz, who in a series 

of influential articles and books (e.g., Abraham Lincoln and the Forge of National 

Memory, Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2000), rekindled interest in (and quickly 
went 

beyond) the work of French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, who wrote 

before the Second World War. See Maurice Halbwachs on Collective Memory, 
Trans. Lewis Coser. (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1991). 

2. On the recent civil rights-era murder trials, see Maryanne V?llers, Ghosts 

of Mississippi: The Murder ofMedger Evers, the Trials of Byron De La Beckwith, 
and the Haunting of the New South (Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1995); 
and Ren?e C. Romano, "Narratives of Redemption: The Birmingham Church 

Bombing Trials and the Construction of Civil Rights Memory," The Civil Rights 
Movement in American Memory, Ed. Renee C. Romano and Leigh Raiford 

(Athens: U of Georgia P, 2006). Among the hundreds of newspaper articles 

published about these trials or, as in the case of the murder of Emmett Till, 

non-trials, see: Jennifer Liberto, "Protestors Liken Anderson to Till," 

St. Petersburg Times 24 Oct. 2007: Bi; David J. Garrow, "Unfinished Business," 

Los Angeles Times 8 July 2007: Mi; Suzanne Goldenberg, "Still Burning," 
The Guardian 11 April 2007: Features 10; Scott Turow, "Still Guilty After All 
These Years," New York Times 8 April 2007: Sec. 4.11. On the memorialization 

of southern heritage and racial tensions resulting from this, see W. Fitzhugh 

Brundage, The Southern Past: A Clash of Race and Memory (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard UP, 2005); Melton A. McLaurin, "Commemorating Wilmington's 
Racial Violence of 1898: From Individual to Collective Memory," Southern 

Cultures 6.4 (2000): 35-57; and with an 
emphasis 

on 
ethnicity, the essays in 

Celeste Ray, ed. Southern Heritage on Display: Public Ritual and Ethnic Diversity 
Within Southern Regionalism (Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P, 2003). On the 

contestation over Confederate symbols, see, especially, Sanford Levinson, 

Written in Stone: Public Monuments in Changing Societies (Durham: Duke UP, 

1998); Robert Shanafelt, "Political Tokens, Pro-Confederate Ideology, and the 
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Catchy Significance of Formulaic Thought," Quarterly Journal of Ideology, 

28.3O?4 (2005) and John Coski, The Confederate Battle Flag: America s Most 
Embattled Emblem (Cambridge, MA: Belknap P, 2005). 

3. The Southern Focus Poll consisted of a 
nationally representative sample 

of 938 respondents. Southerners were defined as residents of the eleven former 

Confederate states 
plus Kentucky and Oklahoma. Non-southerners consisted of 

residents of the remaining contiguous states in the United States. 

4. Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz also use discourse/rhetorical analysis. For 

further semiotic or rhetorical studies, see Victoria J. Gallagher, "Memory and 

Reconciliation in the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute," Rhetoric and Public 

Affairs 
2.2 (1999): 303-320; and Carole Blair and Neil Michel, "Reproducing 

Civil Rights Tactics: The Rhetorical Performances of the Civil Rights 
Memorial," Rhetoric Society Quarterly 30 (Spring 2000): 31-55. Additional work 

in the "production of memory" perspective includes Vered Vinitzky-Seroussi, 

"Commemorating 
a Difficult Past: Yitzhak Rabin's Memorials," American 

Sociological Review 67.1 (2002): 30-51; Carolyn Kitch, Pages From the Past: 

History and Memory in American Magazines, (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina 

P, 2005); Olick, The Politics of Regret: On Collective Memory and Historical 

Responsibility (New York: Routledge, 2007); John Bodnar, Remaking America: 
Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century 

(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1992); David Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil 
War in American Memory (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2001); and Peter Novick's 

controversial The Holocaust in American Life (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 

1999). The production of memory approach is a subsidiary, so to 
speak, of the 

production of culture tradition in sociology and cultural studies. On this, see 

Wendy Griswold, "A Methodological Framework for the Sociology of Culture," 

Sociological Methodology (1987): 1?35. 
5. Confino, in "Collective Memory and Cultural History" makes a broadly 

similar argument. 
6. The basic reference is Schuman and Scott, "Generations and Collective 

Memories." See also Jacqueline Scott and Lilian Zac, "Collective Memories in 

Britain and the United States," Public Opinion Quarterly 57.3 (1993): 315-331; 
Howard Schuman, Hiroko Akiyama, and B?rbel Kn?uper, "Collective 

Memories of Germans and Japanese About the Past Half-Century," Memory 6.4 

(1998): 427?454; Howard Schuman and Amy Corning, "Collective Knowledge 

of Public Events: The Soviet Era from the Great Purge 
to Glasnost," American 

Journal of Sociology 105.4 (2000): 913-956; Howard Schuman, Vered Vinitzky 

Seroussi, and Amiram D. Vinokur, "Keeping the Past Alive: Memories of Israeli 

Jews at the Turn of the Millennium," Sociological Forum 18 (March 2003): 

103-136; Howard Schuman and Willard L. Rodgers, "Cohorts, Chronology, and 

Collective Memories," Public Opinion Quarterly 68.2 (2004): 217-254; and Larry 

J. Griffin, "'Generations and Collective Memory' Revisited: Race, Region and 

Memory of Civil Rights," American Sociological Review 69.4 (2004): 544-557. 

On the relationship between research on collective memory and oral history, 
see Alistair Thomson, "Four Paradigm Transformations in Oral History," Oral 

History Review 34.1 (2007): 49-70. 
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y. Olick, in fact, prefers the term collected memory for the sort of data 

obtained from social surveys rather than collective memory, which he sees as 

institutional or 
symbolic in character and thus not accessible via public polls. 

See Schwartz and Schuman, "History, Commemoration, and Belief," for further 

discussion of this debate. 

8. We are 
grateful 

to Howard Schuman, who helped 
us 

acquire 
some of 

these data, graciously answered our questions about the data, and furnished 

valuable information not contained in the data archived at the Inter-University 
Consortium for Political and Social Research. 

9. The 1985 data do not list the states in which respondents lived, only the 

region (West, North Central, Northeast, and South). To achieve comparability 
across all surveys, we use the United States Census definition of the American 

South, which is the eleven former Confederate states plus Delaware, Kentucky, 

Maryland, Oklahoma, Washington, DC, and West Virginia. Only the 1993 

GSS provided information on states. Nevertheless, when we used these data in 

later analyses (see Table 2) to define the South more 
stringently?the eleven 

former Confederate states, Kentucky and Oklahoma?we find our results 

unchanged. In addition, the use of information on the first named event 
only 

also yields identical patterns to those reported in Table 1. Likewise, when we 

compare responses across four regions?West, North Central, Northeast, and 

South?we continue to find few regional effects, and those that do exist are 

unpatterned. 
10. See, for example, James W. Pennebaker and Becky L. Banasik, "On 

the Creation and Maintenance of Collective Memory: History as Social 

Psychology," Collective Memory of Political Events: Social Psychological 
Perspectives. Ed. James W. Pennebaker, Dario Paez, and Bernard Rim?. 

(Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1997, 3-20). 
11. The fact that in 1993 the end of communism/end of the Cold War 

outranked mentions of World War II is an 
example of what Schuman and 

Rodgers call a "recency effect." But the shift in the rank of remembered events 

appears to have been temporary; by 2000/01, the Second World War had 

regained its preeminent role, even 
though there were fewer respondents who 

could claim autobiographical memory of it. 

12. A cursory Lexis-Nexis search does not support this speculation. In the 26 

months preceding the Iraq War, from 1 
January 2000 to 28 February 2003, the 

phrase "Vietnam War" appeared in The New York Times and The Washington 
Post 2850 times. In the 26 months from 1 

January 2005 to 28 February 2007, 

it appeared 1942 times. See, too, Sue Robinson, "Vietnam and Iraq: Memory 
Versus History During the 2004 Presidential Campaign Coverage," Journalism 
Studies 7.5 (2006): 729-744. 

13. Southern whites' memories differed little from those of non-southern 

whites. Regional differences among whites in named events were less than 

three percent in 1985, less than two percent in 1993, and barely more than 

one percent in 2000/01. Modest differences in civil rights memory separate 
African Americans in and out of the South, with those in the North more often 

mentioning the movement in 1985 (four percentage points) and 1993 (eleven 
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percentage points). But in 2000/01, southern blacks were more 
likely to recall 

the fight for racial equality (forty-four percent vs. 
thirty-seven percent). These 

statistics are somewhat unstable because relatively few African Americans were 

surveyed in these random samples. 

14. See William L. Andrews, "In Search of a Common Identity: The Self and 

the South in Four Mississippi Autobiographies," Southern Review 24.1 (1988): 

47-64; and Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, "You Must Remember This': Autobiography 
as Social Critique," The Journal of American History 85.2 (1998): 439-465. 

15. Averaging these differences across the three pre-9/11 surveys, we find that 

the South differs from the remainder of the country by 
two and one-tenth of a 

percent; the Northeast, by 
one and one-half percent; the Midwest, by one and 

four-tenths of a percent; and the West, by two and two-tenths of a percent. 
16. Again, when we examined first named events only, 

we continue to find 

the same patterns. There were too few Asian Americans, Latinos, or Native 

Americans in any of the surveys to permit separate analysis. 

17. Whites who named World War II as the most important event tended 

to name the Vietnam War as the second most 
significant 

event 
(particularly 

so 

in 1985 and 2000/01); in 1993, the end of the Cold War was their second choice, 

followed by Vietnam. There was no discernable second-event pattern among 

those African Americans who attributed greatest import to the civil rights 

struggle. 
18. Without more recent information, we are unable to know if the reduction 

in the racial difference in 2000/01 indicates long-term convergence in group 
memories. This is true, as well, for the reduced racial differential (from eighteen 

percent in 1985 to fourteen percent in 2000/01) among southerners in Table 5. 

19. New York Times editorial columnist Bob Herbert expressed 
a similar 

sentiment?that of the past as 
having personal significance?in 

a May 13,1999 

essay entitled, "In America: Mississippi Learning." He writes, "I stood beside the 

cotton field in the morning quiet of the Delta and listened to the echoes of the 

tortured souls from years and decades and centuries past. To enter Mississippi 
has always been, in my view, to descend to a lower place, 

a world of fanatical 

race hatred in which blacks were condemned by whites to a 
perpetual 

state of 

humiliation and often gruesome suffering." 
20. African Americans did not have equitable 

access to justice 
or 

opportunity 

and, as a result, potential shared experiences of a bi-racial southern culture were 

colored by inequality and discrimination. See, for example, Jimmie L. Franklin, 

"Black Southerners, Shared Experience, and Place: A Reflection," Journal of 
Southern History 60.1 (1994): 3-18. 

21. Use of first named event/change, additionally, did not alter this inference. 

Even whites who, in the 1993 GSS, had lived in the South during their formative 

years were 
barely 

more 
likely 

to name the black freedom struggle 
as one of 

the two most 
significant 

events (eleven percent?data 
not shown). Using the 

1993 GSS, Larry J. Griffin did find that white southerners who came of age 

during the civil rights 
era were more 

likely than other southern whites or 
equal 
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aged northern whites to name the movement as either their first or second 

spontaneous memory. Still, they did so only half as 
frequently 

as did African 

Americans. See Griffin, "'Generations and Collective Memory' Revisited." 

22. The percent of respondents who named 9/11 as either the first or second 

most important event 
ranged from forty-nine in the Midwest to sixty-one in 

the Northeast. The sizable increase in World War II mentions in Table 6 is a 

consequence of the how 9/11 was so often framed in terms ofthat war, especially 
the bombing of Pearl Harbor. 

23. That twenty-one percent of the youngest cohort remembers the Second 

World War reflects the institutionalization of the War in public and cultural 

memory, whereby remembrance is decoupled from autobiographical experience 
and increasingly housed in a variety of memory sites (museums, films, high 
school and college curricula) accessible to all regardless of age. For more on 

generational effects on collective memory, see Schuman and Scott, "Generations 

and Collective Memories," and Schuman and Rodgers, "Cohorts, Chronology, 
and Collective Memories." 

24. In the 1993 GSS, whites who spontaneously recall civil rights 
exhibit more liberal racial norms and opinions on a 

variety of issues (school 

desegregation, affirmative action, etc.) than do those who do not mention 

civil rights 
as an 

"especially important" event, sometimes appreciably so, such 

as those whites' strong disapproval of the notion that they have the right 
to 

keep their neighborhoods racially segregated. The difference in the degree of 

racial liberalism for whites with and without spontaneous civil rights memories 

averaged 
across fourteen racial attitudes was ten percent, a statistic as 

large 
as 

that seen for the overall difference in racial liberalism between college graduates 
and those without a 

college diploma, rural and non-rural dwellers, and self 

defined political liberals and non-liberals. 

25. This pattern is not limited to African Americans. Rosenzweig and Thelen 

also interviewed almost two-hundred Oglala Sioux residents of the Pine Ridge 
reservation in South Dakota. They found that the Sioux "repeatedly talked 

about 'our history,' 'our heritage,' 'our culture,'" and the like (162). Rosenzweig 
and Thelen found, too, that "The Sioux were almost ten times as 

likely 
as white 

Americans to describe ethnic/racial history 
as most important to them; indeed, a 

higher percentage of Sioux than African Americans made that choice" (162). 
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