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Objective: Adopting philosophical and interdisciplinary approaches, the article
examines the existential status of collective memory at the nexus of place, time,
and narrative by aligning the ontological foundations of Pierre Nora’s theory of
lieux de mémoire and Paul Ricceur’s trilogy Memory, History, Forgetting.
Method: A conceptual-hermeneutic analysis conducted across five comparative
axes derived from the two frameworks: the ontology of memory; the relation
between memory and history; the function of forgetting; temporality; and
subjectivity/identity.

Findings: The analysis shows that Nora, through his distinction between milieux
de mémoire—as the milieu of lived memory—and lieux de mémoire, emphasizes
the externalization, symbolic mediation, and emplacement of memory in
modernity, viewing forgetting as a threatening force that accelerates archiving and
memorialization. In contrast, Ricceur, via the notions of the “trace” and the
mimesis triad, understands memory as internal, narratively configured, and
temporally structured; for him, forgetting is a condition of remembering and
carries an ethical dimension linked to justice and forgiveness. Accordingly, the
relation between memory and history is predominantly conflictual in Nora’s
schema, whereas it is dialectical and mutually enabling in Ricceur’s.

Conclusion: The article concludes with a proposal for a “relational ontology of
memory”: memory takes shape through traces, is stabilized in places, is
generalized by narrative, and endures within the productive tension of
remembering- forgetting and memory/history. On this basis, combining Nora’s
institutional sensitivity with Ricoeur’s hermeneutic precision opens a normative
horizon of “just memory,” one that both reduces the hollowing-out of memorials
and prevents the over-narrativization of identity.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Rapid transformations—from mediatized globalization to the waning of ideologies—have made
memory a central, interdisciplinary problem across the human and social sciences. The rupture of
historical experience elevates a felt “duty of memory,” propelling societies to collect vestiges of the
past while uncertain which inheritances will matter for future generations. Proliferating events intensify
preservation imperatives at both individual and collective scales, contrasting with earlier, small-scale
lifeworlds where memory reproduced itself organically through face-to-face transmission. Against this
backdrop, two influential framework's structure contemporary debates: Pierre Nora’s lieux de mémoire,
which theorizes the externalization, symbolization, and emplacement of memory and Paul Ricceur’s
Memory, History, Forgetting, which reconceives memory as narratively configured and temporally
mediated (Ricceur, 2004). This study asks where Nora and Ricceur converge and diverge on the
existential status of collective memory, and with what consequences for identity, history, and the
politics of memory. The stakes are theoretical and practical: different linkages or tensions between
memory/history and remembering-forgetting shape epistemic norms and public policy.
Methodologically, the paper conducts a conceptual-hermeneutic analysis, reviews prior scholarship,
clarifies ontological premises, and maps key comparative axes. The contribution is a synthesized,
multilayered account integrating place, time, and narrative to orient future research and governance.

Methodology

This study uses a comparative conceptual-hermeneutic method, a qualitative approach centered on
interpreting and juxtaposing key concepts in philosophical texts. Combining conceptual analysis with
hermeneutics, it systematically examines the ontological premises of Nora’s milieux/lieux de mémoire
and Ricceur’s notions of the trace, narrative mimesis, and the remembering/forgetting dialectic (Ricceur,
2004), to reveal layered modes of being of memory and to clarify convergences and divergences.
Operationally, keywords are aligned and analyzed across five axes: (a) ontology of memory; (b)
memory/history; (c) function of forgetting; (d) temporality; and (e) subjectivity/identity.

Discussion
1) Ontological status of memory

Nora and Ricoeur hold that memory—collective and personal—requires mediation to become actual,
yet they diverge on how it persists. For Nora, memory attains an object-like being in archives,
monuments, and commemorations; it is placed in space so the flux of time is stabilized. Lieux de
mémoire remain alive only while they circulate within communal reinterpretation; otherwise, they
wither into a mere memory of a place. Ricoeur, by contrast, locates memory in time and language: the
presence of the absent, constituted through narrative, testimony, and the refiguration of traces linking
subjects to a shared common past.

2) Memory-history interface

Both thinkers treat memory and history not synonyms but a productive tension. For Nora, acceleration
and the erosion of milieux de mémoire generate an archival memory and a politics of remembrance;
lieux de mémoire crystallize where sacralizing memory meets secular history. Their triple status—
material, functional, symbolic—stays alive through a will to remember and ongoing historical framing.
Ricoeur bridges the pair through mediations: testimony inaugurates discourse, writing folds it into
archives, and representation refigures it. He accepts the autonomy of historiography, including pasts no
one can recall, yet insists history cannot void memory’s guardianship of pastness.
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3) The work of forgetting

For Nora, forgetting is a negative constitutive force of modernity: fear of loss drives societies to
externalize memory into archives, museums, and memorials whose accumulation hollow remembrance
into cliché. Overabundance risks alienation; the duty to remember answers a structural threat that never
recedes. Ricoeur assigns forgetting a double valence: destructive when it erases, restorative when it
enables healing, forgiveness, and the organization of knowledge. Remembering and forgetting form a
dialectic—erasure and reserve—without which neither memory nor justice can be sustained. Hence
Nora seeks to tame forgetting by spatial substitution, whereas Ricoeur integrates it within narrative
ethics.

4) Identity and subjectivity

Ricoeur build subjectivity from below as the capacity to ascribe memories to a who; narrative identity
configures action over time and remains vulnerable to ideological distortion. Reclaiming power to
narrate oneself is an ethical task, and the interpreters who matters within each act of understanding.
Nora reads identity from above as institutionally mediated in passage from a historical nation to a
memorial nation: the triad identity, memory, heritage structures subjectivity, proliferating
micro-identities. Albums, rituals, and commemorations manufacture awe. Both converge on fragility of
identity in time and the need to critique narrative and ritual codifications.

5) Mediations, convergence, and implications

Despite different emphases—space and signs for Nora, time and narrative for Ricoeur—both assign
mediating roles to traces and communal reinterpretation. In practice frameworks are complementary:
Nora illuminates institutional politics and economies of remembrance, while Ricoeur offers criteria for
evaluating fidelity, testimony, and representation. Together they yield an ontological account of
memory that is spatialized and narrativized. Modern regimes of remembrance are shaped by archival
accumulation and testimonial and representational practices; both require interpretive communities to
remain just. These paired lenses guide research and policy: turn to Nora for memorial governance, to
Ricoeur when adjudicating public truth.

Conclusion

This comparative reading argues that Pierre Nora’s and Paul Ricoeur’s ontological accounts of memory
are not rivals but complements. Memory is neither only “in space,” anchored in commemorative objects,
nor only “in time,” unfolding as narrative; it emerges in the fluid relation between sign/place and
narrative/time, mediated by the “trace.” Nora’s move from milieux de mémoire to lieux de mémoire
clarifies the institutional-material dimension and policy logic of memorialization, warning that the
acceleration of history and an archival obsession are both a threat of forgetting and a reaction to it.
Ricoeur deepens the horizon through the triad “testimony-archive-representation,” assessing the
endurance of memory by narrative criteria of truth/faithfulness and construing forgetting as memory’s
dialectical pole, at times restorative. At the level of identity and agency, Nora analyzes collective
construction through institutions and rituals, while Ricoeur foregrounds narrative responsibility—the
agent’s “who”—and the manipulability of memory. The synthesis yields a “relational ontology of
memory”: memory takes shape through traces, is stabilized in places, generalized by narrative, and
sustained within the productive tensions of remembering/forgetting and memory/history. Normatively,
combining Nora’s institutional sensitivity with Ricoeur’s hermeneutic rigor opens a horizon of “just
memory,” reducing the hollowing-out of monuments and curbing the over-narrativization of identity.
Future work should target actionable memory policy and the interplay of memory, place, and digital
technology, turning the past into a resource for responsibility in the present and future while tempering
nostalgia and ideological instrumentalization.
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