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The Obituary as Collective Memory

This paper explores the cultural form of the obituary as a tributary stream to a wider “collective memory”. In order to assess this proposal, it is necessary to look at how collective memory has been conceptualised by various authors: in France, by Maurice Halbwachs and Pierre Bourdieu, and in Germany, by Walter Benjamin. Tension emerges between those who think that such social forms of memorising, like tradition, is declining and those who think that collective memory is still alive but presented through non-traditional media, such as the newspaper. For the latter, collective memory is still shaped by testimonies of experience, but within a wider theatre of ideas. 
The cultural form of the obituary is undergoing a gradual internal transformation. Unlike the 1900 The Times, with its high proportion of military aristocrats and political leaders, today’s obituaries do not just include the memory of the dominant class. Their editors aspire to include all those who have shaped the modern world, including those who are important in terms of popular memory (footballers and jazz players) and, occasionally, even counter-memory (socialist leaders). However, as we shall show from our recent samples, the claims of a “revolution in obituaries” are overblown. The existence of a socially-reproduced set of class privileges is still striking. Moreover, only one-fifth of these obituaries are of women, even as late as 2000-1. And if, in 1900, the Third World (or South) did not appear at all, their component regions are still underrepresented, in contrast with the Eurocentrism and US-centrism of today’s obituary columns.
The paper will conclude that the different genres of the obituary form have been neglected. In order to understand the way collective memory works to underline the normal and pathological, we have to see the obituary as based on literary models. Chief among these are traditional positive obituary, the negative  obituary, and the tragic obituary. Given the existence of the negative or critical form, it can be argued that the revelation of truth in the obituary does not always provide comfort for the survivors.  
Avril Madrell
Men, mountains and memory. Discourses of wilderness, entitlement and gender in online and media debates on mountainside memorials
The proliferation of 'spontaneous' memorials in British uplands has resulted in fierce contestation of memorialisation practices on mountain tops. This contestation has been expressed performatively, principally through the removal of memorials, and discursively through interest group discusssions online and in the media. Analysis of these debates shows three key strands: constructions of mountain insider/ outsider that relates to authenticity and entitlement to memorialisation; particular representations of wilderness and the natural; and related forms of masculinity which establish (limited) acceptable perameters for emotional expression, including the emotions of others. These findings are discussed in relation to a model for understanding the spatialities of bereavement, and wider debates about private memorials in public spaces and mechanisms evolving to regulate this practice through spatial management and control.
