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Abstract
This article argues that fundamental controversial parts of the past – that 
since 1990 have been labeled as “catastrophic”, “post-traumatic”, “terroristic” 
and “haunting” – are overstretching the normal “historical” concept of “the 
past”. This is the case because historians normally presuppose that the past 
does “go away” – and therefore is distant and absent from the present. The 
presupposition that the “hot” present transforms into a “cold” past by itself, just 
like normal fires extinguish and “cool off” by themselves, has been constitutive 
for history as a discipline. This process of “cooling off” is often conceived of 
as the change from memory to history. The first part of this article connects 
the rise of history as the discipline studying “the past” to the invention of the 
“modern” future in the late eighteenth century and to the introduction of a 
linear and progressive notion of time. Next, the rise of memory as the central 
notion for understanding the past will be connected to the implosion of the 
future and of progressive linear time at the end of the twentieth century. This 
implosion was predominantly caused by the growing consciousness since the 
late 1980’s of the catastrophic character of the twentieth century. The second 
part argues that present definitions of the relationship between history and 
memory have typically remained ambiguous. This ambiguity is explained 
by the problematic distinction between the past and the present. Historians 
have been rather reluctant in recognising the fact that this fuzzy distinction 
represents a problem for the idea of history as a discipline as such.

Keywords: past-present-future distinction, linear time, “hot” history, history and 
memory

International Journal for  
History, Culture and Modernit y

www.history-culture-modernity.org

Published by: Amsterdam University Press



44

International Journal for History, Culture and Modernit y

HCM 2014, Vol. 2, No. 1

Die Zeit ist ein Tümpel, in dem die Vergangenheit in Blasen nach oben 
steigt.1  	  
Christoph Ransmayr

The Past and the Burning Coalfields of China

The BBC-News of the third of November in 2004 contained the following 
amazing report titled “130-year-old Chinese f ire put out” concerning the 
Liuhuanggou colliery, near Urumqi in Xinjiang province: “A f ire that broke 
out more than 100 years ago at a Chinese coalf ield has f inally been extin-
guished, reports say. In the last four years, f ire-f ighters have spent $12m in 
efforts to put out the flames […] in Xinjiang province. While ablaze, the f ire 
burned up an estimated 1.8m tons of coal every year […]. Local historians 
said the f ire f irst broke out in 1874, […]”. 

Figure 1: Coal fire in Xinjiang, China.  	  
(Source: Wikimedia Commons: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kohlebrand_in_Xinjiang.
JPG?uselang=nl)

The burning coal had emitted 100,000 tons of very harmful gases and 40,000 
tons of ashes every year, causing a momentous environmental pollution. In 
2003, when the f ire was still burning, a Chinese newspaper had provided 



45     

� Blurred Lines

Lorenz

another mind-blowing detail on this f ire: “Even if the f ire-f ighters are 
eventually successful […], it could take 30 years before the ground surface 
is cool enough to allow mining to go ahead”.2 I found this news message 
fascinating for at least three reasons. The f irst reason seems obvious: a 
“normal” f ire is not supposed to last for 130 years, just like a birthday party 
is not supposed to last for a year. The second reason for my fascination by 
this news was the thirty years that the cooling process of the mine will need 
before the coal mine can be entered again. This means that the mine cannot 
be entered before 2034! What an incredible amount of heat can explain a 
cooling down process that will take some thirty years? The third reason for 
my fascination was the incredible amount of environmental pollution that 
this f ire had produced since its beginning. Millions and millions of tons of 
poisonous gasses and ashes had been spat out of the earth since 1874. Such 
an extreme f ire simply stretches our normal idea of what a f ire is. This coal 
f ire not only scorches the ground surface in western China, but also seems 
to scorch the very concept of what a f ire is. Such a f ire is literally beyond our 
imagination. So far for this burning coal mine in Western China.3

In this article I hope to clarify that there is a deep analogy between this 
burning coal mine in western China and the present, one could say “hot” 
state of large parts of history since the end of the Cold War. And with “hot” 
history I mean a past that does not “cool off” by itself and that remains 
present. It concerns a past that remains toxic, contested, and divisive in 
a political, social, moral and – often also – legal sense.4 So “hot” history is 
essentially “Vergangenheit, die nicht vergehen will” – “the past that won’t go 
away” – in Ernst Nolte’s formulation. One may also label it “post-traumatic” 
history, as Aleida Assmann does, or‚ “catasthropic” history, as John Torpey 
calls it. Or one could call it “the terror of history”, as Eliade did long ago and 
Dirk Moses did recently.5 One could also call this type of history “haunting” 
history, as Henri Rousso and some anthropologists do, because the ghosts 
of the past keep on haunting the living in the present.6

Whichever label one applies to this present condition of important 
parts of history – “hot”, “post-traumatic”, “catastrophic”, “terroristic” or 
“haunting” – I will argue that this type of history is stretching our “normal” 
concept of history, because historians presuppose that the past “goes away” 
and is thus distant and absent from the present. In other words: Historians 
presuppose that the hot present “cools off” and transforms in a cold past by 
itself, just like normal f ires extinguish and “cool off” by themselves. This 
process of “cooling off” is normally conceived of as the change from memory 
to history. It is the process in which both the interests and the passions of 
the Zeitzeugen (eyewitnesses) literally die out and the “distant” professional 
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historians take over, armed with their critical methods and their “impartial” 
striving for “objectivity”. 

This change from “hot” to “cool” also represents the narrative backbone 
of most histories of academic history writing, as the Dutch historian Jan 
Romein signalised back in 1937. Increasing distance in time is simply iden-
tif ied with increasing “objectivity” and with the transformation of the 
“political” to the “historical”.7 In the following, I will argue that the recent 
“hot” condition of important parts of the past can best be explained by a fun-
damental change in the experience of time. The dominant time conception 
has changed from a linear, irreversible and progressivist time conception 
to a non-linear, reversible and non-progressivist one.8 The non-linear time 
conception allows us to think of a temporal simultaneity and coexistence 
of past, present and future, because it does not presuppose that the three 
dimensions of time are separated and “closed off” from one another – as 
linear time does– but instead regards them as mutually interpenetrating, 
meaning that the past can live on in the present just as the future can be 
present in the present. Non-linear time allows for a pluralisation of times 
and to conceive of the present, past and future as multidimensional and 
purely relational categories, as for instance Preston King has argued.9 

King differentiates between four distinct notions of “present” (and cor-
relative notions of “past”), which are based on a “chronological” notion of 
time as abstract temporal sequence on the one hand and a “substantive” 
notion of time as a concrete sequence of events on the other. Relying on 
chronological time and depending on their duration, two senses of the 
present can be discerned: a f irst called the instantaneous present and a 
second called the extended present. Both presents are boxed in between 
past and future and have a merely chronological character. However, while 
the f irst def ines itself as the smallest possible and ever evaporating instant 
dividing past and present, the second refers to a more extended period of 
time (e.g., a day, a year, a century) whose limits are arbitrarily chosen but 
give the present some “body” or temporal depth. 

Because of the meaninglessness and arbitrarily chronological character 
of these presents and corresponding pasts, historians often use a more 
substantive frame of reference based on criteria that are themselves not 
temporal. The f irst of these substantive notions is that of the unfolding pre-
sent. As long as a chosen event or evolution (e.g., negotiations, a depression, 
a crisis, a war) is unfolding, it demarcates a “present”. When it is conceived 
of as completed, the time in which it unfolded is called “past”. King remarks 
that this is the only sense in which one can say that a particular past is 
“dead” or “over and done with”. Yet, he immediately warns that any process 
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deemed completed contains “sub-processes” that are not. So, it is always 
very diff icult to exclude any “actual past” from being part of, working in or 
having influence on this unfolding present. 

The second of the substantive notions of “the present” King names is 
the neoteric present. Drawing a parallel to the dialectics of fashion, he notes 
that we often distinguish phenomena that happen in the present but can be 
experienced as “ancient”, “conventional” or “traditional”, from phenomena 
we view as being characteristic of the present, which we designate “novel”, 
“innovative” or “modern”. The neoteric present assumes a distinction within 
the substantive, behavioural content of the present, as between what is new 
and what is recurrent. 

While every notion of the present excludes its own correlative past, this 
does not hold for non-correlative senses of the past. The present can thus be 
penetrated by non-correlative pasts that in a substantive sense stay alive 
in the present: “The past is not present. But no present is entirely divorced 
from or uninfluenced by the past. The past is not chronologically present. 
But there is no escaping the fact that much of it is substantively so.”10

King’s analysis is important because it offers an intellectual defence 
against arguments that posit or, as usually is the case, simply assume, the 
existence of a neat divide between past and present and portray the past 
as “dead” or entirely different from the present. On the basis of his inquiry 
into the nature of past and past-ness and his critical analysis of notions 
of present, present-ness and contemporaneity, he is able to counter both 
arguments that represent history as entirely “passeist” and arguments that 
represent history as entirely “presentist”. In other words, King on the one 
hand rejects arguments which claim that the writing of history is solely 
“about” the past, but on the other hand he also dismisses the claim that 
historiography is exclusively based on present perspectives or that “all 
history is contemporary history”.11 

Non-linear time conceptions allow for - some - reversibility of time 
because important recent ways of dealing with the past, like the “politics 
of regret” and “reparation politics”, presuppose the limited reversibility of 
time. This limited reversibility is the hallmark of the time of jurisdiction 
because jurisdiction is based on the presupposition that a sentence and 
punishment are somehow capable of annulling crime – e.g. in the form or 
retribution, revenge and rehabilitation – and thus of reversing the arrow 
of time.12 Nevertheless this reversibility of the time of jurisdiction is always 
limited – as is def ined, for instance, by statutes of limitation – with the 
important exception of crimes against humanity, in which case no statute of 
limitation applies. This exception to the general legal rule (at least in states 
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without common law) is quite recent, as we know, and it is a clear sign of 
the changed experience of past injustices for present day, post-postmodern 
life – and thus a change in the experience of time.13 Through this “backdoor” 
the recognition of universal human rights has also impacted the discipline 
of history, I will argue in the following.14

I have structured my argument in two parts. In the f irst part I will 
connect the rise of history as the discipline of the past to the invention of 
the future in the eighteenth century. Then I will connect the rise of memory 
as the central notion for understanding the past to the implosion of the 
“progressivist” future at the end of the twentieth century. This implosion 
was also caused by the growing consciousness since the late 1980’s of the 
catastrophic character of the twentieth century. In the second part I will 
argue that present def initions of the relationship between history and 
memory have typically remained somewhat ambiguous. I will connect this 
ambiguity to the notions of time involved and conclude that historians as 
yet have been rather reluctant in recognizing that “hot” history represents 
a fundamental problem for them.

The Birth of “the Past” from the Spirit of Modernity: Hegel as 
the Secret Founding Father of History

If there is one feature that characterises current international (political 
and juridical) ways of dealing with the past, it is the combination of an 
increasing distrust of progressivist and linear notions of time. This distrust 
manifests itself in a fundamental doubt that there is an evident qualitative 
break between past, present and future. In short, we are confronting a 
fundamental doubt that chronological time produces “temporal distance” 
between the past and the present and “progress” by itself.15

As Koselleck has argued, the belief in progress and the birth of history as 
a discipline has gone hand in hand in the Sattelzeit, that is, during the “birth 
of modernity”. He pointed to the surprising fact that the historical and the 
progressive worldviews share a common origin: “If the new time (Neuzeit) is 
offering something new all the time, the different past has to be discovered 
and recognised, that is to say, its strangeness which increases with the 
passing of years”.16 So it was the birth of the future that paradoxically gave 
birth to the past as an object of historical knowledge, as Lucian Hölscher 
has argued convincingly in great detail.17 Therefore history as a discipline 
has been dependent on the “modern” worldview in which “progress” is 
permanently and simultaneously producing both “new presents” and 
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“old pasts”- in one dialectical movement. Historicism therefore must be 
regarded as the twin-brother of modernity.18 This is the worldview in which 
the present is also continuously “contracting” – what Hermann Lübbe has 
called Gegenwartsschrumpfung.19 Remarkably, most historians conveniently 
have presupposed this def inite “modern” worldview as “natural”. 

This temporal differentiation between “the past” and “the present” and 
the connected claim about the “otherness” or “foreignness” of the past, 
allowed history to present itself as an autonomous discipline that required 
methods of its own. Historians were able to use the idea of an ever-increasing 
temporal “distance” between the past and present to their advantage. They 
did so by presenting distance in time as the break or rupture - as a discon-
tinuity - between “the past” and “the present” that produces “the past” as 
an object of knowledge and simultaneously as an indispensable condition 
for attaining “impartial” and “objective” knowledge of the past. At the same 
time “the present” is conceived of as both “growing” and “developing” out of 
the past in which it is “rooted”, which explains their continuity.20

The modern idea of history is thus based on a specif ic “progressive” 
conception of time, that can be characterised as flowing, directional and 
irreversible. Therefore it is not accidental that the master metaphor of 
historical time is the metaphor of the river - in the singular and not in 
the plural.21 “Modern” history presupposes that there is one f low of time – 
sometimes referred to as “History” with a capital H – of which all histories 
are part and in which all histories can be located. All attempts – from Ernst 
Bloch to Reinhart Koselleck - to introduce plurality and complexity in linear, 
“progressive” time with the help of the notion of the “Gleichzeitigkeit des 
Ungleichzeitigen” (“the simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous”) have failed 
because they presuppose one timescale that is regarded as zeitgleich, as both 
Achim Landwehr and Berber Bevernage have recently argued.22 

This unitary conception of f lowing time was also the presupposition 
of fundamental historical concepts like “process” and “development”. The 
time of history presupposes not random change, but directional change. 
Historical time has an built-in “arrow”, so to speak.

Based on the supposed “surplus value” of their “distant” ex post per-
spective, historians have been claiming an epistemological superiority 
compared to the knowledge and memories of the eyewitnesses in the past 
– the Zeitzeugen. History based on distance in time is not only different from 
memory but always better than memory – at least according to the claim 
of the historical profession.23 So, with Hegel professional history is presup-
posing that time is the carrier of truth. In matters of time, paradoxically, 
professional historians appear to be Hegelians by definition.24 
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History and jurisdiction share a fundamental distrust of eyewitness 
testimony, which both see as becoming increasingly unreliable – that is: 
worse in quality – over time (although this view is not uncontested). Since 
the eighteenth century the introduction of statutes of limitation for all 
crimes has been based upon the argument that the quality of evidence 
– especially testimonial evidence – gets worse over time. Therefore the 
chances of a “fair trial” would also diminish over time.25 

Given the conceptual relationship between the future and the past we 
should not be surprised that the recent change in the idea of the future 
has translated into a change in the idea of the past. When the basic idea of 
progress started crumbling in the 1980’s – progress being the idea that we 
can forge the future and make it better than the present and the past – the 
idea that we can somehow improve the past seems to have taken its place. 
This is remarkable because the idea of improving the past by repairing 
past injustices was and is completely new. As Christian Meier has shown 
in extenso, forgetting about past crimes and past injustices had been the 
rule throughout Western history ever since Greek Antiquity. Amnesia and 
amnesty – after a short and a limited period of cleaning the slates, implying 
the idea of “new beginnings” and of “zero hours” – had always had gone hand 
in hand.26 Even Spain’s transition to democracy in 1975 was still based on a 
conscious policy of forgetting – as was the case in Poland and in the Czech 
Republic after 1990.27

Now this idea to “improve” the past by repairing past injustices is the 
most salient phenomenon in international and domestic politics of the last 
decades. I am now referring to reparation politics, to the offering of off icial 
apologies, to the creation of truth commissions, to historical commissions 
concerning the compensation of slave labour and robbed property, to 
commissions of historical reconciliation, etc. All these actions represent 
attempts in the present to redress injustices performed in the past by states 
and other organisations. Typically these are connected to the Holocaust, to 
colonialism, to slavery and to problems of “transitional justice”.28 

So “forget about it” and “forgive and forget” are no longer regarded as 
a live option since “historical wounds” – to use Chakrabarty’s term – are 
increasingly being recognised. “Historical wounds” are the result of his-
torical injustices caused by past actions of states which have not been 
recognised as such. The genocidal treatment of the “First Nations” by the 
colonial states in the former white settler colonies represents a clear his-
torical example of this category. Quoting Charles Taylor’s analysis of “the 
politics of recognition” Chakrabarty argues that “misrecognition shows 
not just a lack of due respect. It can inflict a grievous wound, saddling its 
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victims with a crippling self-hatred”. Here it makes sense to speak, along 
with Chakrabarty, of a “particular mix of history and memory”: “Historical 
wounds are not the same as historical truths but the latter constitute a 
condition of possibility of the former. Historical truths are broad, synthetic 
generalisations based on researched collections of individual historical 
facts. They could be wrong but they are always amenable to verif ication 
by methods of historical research. Historical wounds, on the other hand, 
are a mix of history and memory and hence their truth is not verif iable by 
historians. Historical wounds cannot come into being, however, without 
the prior existence of historical truths.”29

Because “historical wounds” are dependent on the recognition as such by 
the perpetrator groups they are “dialogically formed” and not “permanent 
formations”. As their formation is group specif ic and partly the result of 
politics, the notion of a “historical wound” – like the idea of trauma as 
“Unbearable Affect”30 – has predominantly been approached with great 
suspicion in academic history.31

All actions to improve the past are attempts “to make whole what has 
been smashed”, to use John Torpey’s apt formulation.32 They signalise a 
growing conviction that the past is no longer experienced as distancing 
itself from the present, contrary to what the time of history presupposes. The 
very - modernist and historicist - belief that the past is superseded by every 
new present turns out to be more so a wish than an experiential reality. 
Since the 1980’s important parts of the past are no longer experienced as 
“cold” and “different”: they are no longer experienced as a “foreign country”.33

This changing experience of time is not restricted to the spheres of juris-
diction and politics but also pertains to the sphere of history. This change 
manifests itself in the challenging of classical historicist conceptualisations 
of temporal distance (inherent in historical “development” and “progress”) 
and this challenge is a central feature of the so called “memory boom”. 
Since around 1990 we have been witnessing the “shrinking of the future” 
or Zukunftsschrumpfung, if I may suggest a new concept. This shift of focus 
from the “shrinking” future to the “expanding” past as a consequence of 
the “accelerated change” of the present – known in German as Beschleuni-
gung - is often seen as explaining the explosive growth of museums in the 
same period – the Musealisierung der Vergangenheit (“musealisation of the 
past”). It is also the basis of the idea of “compensation theorists” like Odo 
Marquard and Hermann Lübbe that under circumstances of “accelerated 
change” people cling to their known past like a “teddy bear” (Marquard). 
The remarkable succession of “retro-cultures” is interpreted as pointing to 
the same change in the experience of time.34 
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John Torpey’s diagnosis of our present predicament seems to support 
of this view. “Since roughly the end of the Cold War,” John Torpey claims, 
“the distance that normally separates us from the past has been strongly 
challenged in favour of an insistence that the past is constantly, urgently 
present as part of our everyday experience.”35 According to Torpey this de-
velopment directly relates to a “collapse of the future”, or a growing inability 
to create progressive political visions. This inability has been replaced by the 
“backward pointing” assumption that “the road to the future runs through 
the disasters of the past.”36 As he formulates it in a bold metaphor: “When the 
future collapses, the past rushes in.”37 Aleida Assmann argues along similar 
lines when she evaluates the “memory boom” as a reflection of a “general 
desire to reclaim the past as an indispensable part of the present” and as 
the acknowledgement of “the multiple and diverse impact of the past, and 
in particular a traumatic past, on its citizens”.38

All in all – if appearances are not deceiving - this means that the past, 
present and future are no longer conceived of as orderly “sequential” and 
separated rooms with walls between them, but as open, interconnected and 
interactive spaces. A spatial conception of time seems to have replaced the 
“progressive” linear idea of time since the 1980’s – for example in Koselleck’s 
(geological) notion of Zeitschichten (layers of time).39 Since the end of the 
Cold War therefore the temporal presuppositions of (the discipline of) his-
tory are increasingly being undermined. This leads me to the second part 
of my argument, that is: how the rise of memory and the relationship of 
history and memory have been analysed. 

The Fall of “Cold” History and the Rise of “Catastrophic” 
Memory

Without any doubt it was the notion of memory that became the common 
denominator for anchoring the past in collective experiences of specif ic 
groups since the 1980’s. Especially traumatic or catastrophic memories be-
came the privileged window on the past. Wulf Kansteiner has summarised 
the present predicament of “memory studies” as follows: “The predominance 
of traumatic memory and its impact on history is […] exemplif ied by the 
increasing importance since the 1970’s of the Holocaust in the ‘catastrophic’ 
history of the twentieth century. Despite an impressive range of subject 
matter, memory studies thrive on catastrophes and trauma and the Holo-
caust is still the primary, archetypal topic in memory studies.[…] Due to its 
exceptional breadth and depth Holocaust studies illustrate the full range of 
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methods and perspectives in event-oriented studies of collective memory, 
but we f ind similar works analyzing the memory of other exceptionally 
destructive, criminal and catastrophic events, for instance World War II and 
fascism, slavery, and recent genocides and human rights abuses. Especially 
with regard to the last topic attempts to establish the historical record of 
the events in question and the desire to facilitate collective remembrance 
and mourning often overlap.”40

The standard modern history of “history and memory” typically starts 
with Pierre Nora in the 1980’s and with his lieux de mémoire project. In 
the 1980’s Nora interpreted the rise of memory as a consequence of the 
“fragmentation of the national past”. What was going on in his view was the 
displacement of “national history” by “collective memories” in the plural – 
that is, of “group memories” underpinning sub-national collective identities. 
In his nostalgic view, the fragmentation of the nation in the second half of 
the twentieth century meant that the only real “milieu de mémoire” – the 
nation – was disintegrating.41 

Since then, the place of the nation has been taken over by a variety of 
“lieux de mémoire”, Erinnerungsorte or “sites of memory”. Therefore we 
might conclude that the very concept of “site of memory” is rooted in a 
nostalgic vision of the national past and that it is embedded in the idea of 
the decline – of a Verfallsgeschichte – of the nation. When the history of the 
nation can no longer be experienced and represented as progress in time, 
apparently the only remaining task of the (national) historian is to “collect” 
the nation’s symbolic traces and places. One could argue that in Nora’s view 
of the 1980’s “sites of memory” are like the tombstones on the graveyard of 
the nation.42 “Sites of memory” have a kind of substitute-character: they 
represent “a will to remember” when the real will to remember the nation 
has vanished. In a sense they are futile attempts to make sense of history 
after the flow of time has stopped to make “progressive” sense. When past 
and future no longer confer meaning to the present, located spaces – alias 
“places” – seem to take precedence over located time.43 The “spatial turn” 
and the “material turn” – alias “the return to things” – therefore are inter-
connected and central parts of the “memory boom”.44

There has been little clarity concerning the conceptual relationship 
between “history” and “memory” – typically starting with Nora himself. And 
Nora has been justif iably criticised for his unclarity ever since.45 While Nora, 
with Halbwachs, argued that “history” and “memory” are opposite ways of 
dealing with the past – history being “objective”, or at least “intersubjective”, 
and memory being “subjective”, selective and emotional – all leading experts 
of memory have relativised Nora’s central opposition – however, without 
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abandoning it. We can take Jay Winter and Aleida Assmann’s arguments 
in case as examples, both without any doubt leading scholars in the f ield of 
memory studies. Winter writes as follows: “History is memory seen through 
and criticized with the aid of documents of many kinds – written, oral, 
visual. Memory is history seen through affect. And since affect is subjective, 
it is diff icult to examine the claims of memory in the same way as we 
examine the claims of history. History is a discipline. We learn and teach 
its rules and its limits. Memory is a faculty. We live with it, and at times are 
sustained by it. Less fortunate are people overwhelmed by it. But this set of 
distinctions ought not lead us to conclude, with a number of French scholars 
from Halbwachs to Nora, that history and memory are set in isolation, 
each on its own peak”.46 So Winter depicts history and memory as distinct 
accesses to the past, and yet as not unconnected – they cannot be located 
on different peaks. However, the nature of their interconnection remains 
unspecif ied. We don’t know whether both are part of the same mountain, 
for instance, or if both are located at opposite sides of a deep abyss. 

Or take Aleida Assmann’s description of the present relationship of 
history and memory. She emphasises “the complexity of their coexistence”. 
They are two competing ways of referring to the past, both of which correct 
and supplement the other. “[…] Historical research depends upon memory 
for orientation in terms of meaning and value, while memory depends 
upon historical research for verif ication and correction”.47 Nevertheless, 
in her Lange Schatten der Vergangenheit Assmann also presents memorial 
testimony of “moral witnesses” in the context of Holocaust history as an 
“authentic” access to the past – and she was heavily criticised by Martin 
Sabrow for suggesting so.48 In Sabrow’s view the borderlines between factic-
ity and f ictionality could easily be crossed in case memorial testimony is 
not methodically controlled by historians.49 How memorial witnessing 
and historical methods are interconnected was not further specif ied by 
Assmann, nor by Sabrow for that matter.50

So even after Winter and Assmann’s analyses of the relationship between 
history and memory we are left with some thorny questions. However this 
may be, it is clear that they both identify the emotional and moral aspects of 
dealing with the past with memory, and the critical, methodical aspects of 
dealing with the past with history. This neat division of labour f its perfectly 
in the dominant view of the distinction between “hot” memories and “cold” 
professional history – and the distinction between “hot” jurisdiction and 
“cold” history, for that matter, and the distinction between the “practical” 
past and the “historical” past that Michael Oakeshott coined in the 1930’s 
and that Hayden White recently picked up.51 But can this view of the division 
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of roles between history and memory still be sustained? I think this view 
cannot be upheld and I will summarise my main arguments by the way of 
a conclusion. 

Conclusion

In my view the neat distinction between history and memory cannot be 
upheld because the phenomenon of “hot”, “post-traumatic”, “catastrophic” 
and “haunted” history poses a fundamental problem to the very idea of 
the past as an object of a discipline. This is the case because history as a 
discipline presupposes that the “hot” present transforms into a “cold” past 
by a growing distance in time. History as a discipline is built on the presup-
positions f irst, that the past can be clearly distinguished from the present; 
second, that the living inhabit the present and that the dead inhabit the past; 
third, that the past remains the icy domain of the dead and that there is no 
blurring of the borderlines between the past and the present; fourth, that 
the past “breaks away” from the present by itself, just like an icicle breaks 
off by its own increasing weight – thus creating the past as an independent 
– “objective” – and distant object of “historical knowledge”; f ifth, that the 
past, present and future are part of one and the same temporal f low. There 
is just one river of time and historical time therefore has one direction, pace 
all “Gleichzeitigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen”. Therefore the past as the object of 
history as a discipline can only exist as long as it is “disciplined” - and thus 
as long as the dead refrain from haunting the living. As Michael Ignatieff 
rightly observed, “historical” time is conceived of as the very opposite of 
the “time of revenge” – and thus also of “legal” time - which is essentially 
a time conception that conceives of the past and the present as one whole 
and thus as more or less simultaneous.52 

The claim to the epistemological “surplus value” of ex post disciplinary 
history over the memories of the eyewitnesses is essentially based on this 
(Hegelian) idea of a linear “productive” and “erasing” time (although many 
reflexive historians have cherished the idea that historicist time represented 
the very opposite of Hegelian time). Therefore the time of disciplinary 
history must really “progress” in order to be able to “produce” the “surplus 
value” of historical knowledge. But what if there is no longer a growing, 
productive and erasing “distance in time” and no experience of “progress” 
in time? What if there is no clear ex post as a vantage point from which the 
past can be conceived of as distinct and as distant from the present? What 
if the past refuses to be “erased” and to “go away”? What if the past and the 
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future remain stuck in the present – and thus remain more or less present 
and simultaneous - as increasingly appears to be the case since the end of 
the Cold War? 

As far as I can see, historians have predominantly been solving this prob-
lem by denying it, that is: by simply claiming history’s traditional “hegemony 
in the closed space of retrospection” – to use Paul Ricoeur’s formulation.53 I 
will end my article by providing two examples of reflexive historians who 
do just that. I am talking about the US-historian Gabrielle Spiegel and the 
French historian Henry Rousso.54 In both we confront a typical discursive 
strategy of the historical profession when it reflects on the temporal aspects 
of history and memory: they are fencing off the discipline of history from 
memory. They do so by claiming a different, “improper”, temporality for 
memory and by presenting memory as “mythical” or “pathological” - and 
surely as not providing a viable alternative to “real” history. Gabrielle Spiegel 
rejects theories that posit a reciprocal relation between history and memory 
by claiming that the “differing temporal structures” of history and memory 
“prohibit” their “conflation”. Memory can never “do” the “work” of history 
or “perform historically” because “it refuses to keep the past in the past, to 
draw the line that is constitutive of the modern enterprise of historiogra-
phy.” Indeed Spiegel writes: “The very postulate of modern historiography 
is the disappearance of the past from the present”.55 

Similar claims about historical time and about the relation between 
past and present have supported Henry Rousso’s refusal to function as an 
expert witness in the French trial against Maurice Papon. Rousso’s refusal 
to appear in the courtroom was based, among other considerations, on 
his conviction that historians have to improve the “understanding of the 
distance that separates [past and present]” or on the slightly but markedly 
different conviction that a good historian “puts the past at a distance”.56 
Rousso, however, believed that the attempts at retrospective justice in 
France were inf luenced by a politics of memory or even a “religion of 
memory” that “abolishes distance” and “ignores the hierarchies of time”. 
The valorisation of memory obstructs “a real apprenticeship of the past, 
of duration, of the passage of time.”57 In contrast, “otherness is the very 
reason that historians study recent or even current periods. The historical 
project consists precisely in describing, explaining, and situating alterity, 
in putting it at a distance.”58 The historians’ craft, according to Rousso, 
therefore, offers a “liberating type of thinking, because it rejects the idea 
that people or societies are conditioned or determined by their past without 
any possibility of escaping it.”59 Historians must resist the role of “agitators 
of memory” and the growing societal “obsession” with memory. Historians 
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must do so by allowing what many want to avoid: “the selection of what 
must remain or disappear to occur spontaneously”.60

So it seems that confronted with the “memory boom” historians like 
Spiegel and Rousso are just trying to put the past back in its traditional “cold” 
place where historians had located it since the beginning of modernity: 
at a safe distance from the “hot” present. It had been f ixed in this place 
by the anchor chain of irreversible, linear and progressive time. In this 
article I have argued that since the 1980’s this anchor chain has snapped 
as modernity increasingly lost its credentials, especially its promise of 
progress. Since then we seem to be “stranded in the present”. As the future 
lost its promise of progress, the past lost its f ixed place at a safe distance 
from the present and its character as an object. What is called for is a 
renewed reflexion on both the temporal and moral notions implicit in this 
new experience of time because historians will not change the new moral 
sensibilities concerning the past by simply repeating the old mantras of 
their discipline. These historians are like f ire f ighters who are trying to 
extinguish a burning coalf ield by shouting: “Fire, go out! Just go away!”.61 
This may help them to reduce their professional anxieties, but surely it will 
not help to restore the borderlines between present, past and future that 
have become blurred since the 1980’s. As Bevernage suggests what is needed 
is “a historical approach to spectrality” that enables us “to account for the 
fact that there exist different levels in which a present can be haunted. 
A genuinely historical account of haunting will, for example, need to be 
able to explain that situations of violence and civil war tend to produce 
a much more vigorously persisting past than peaceful and stable situa-
tions”.62 However this may be, as long as past injustices will be experienced 
as persisting in the present – as subterranean coal f ires - and as long as they 
will be recognised as “historical wounds”, the liaison dangereuse between 
history and criminal justice is here to stay.63
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