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Lieux de mémoire in the philosophical perspective

Introduction

At the beginning of civilization, an important problem for people was loca-
tion, finding a place for hunting, recreation, or residence. Johann Gottfried Herder 
says that man is always in place, and from that perspective tries to relate to what he 
meets. Determination of the place is a special reference that influences our perception 
of reality. The place is not just a point, this is an environment, the horizon and space 
of openness. With the passing of time, man realized that the place not only connects 
him with the present, but also reminds of the past. The process of recalling caused 
man, in his noticing the repetition of certain situations, to realize that he could avoid 
new dangers. Thanks to memory he also began to develop. He produced the first to-
ols, paintings presenting him in relation to the world in which he lived. Over time, 
man creating paintings, drawings, portrayals contributed to the emergence of a new 
dimension - the world of spirit, the world of the psyche. This process was slow, but 
systematic. It resulted not only from a desire to awaken the imagination, but also to 
leave behind some achievement. Successive generations discovered anew the reality 
of ancestors, who left behind tangible objects, which presented a world and the man 
inside it, but also everyday objects that could be used to keep a man alive. It created 
a culture that has a material, physical dimension but also the intangible, not physical. 
Philosophy tries to delve into culture and civilization. The place of  memory can be 
the rock painting but also a thought. Philosophy focuses more on what is immaterial, 
metaphysical. This world which transcends beyond the physical, material realm, today 
results in us talking about human awareness and his heritage. Metaphysical view of 
the world has made memory more important, especially memory relating to culture, 
tradition, thus being collective nature. However, also in an attempt to understand 
the process of reaching the truth, within knowledge there is a problem of individual 
memory. Is our knowledge innate or do we acquire it? According to one theory, the 
man had the knowledge, but during birth he lost it and must regain it back, he must 
remind himself of it. For centuries, the understanding of the heritage evolved, but also 
the individual awareness. Man began to think of himself as a rational and free being, 
but also as a being who can retain his traditions and culture. Therefore, the place of 
memory influences our identity and sets out a source-based experience of values, to 
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which we are open. That’s why the problem regarding a place of memory appears as 
an opposition to German historiography. 

Place of memory is the place of our reference to a common source, to the roots, to the tradition that 
creates our world. Place of memory is very different from history, which is understood through the 
prism of past events, by reducing the time to the past.

In the nineteenth-century historical sciences were dominated by German hi-
storiography, which was created by Leopold von Ranke. Ranke and Humboldt are the 
creators of individual historicism, in which history is understood as an erudite science. 
In opposition to historicism arises French thought, introducing the history to positive 
sciences, including sociology, and the domination of society over the individual. The 
history of past events is replaced by a history of practices and spirit of nations. The Annales 
School demands, to include into historical research, method and language of other disci-
plines, e.g. economics, geography and history of art. Pierre Nora belongs to the Annales 
School, who analyses the phenomenon of compulsion to commemorate the past, as well 
as the enlargement process of category of the present. The process of globalization, a pro-
cess of cultural change is accompanied by an altered perception of the present and the 
past. As a result of the transition from history, from past to present, the place of memory 
has become a surrounding reality that accompanies our lives, our existence. Memory 
takes us back to the past, but it is understood from the perspective of the present. More 
connects us with our awareness of cultural heritage than with reminding of what is past. 
Place of memory is a place where our collective awareness is formed.

The concept of mémoire collective appears in Maurice Halbwachs, who studied 
Bergson’s philosophy and also Durkheim’s sociology. He pays attention to the problem 
of collective memory (memoire collective) in a confrontation with an individual memory 
(mémoire individuelle). He states that history can’t be the history of the individual, but 
it has to be recognized in the collective context, the collective memory. History thus 
understood is the history of common sense of identity. In 1978, Pierre Nora in the 
article Mémoire collective103 published in the encyclopaedia La Nouvelle Histoire, tries to 
show how is collective memory based in the new trend. In the aforementioned article, 
he presents historical memory in the context of a place, topography: archive, library 
or museum, in the context of the monumental place as a cemetery or architecture, 
as well as symbolic places such as the commemoration of special events, or symbols 
and signs of identification, and in the context of a functional place as the action or 
autobiography. Memorization has its own history, which transforms the memory of 
the place into a place of memory. It concerns not only what is in the past, but also its 
impact on our understanding of the world and our identity, of our identification with 
the group. Memory has become an important subject of analysis for the humanities, 

103 P. Nora in article Memoire collective  published in La Nouvelle Histoire, ed. J. Le Goff, Paris 
1978, p. 401.
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especially historians and sociologists. It leads to reflection on the history, the problem 
of anthropological understanding of their own identity on the social and political basis.

Later, Nora published Les Lieux de mémoire which focuses on cultural and 
political aspects of the history of France, where place of memory  arises in a specific 
context, i.e. France104. The basis of the place of memory is not so much of the past 
but of present understood in different ways. An important element that distinguishes 
a reflection of representatives of the Annales School is focusing historical research on 
the experience of symbols, images which have historical relation in the context of the 
present. Not only is the past understood from the perspective of the present, but also 
future is reduced to the present. Therefore, Helga Nowotny or Stephen Bertmann, talk 
about the category of extended present105 and now-ist culture106. 

Place of memory is the subject of research, not only in sociology and history, 
but also in philosophy from which derived sociology and history understood as a di-
scipline dealing with the reflection on the meaning and essence of human history. 
The philosophy recognizes this problem on the basis of the truth about man and 
his cognition. Therefore, the truth does not have a historical dimension and doesn’t 
concern sociological research. Modern philosophy recognizes the problem of place of 
memory from the perspective of a man and his opportunities to recognize himself and 
the world that surrounds him. Philosophy deals with individual memory, a process of 
damming impressions and collective memory, which is synonym with the question of 
national, social identity. Place of memory in this context means a collective memory. 
This is a kind of responsibility for the historical truth in the collective awareness. This 
is the source for Roman culture with its lieux de mémoire and Anglo-Saxon tradition. 
German tradition tells us to define a place of memory as reminding [Erinnerung], 
referring to the waters of Mnemosyne, from which we can learn the truth about ourse-
lves. The Latin equivalent of Mnemosyne is memoria, or memory. In French, the place 
of memory is expressed through lieux de mémoire, while in German - Erinnerungsorte. 
The first term refers to memory, the second to reminding. Especially in twentieth-cen-
tury the problem of collective memory became important, emphasized its historical, 
social, psychological, or political aspect.

Contemporary philosophical thought, on the one hand criticaly relates to the 
historicism of Leopold von Ranke, and on the other hand to the Annales School. In my 
article, I will focus on the first issue. With the return to historicism and its criticism 
presented in the twentieth-century by neo-Kantians, and later Heidegger, we come to 
the point where the man doesn’t appear as a third person, like the world of objects, but 
104 Les Lieux de mémoire is a collective work edited by Pierre Nora. Authors concentrate on the 

history of France including the issue of freedom. See: P. Nora, Les Lieux de mémoire. vol. 1–3. 
Paris: Gallimard 1984-1992. In first volume Les Lieux de mémoire entitled La Republique 
at the beginning there is Entre Mémoire et Histoire. La problematique des lieux, where Nora 
presents place of memory. See: P. Nora, Les Lieux de mémoire. Paris: Gallimmard 1984, t. 1., 
p. XXIII i XIV.

105 H. Nowotny, Time. The Modern and Postmodern Experience, Cambridge: Polity Press 1994.
106 S. Bertman, Hyperculture. The human cost of speed, Westport, London:  Praeger 1998.



45

Lieux de mémoire in the philosophical perspective

as I. The source of experience is his understanding of himself and the world that gives 
sense to our existence. The key issue which is undertaken by the philosophy is the truth 
about ourselves. Based on this question we can analyze the problem of place of memory. 
This is the primary reference, within which memory appears. Therefore, it is necessary 
to illustrate memory on the grounds of a question about truth, posed by philosophy.

1. Philosophy sees a place of memory in its relation to the truth

The truth can be understood in different ways, on the one hand, from the per-
spective of its existence, the opportunity of its perception (epistemological character 
of how man comes to the truth), on the other hand from the perspective of a question 
about the source of truth, a place from which it comes (an ontological character). Both 
of these perspectives have a long history. 

a.     The ability to retain and explore insights

In ancient Greek philosophy, there are different concepts of how man can 
discover the truth about the world and himself. The man had had knowledge that 
effaced with birth, with coming to earth. Plato believed that the human soul has 
knowledge about the world of ideas, about perfect world, because it previously lived 
in this world. Man taking on a body lost some knowledge he had possessed, but can 
acquire it again, and remember what he previously forgot. Therefore, learning is re-
minding, anamnesis107. 

The process of reminding, anamnesis has three periods: the first is the sensory perception of a thing, 
the second is the recognition and association with another thing, in the third period the thing that 
comes to mind, which is reminded, becomes the object of our knowledge.

Longing for the world of ideas is called Eros. For Plato, the most important is 
to focus on oneself in seeking memory of the true ideas. Here could be useful upbrin-
ging, getting knowledge on the basis of dialogue between master and student. Plato 
says, there is recognition, which isn’t the result of acquiring experience, which proves 
that the mind possessed it earlier, and now has been reminded of it. The knowledge 
that we have is not given to us from the outside, but we acquire it on the basis of de-
duction and anamnesis. Anamnesis is proof for existence of an immortal soul, which 
appears in European culture in Orphic beliefs, in Pythagoreans, as well as in Socrates 
and Plato. Plato in the dialogues through Socrates’ speech expresses his conviction about 
the existence of a world beyond the physical, material world. Socrates notices that for 
him, death and remaining alive are not something alien, but an opportunity of associa-

107 In Phaedo Plato presents process of anamnesis. See: Plato, Dialogi, Kęty: Wydawnictwo Antyk  
1999, vol. 1, p. 651-657.
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ting with those who he appreciated and admired;  a kind of reward. In addition to the 
mechanism of anamnesis, Plato discusses another issue, which is the relation between 
soul and the body. The body is a prison for the soul, and releasing soul from the body is 
releasing man from his limits, from what stops him before moving into the world of ide-
as. This opinion concerning the relation between the soul and the body appears later in 
the philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas. Plato’s concept leads to the fact that the philoso-
phical thought begins to focus on man and his recognition of himself and the world. The 
philosophy becomes a reflection of people on themselves and their behaviour. Christian 
thought brings to European culture the problem of good and evil. Previously, good was 
presented from the perspective of self-improvement and aesthetic values. From Plato 
and Aristotle’ perspective, an important part of the human world is good and mankind.

St. Augustine in his Confessions incorporates retrospection – he goes back to the 
time when he was a child, and when he embraced evil. In this reflection of himself and 
relationship to God, memory appears. It is understood here as a reminiscence of past 
times based on the concept of time as kairos, challenge, time that is yet to come108. St. 
Augustine mentions memory from the perspective of  returning to what has pasted, 
what irretrievably stayed in the past. „For what literature and logic are, and what I know 
about how many different kinds of questions exist-all these are stored in my memory 
as they are, so that I have not kept the image and left the object outside. It is not as 
though a sound had sounded and passed away like a voice heard by an ear, which leaves 
a trace through which it can be called into memory again, as if it were still sounding in 
mind while it no longer did so outside. Nor is it the same as an odor which, even after 
it has passed and vanished into the wind, affects the sense of smell-which then conveys 
into the memory the image of the smell which is what we recall and re-create; or like 
food which, once in the belly, surely now has no taste and yet does have a kind of taste 
in the memory; or like anything that is felt by the body through the sense of touch, 
which still remains as an image in the memory after the external object is removed”109. 

As we said earlier, in St. Thomas Aquinas’ Treatise on man (Summa Theologiae)110 
an issue appears of mutual relation between soul and body. He distinguishes four inner 
senses: common sense, imagination, judgment and memory111. 

Memory as a reminiscentia is similar to the imagination, but with the difference that imagination holds 
images and the memory properties of the images.

He shows the difference between memory as a reminiscentia and as a memoria. 
Memory as a memoria is common for man and animals and relates to the sense-sphere. 
St. Thomas also sees a difference between keeping an image of reality that happened 

108 St. Augustine,  Wyznania, Warszawa: Pax 1987, p. 230, 224.
109 St. Augustine, Confession, p. 132, http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/augustine/conf.pdf (ac-

cessed: 28.08.2015).
110 St. Thomas Aquinas, Traktat  o człowieku, Kęty: Wydawnictwo Antyk 1998, p. 228.
111 Ibidem, p. 256.
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in the past and reminding what was forgotten, erased. Without a sensual memory we 
can’t keep each impression and images, only after placing them in time in a compre-
hensive approach, allows us to see the pictures and hear melodies. St. Thomas derives 
memory and reminiscentia from consideration of the soul. 

Kierkegaard mentions memory in Rotation of Crops and Repetition. In „Rotation 
of Crops” he shows the desire to forget what is unpleasant and distressing. According to 
Kierkegaard, you need to learn to forget. The ability of forgetting depends on memory 
and experience of our reality. Kierkegaard points out that on the one hand, any moment 
can’t have such importance for us to not be able to forget it when we want, on the other 
hand, any moment should allow for it to be forgotten. He sees the forgetting depen-
dence on memory. He says, forgetting need to be learned, you have to possess it. „The 
more poetically one remembers, the more easily one forgets, for to remember poetically 
is actually only an expression for forgetting”112. Kierkegaard says that he does not know 
where the river Lethe flows, but he knows that the art of forgetting can be developed. 

In Repetition Kierkegaard presents the process of repetition, which is the equ-
ivalent of the ancient Greek reminiscence. He says, Greeks understood knowledge as 
a reminiscence. Nowadays, new philosophy introduces repetition to the understanding 
of life. Man had some knowledge he had gained and remembered watching the world 
of ideas in a previous life. When he came into the world, this knowledge has been 
forgotten. A man doesn’t gain knowledge again but he reminds himself of it. Kierke-
gaard, citing Leibniz notes that reminiscence and repetition are the same, but with one 
difference -  reminiscence directs us to the past, to memory of what was unpleasant, 
while repeating directs us toward the future113. Kierkegaard notes that this dialectic 
between reminiscence and repetition, shows the interconnection of the past and the 
future. Repetition is a process that starting from what has already happened, restores 
its new life, new hope. „When the Greeks said that all knowing was recollecting, they 
were also thus saying that all of existence, everything that is, has been. When one says 
that life is repetition, one also says that that which has existed now comes to be again. 
When one lacks the categories of recollection and repetition, all of life is dissolved 
into an empty, meaningless noise. Recollection is the ethnic view of life, repetition the 
modern”114. For Kierkegaard, repetition has a religious character. 

Friedrich Nietzsche also undertakes the problem of memory on the basis of 
discovering truth. He criticizes memory referring to morality. Nietzsche sees in it 
danger of keeping bias, because “forgetting belongs to all action”115. This argument is 
a critique of culture of presence, the phenomenon of memory, historicity. Nietzsche 
112 S. Kierkegaard, Repetition and Philosophical Crumbs, Oxford: Oxford University Press 2009.
113 S. Kierkegaard, Powtórzenie, Warszawa:  Fundacja Aletheia 1992, p. 50. 
114 S. Kierkegaard, The Rotation Of Crops. A Venture in a Theory of Social Prudence, p. 58; http://

www.sorenkierkegaard.nl/artikelen/Engels/145.%20THE%20ROTATION%20OF%20
CROPS.pdf (accessed: 28.08.2015). 

115 F. von Nietzsche, Untimely Meditations 1874. On the Use and Abuse of History for Life, p. 3,  
http://la.utexas.edu/users/hcleaver/330T/350kPEENietzscheAbuseTableAll.pdf, (accessed: 
28.08.2015). 
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criticizes Jewish and Christian morality for being based on resentment, spirit of re-
venge. The spirit of revenge is the spirit of memory, which as in Kierkegaard’s Repe-
tition, becomes a recollection of what is unpleasant and builds a world of values on 
foundations of that experience, makes value judgments based on what is past. In Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra Nietzsche mentions three forms of spirit: camel, lion and child. That 
last form of spirit shows that memory must be eliminated, which does not allow us 
to surrender to ananke, to surrender destiny and affirm pain and suffering. Nietzsche 
says, Christianity from those experiences breeds ground for all ethics, all morality. 
Ethics must form a world of values based on the creation of what is new, what is not 
a reaction to a stimulus, it must be as Dionysus and Apollo. Nietzsche emphasizes the 
negative side of memory, which is the closing of man to create and build a world of 
own values. Niklas Luhmann116, as well as Elena Esposito117 refer to Kierkegaard and 
Nietzsche, pointing to the forgetfulness [Vergessen] and reminding [Erinnern] and 
their significance to our thinking about culture and society. Memory in the social sense 
here is not only a reminder, but also action in the present and comparison of events 
happening now, with what has been already known118.

Bergson understands memory differently. In the work Matière et Mémoire119  he 
analyses memory in response to a question about dualism in philosophy.

Bergson has presented different functions and forms of memory. He distinguishes two forms of memory: 
1. simple memory - restoring what is past but without grasping what is past. It corresponds to the 

imagination 
2. pure memory - memory of reminding. 
Source: H. Bergson, Materia i pamięć, Kraków: Vis-a-vis/Etiuda 2012, p. 80nn, 171.

He undertakes the problem of the relationship between body and soul - the 
same one that appeared in Plato, St. Thomas, then at the Descartes (extended substance 
and thinking substance), Kant (pure theoretical reason and pure practical reason), or 
Kierkegaard. With regards to the criticism of dualism, Bergson was led by his concept 
of time as duration (1889) and the polemics with Theodule-Armand Ribot120, who 
propounded reduction of memory to the nervous system. Ribot states that the ability 
to remember is positioned in the nervous system and has a material character. Bergson 
opposes Ribot and states that memory has a spiritual character. The aim of his book 
Matière et Mémoire is to present, attenuate and eliminate the contradictions between 

116 N. Luhmann, Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft, Frankfurt am Main:  Suhrkamp 1997, p. 12-43.
117 E. Esposito, Soziales Vergessen. Formen und Medien des Gedächtnisses der Gesellschaft, Frankfurt 

am Main: Suhrkamp 2002.
118 Esposito pays attention that in contemporary society – in contrast to world of culture – there 

is no need to remind what is past. Our thinking is boiled down to time now. Despite of gath-
ering more information, memory is reduced to comparative function, to what has impact on 
our now. But Nietzsche focuses on pragmatic function of memory and need of forgetting.

119 H. Bergson, Matière et mémoire. Essai sur la relation du corps à l ’esprit, Paris: Alcan 1896.
120 Ibidem, p. 122 (Polish translation).
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body and soul121. The human mind is focused on what is currently given and turns it 
into memory contents in the process of human action. Therefore, it performs a practical 
function and is located in the body. When human mind undergoes perdition, memory 
is not switched off (the process incarnatia). Man in a specific situation is not able to re-
call memory. Therefore, he can’t practically perform his work for which he is appointed.

For Bergson, the function of memory is taken over by duration. This is an 
important element because it allows human consciousness to persist. It is a repetition 
of what is past. 

At the turn of 19th and 20th  century, Husserl’s thought and that of his students 
was formed. Husserl opposes the reduction of human thinking to psychology and logic. 
For Husserl, memory along with observation is the base of pure human thinking.

In Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy 
– First Book Husserl mentions memory from the perspective of reminding. 

The ability to keep awareness of what has passed, but was close to the current now, Husserl called reten-
tion. The man learns the world thanks to its natural attitude, on which he can only make a reflection.

He distinguishes two types: primary and secondary reminding. In primary 
reminding actually lived experience may be what reflects on something that is either 
present at the time as now, but it is not realized, or something what has just happened. 
Besides primary reminding there is also secondary reminding that differs from the pri-
mary attitude, that is not damming awareness, but renewed embodiment of what has 
passed. Referring to the retention and secondary reminding, Husserl mentions forward 
self-awareness [Vorerinnerung]122, which is defined as the expectation. It is not just about 
damming in the awareness what is past and then renewed embodiment, but also about 
the expectation, a realization of what will come on the basis of what is perceived. Husserl 
also considers the issue of duration and stream of experience that accompanies inten-
tional acts. For Husserl, as shown by the concept of before, now and then, it is necessary 
to link these aspects of time in a pure I. Therefore, the position of Husserl differs from 
the views of aforementioned researchers who studied the problem of place of memory. 
Husserl argues that the most important feature of memory is its continuity123.

In the Cartesian Meditations, as well as in Ideas I, Edmund Husserl uses the 
term reminding [Erinnerung], and the renewed reminding [Wiedererinnerung]124. Through 
these terms we aware what was previously experienced and perceived. Husserl says, life 

121 Ibidem, p. 11.
122 E. Husserl, Idee czystej fenomenologii i fenomenologicznej filozofii, Księga pierwsza (Idee I), 

Warszawa: PWN 1975, p. 229.
123 Husserl in Ideas I focuses on duration and stream of experience where appears problem of 

memory exactly reminding (Ibidem, p. 256), and the issue of before, now, then is presented on 
p. 260. In Ideas II appears pure I, which will be analyzed and will go to personal I. 

124 E. Husserl, Medytacje kartezjanskie, Warszawa: PWN 1982, p. 171.
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is always embedded in the world, which I experience and am reminded of125. In a work 
entitled Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy – 
Second Book, he focuses on capturing the pure I, a source capturing oneself, including the 
opportunity of modifying self-understanding by reminding oneself of itself, or imaging 
of oneself126. Husserl says: “The essence of self-remembrance obviously includes the fact 
that pure Ego, remembering itself, is conscious of itself as bygone, and the fact that, on 
the other hand, a shift of focus is possible in virtue of which the pure Ego can grasp 
itself as the pure Ego of the act of remembering, and consequently as self-perceived 
actual presence, and, similarly, the fact that it grasps itself as something temporally 
enduring from the past now to the actual flowing now of the present”127.  For Husserl, 
remembering plays an important role – it combines the experience of what is past, or has 
not been previously reflected, what is now, with expectation of what takes place in time. 

Roman Ingarden moves in a similar direction as Husserl. Particularly notewor-
thy is his Little Book About Man, in which he undertakes the issue of responsibility 
based on duration. Only through duration, man can be responsible for his intentions 
and action. Consciousness and memory are necessary for the continuity of conscio-
usness. For Ingarden - like Husserl - it is not about consciousness in a psychological 
sense, but the opportunity to know the man himself and the world that surrounds him.

Husserl and Ingarden’s phenomenology based on transcendental I, which oc-
curs to Husserl, is based on the philosophy of Descartes and Kant. Husserl’s pheno-
menology arises in particular time during the development of neo-Kantian thought 
- when it undertakes the problem of dualism of philosophy, pure theoretical reason 
and pure practical reason. A significant contribution to Husserl’s thought is brought 
forth by Rickiert, Heimsoeth. Husserl attempts to overcome in science, the reduction 
what is human to the mathematical, or aka the  environmental method. It resulted in 
reflection based on the language of biblical exegesis - hermeneutics. For some philo-
sophers – for example Heidegger - the fundamental question is the question of the 
source, of the foundation. This means that philosophy must abandon thinking based 
on the principle of cause and effect and ask about the source of truth. Heidegger wants 
philosophy to focus on what precedes all theoretical and practical cognition. For him, 
such a sphere is ontology, in which truth at the source appears, in its constituting. To 
this end, Heidegger goes back to the ancient Greek term of truth as uncovering. The 
truth thus understood is not based on the contrast that is not true, but it is based on 
forgetting and remembering. This truth differs from the classic definition understood 
as compatibility of things with the intellect. The transition to the truth as uncovering 
125 See: E. Husserl, Medytacje kartezjanskie, op. cit. Erinnerung (p. 171), Erinnerung, Wiedererri-

nerung (p. 27, 29, 39, 47, 56, 59, 61, 65, 68, 73, 87, 95, 100, 150, 171, 190).
126 E. Husserl, Idee czystej fenomenologii i fenomenologicznej filozofii, Księga pierwsza, op. cit., p. 

144nn.
127 E. Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy 

– Second Book: Studies in the Phenomenology of Constitution, Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff 
Publishers 1989, p. 108.
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allows new interpretation of time and historicity, attitude to theory of history, histo-
ricity in Ranke. 

b.     Source of Truth

In addition to the problem of knowing and being in relationship to the truth, 
there is also an important question that puts philosophy in relation to the source of 
truth. In the first case it was mostly about the process of understanding the cognitive 
and memory in this context. As we indicated in the introduction, philosophers at 
the turn of the century undertake a serious problem that is history, historicity. They 
want to considers the issue of historicity in relation to anthropology, to philosophy 
of man. Kant’s ideas along with neo-Kantianism, as well as Dilthey’s hermeneutics 
had a profound impact on philosophers thought. Thanks to Dilthey that a reflection 
arises that deals with the man from the perspective of his understanding. It insists on 
the understanding that precedes the cognitive process of learning based on subject-
-object relations. Martin Heidegger is one of those people who gave  hermeneutics 
a new shape and propagated it. It draws attention to the ratio of I to himself and his 
understanding. It changes the attitude of philosophy towards the problem of truth, 
which is obstructing the discovery. and it is the truth as understood in the ancient 
Greek sense of a-letheia. The truth in the sense of not-secret does not have a negation 
in the ordinary sense of the word, as the negation of the first sense of the word, but is 
forgetting.  For Heideggers, the truth is not ( as a state of being), but it occurs (takes 
place), it continues. Over time, Heidegger sees truth as a non-secrecy at the level 
of thinking.  For Heidegger, the main problem however, is that a man engrossed in 
technique has stopped thinking. Heidegger points out that modern man reduces the 
world to a technique, at the same time failing to notice what the source of thought is.

In this context Heidegger’s return to the truth as Aletheia is interesting. The 
truth does not appear as the compatibility of things with intellect, but as forgetting 
and reminding. One of these aspects which is the connection between truth and me-
mory merits special attention. Therefore, referring to the ancient Greek culture, we 
will say what memory and reminding are in the classic sense of the truth. We’ll use the 
Greek goddess of memory Mnemosyne, history of Hyrieus building the chamber in 
Boeotia, as well as the origin of the writing, whose aim was to help man in reminding. 
With these three examples we will show, what memory was for the ancient Greeks 
and what it is today. Memory is not the accumulation of events, but something more. 
Mnemosyne represents it. 

Who is the goddess of memory? Well, she is the daughter of Gaia (earth) and 
Uranus (sky), the mother of 9 Muses. Therefore, memory is treated as the mother of 
art and beauty. In ancient Greece beauty is associated with truth and good. Therefore, 
what is beautiful is true and it is good. So, there is memory in the ethical sense: good 
and truth. However, good does not occur in the context of good and evil, but in valor, 
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i.e. ability to use own predispositions and self-improvement. Good appears in the 
context of virtue and immortality of the soul. In the nineteenth century, Nietzsche 
returned to this conception of the good, criticizing good and evil in the moral sense. 
He paid attention to the fact that man heads into benefit and own good, not values   
or truth. He uses truth only when it is beneficial for him. In referring to Greek sense 
of truth, significance of memory and its hermeneutic character appears. The truth is 
a continuous concealment (forgetfulness) and covering (reminding). In the Greek 
culture you don’t hear the truth, but you see it, like memory, it is reminding of images 
Greek forgetting and reminding as a source of truth is clearly presented by Tropho-
nius, an architect from Boeotia, who built with his brother treasury chamber for King 
Hyrieus. This event is related to the legend, showing the interdependence of truth, 
forgetting and reminding. In the place where died Trophonius’ brother, swallowed up 
by the earth, there created a deep gap. That’s where those who want to know the truth 
about themselves go. People who want to know their future, go down the ladder at 
night led by two boys. The one who want to ask a question to oracle must first drink 
from the water of oblivion (Lethe), to forget everything what he previously thought, 
and only then can he drink water Mnemosyne, so he could remember everything he 
will see and hear inside the oracle’s cave. People learning the truth, entering the wa-
ter of oblivion and reminding, will not become happy, but rather burdened with the 
knowledge about what is going to happen. The water of oblivion and water of remin-
ding is mentioned by Virgil in Aeneid, Ovid in Metamorphoses, Dante in his Divine 
Comedy, as well as H.U.V. Balthasar128 recalling  the words of Dante.

Finally, the third important act of truth - writing, a gift for the king of Egypt 
from the Egyptian god. Plato in Phaedrus made a critique of knowledge existing in 
writing129, mentioned memory. Plato referring to one of the old gods, Theuth (who 
invented algebra and arithmetic, the game of checkers and dice and alphabet), and the 
king of Egypt, Thamus, observes that the writing given by god to strengthen memory, 
weakened it, infecting it with oblivion. When Theuth talks about his inventions, he 
comes to the alphabet130. He states that giving Egyptians the ability to write will give 
them bigger and better memory, because writing has to support wisdom and memory. 
But the king Thamus believes that this invention will bring the opposite, i.e. oblivion, 
because people will no longer practice their memory. He says that Theuth discovered 
the antidote not for memory, but for forgetting. People will no longer trust their me-
mory and will entrust writing. Because of writing, man rejects memory and build his 
knowledge on a continuous reminding. On the one hand writing is a means to remin-
ding, especially for those who lose their memory, for forgetful, helps poor memory, 
on the other hand is poisoning the good memory. Writing does not belong to human 

128 H. U. von Balthasar, Chwała. Estetyka teologiczna, vol. 2. Modele teologiczne. Part. 2. Od Dantego 
do Peguya, Kraków: Wydawnictwo WAM 2008.

129 Plato, Fajdros, Kęty: Wydawnictwo Antyk 1999, Dialogi, vol. 2. p. 179-184.
130 Derrida notices, explaining what is Pharmakon, that writing isn’t medicine for memory but 

the mean for reminding. Writing isn’t understood in positive sense but in negative. 
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nature, it is an artificial product. It is a threat for those who have poor memory and for 
those who have a good one. Presentation of memory and reminding appears in Plato 
when he speaks about Eros, who is love of truth.

Jacques Derrida refers to Phaedrus in his essay Pharmakon. One of the key qu-
estions posed by Derrida is the importance of writing and character. Derrida’s views 
are consistent with the position of Plato in Phaedrus: writing is not conducive to me-
mory, but perverts it, i.e. man instead of seeking the truth through wisdom, attempts 
to be smart. “Writing is only apparently good for memory, seemingly able to help it 
from within, through its own motion, to know what is true. But in truth, writing is 
essentially bad, external to memory, not producing of knowledge but of belief, does 
not reveal the truth but  appearances”131. This truth is the apparent truth. Plato wrote 
that the writing allows to read truths by people familiar with the problem, and those 
who know nothing about it. Truth in writing is exposed to danger and therefore still 
needs care from its author. Writing, however, does not give us that opportunity. Inste-
ad of knowledge of the truth it focuses merely on the notion, on appearance. Derrida 
focused on the difference between inner life, i.e. thinking and its expression in speech 
and external sign. In addition, he criticizes Plato, accusing him of seeing memory so 
perfect that he does not see its relationship with the written character.

Let us return to the issue of Mnemosyne and Heidegger. Heidegger says that 
theater, music, dance and poetry are of the womb of Mnemosyne. Through art we can 
get to the truth. Heidegger understands memory not as “ability to retain a mental re-
presentation, an idea, of something which is past”132 - as we presented in the first part, 
but considers that “Memory- from Latin memor, mindful – thinks about something 
that is thought about, thought”133. Our thinking is not something external, to which 
we can approach with a certain distance, but is an ongoing process that occurs even 
when we ask for something. Heidegger in line with Husserl’s statement from Logical 
Investigations - focuses on the question about the source of our thinking, on truth in 
the original sense of the word. Thinking about the truth is prior to the epistemologi-
cal truth. Heidegger says about openness to the same thinking that accompanies us 
constantly. It is not a thinking, which is characterized by indifference to the content, 
but is grounded on what has been already understood. Any thinking about the objects 
is located at the level of our original understanding. Heidegger states: “Memory is the 
gathering and convergence of thought upon, what everywhere demands to be thought 
about in the first place. Memory is the gathering of recollection, thinking back”134. 
Heidegger’s Andenken is close to Plato’s thinking in Phaedrus and Phaedo, but also to 
Bergson and Derrida, who see a place of memory at the level of thought and speech. 

131 J. Derrida, Dissemination, Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1981, p. 103.
132 M. Heidegger, What is called thinking?, New York: Harper Collins Publishers 1976, p. 11. 
133 Ibidem.
134 Ibidem.
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In German thinking back means Andenken that we can translate as being next to the thought. Think-
ing about something means we are next to the thought.

The collapse of Western civilization - says Heidegger - lies in the fact that it 
is desolated (not destroyed), is Mnemosyne’s exile. Heidegger says that “we are still 
not thinking”135. He pays attention to the fact that man brings thinking to what he 
calls technical, to what is real. It isn’t a way to reach the same thinking. Science forgot 
about the truth, which appears in the lumen of being, it’s afraid to undertake the issue 
of nothingness. That is why truth can best emerge by presenting techne of thinking, in 
poetry, art, in the retinue of thinking.

The postulate of Heidegger, who wants to show thinking, differs from the sche-
ma of cognition theory, in which we want to present how it is possible for man to learn 
on the basis of subject-object relation. For Heidegger, this means abandoning thin-
king on the basis of episteme and turning to aisthesis into the sphere of what precedes 
cognition. If we want to know an object, we first need to understand it. You can’t see 
the object without first understanding the whole being. Heidegger points out that the 
man doesn’t recognize the world from the perspective of distance, but his own refe-
rence to being, to himself. To hear and see something we should first be open to the 
world, we must allow our hearing and seeing. Hearing and not-hearing are presented 
in the noein. In responding to the world, man tries to speak, to express himself in his 
understanding of the world. In the tension between legein (speak) and noein (think) 
constitutes the truth, which is a process of reminding and forgetting. Philosophers such 
as Hans-Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur, Emmanuel Levinas present the problem of 
truth on the basis of speech, expression and thinking. Especially Levinas will want to 
show that a place of memory is a relationship between man and a man, which abandons 
Heidegger’s thinking, limited to the relationship between I and my being. Therefore he 
will propose that in the speech, discourse, dialogue the source of all thinking appears.

In place where the truth constitutes, there is memory and reminding. Truth 
and memory reside in our thinking. Place of memory in this sense is thinking, in it 
the truth is presented about ourselves and our world.

2.     Philosophy at the crossroads

As we have shown, in philosophy there are different forms of memory, but two 
trends in particular. 

Forms of memory relate on the one hand to human cognitive capabilities, to memory, thanks to which 
we can bind together images from the past, we can talk about the continuity of memory, on the other 
hand to a place of memory that is our understanding.

135 Ibidem, p. 28. 
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Among the philosophers who undertook the problem of memory was Plato, 
St. Augustine, St. Thomas, the British empiricists, and Bergson. Plato in relation to 
the concept of truth concludes that we knew the truth, which fell into oblivion at the 
time of our birth. Truth from the perspective of cognitive was analyzed by Hume, 
Berkeley, Locke. The basic question for them is: how does man get to know and how 
does he reach the knowledge; with the help of reminding truths, or learning the world 
through the stimulation of the senses doesn’t refer to terms he has already been fami-
liar with? Memory interpretation includes Bergson’s theory of knowledge, or earlier, 
Kant’s philosophy, based on pure theoretical reason and pure practical reason. He 
believes that the intellect is not capable of holistic recognizing, man needs intuition. 
In addition to this, Kant emphasizes the importance of awareness and time, which 
flows in it. Memory is an essential part of our thinking, our awareness. Not to men-
tion the duration as an important part of our thinking, which combines content and 
images of cognition. Memory plays a very important role in the process of thinking. 
Aforementioned philosophers precede psychology analysis, which aim is to examine 
the ability of remembering sensual impressions, terms and symbols, but also keeping 
the contents of one’s own awareness. Memory is one of the functions of the mind 
to store, stop, and reproduce content stemming from experience, but also one’s own 
experiences, own thinking based on the creation of the internal world. In this sense, 
St. Augustine recalls memory in his Confessions, describing his process of coming to 
God and to the meeting with God. Any thinking about reminding is a return to the 
past, it is necessary to realization, to reminding of our past, a retrospection that shows 
us the different types of images, terms, events, feelings.

Reflection on memory points to two main trends136, where memory appears. 
The trend based on the question, based on the ancient thought as well, indicates a pla-
ce of memory that goes beyond the process of cognition, which was earlier mentioned 
by the British empiricists, or Descartes, and reaches the level of understanding. Be-
tween understanding and cognition there is a connection, but understanding outlines 
a horizon, which we can then understand on the cognitive level. To be able to learn 
and define using terms we need the understanding, Greek logos. This was recognized 
by philosophers of life (including Nietzsche and Bergson) and phenomenologists (as 
Husserl) or hermeneutists (as Dilthey). Heidegger and the philosophers of dialogue 
such as Levinas, are included among those who undertook the problem of understan-
ding or pre-understanding, we can include. Heidegger seeks pre-understanding on the 
level of the question about one’s own being “whether something is or is not?”, mean-
while, as Levinas says, only meeting another man anticipates any ontological thinking. 

The memory is a kind of embodiment of what has passed. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to distinguish lieux de mémoire and lieux d’histoire. 
136 Trends of reflection on memory: the first is based on the theory of cognition, on understand-

ing of consecutive events, which are ordered by our consciousness, scheduled and kept. The 
second one is based on the question of the place of the happening the truth, of understanding 
the truth.
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Lieux d’histoire  - indicates the places that we understand as events separated from our present awareness.

Place of memory is the past, which designs the present and the future. 

Memory spheres are: 
•	 Past (heritage, tradition, events)
•	 Present (care about myself, care about closest family) 
•	 Future (expectation).

It has its basis in philosophical and theological thinking. It is on the ground of 
phenomenology and hermeneutics where a problem of historicity appears. Historicity 
differs from history because it includes our past, future, a way of understanding the 
future and awareness of the present. As Bergson previously mentioned, in relation to 
memory speaks of two forms of time: about what is past and what is present. Bergson 
talks about memory and its function in relation to Descartes’ position and his division 
into res extensae and res cogitantes. As noted by Bergson, this classification does not 
have a spatial nature, two separate spheres, but only time.

Summary 

The issue of memory and the place of memory has been undertaken from the 
beginning of European culture. Evolution of the significance of memory occurred be-
cause of the change of expectations towards science, and philosophy. The position that 
distinguishes philosophy from science is quite interesting. It derives from the fact that 
science, including the history and sociology, understands place of memory as a collec-
tive memory, which is present in history and social life, preserving and transmitting 
heritage. Philosophy recognizes the importance of these sciences, but also emphasizes 
the need for reflection, which shows the place of memory from the perspective of 
human thinking. A place of memory for philosophy is in fact thinking. In it the truth 
occurs. Critique of scientific attitude shows that the place of memory is dynamic and 
can be discovered in the dialectic. Hegel in the Phenomenology of spirit, already talks 
about historicity going beyond the historiography. For centuries the understanding 
of the meaning of philosophical thought was based on continuity, duration. Con-
temporary thinking about the place of memory takes time and history as a particular 
spot, with no continuity. In philosophy, it has made the transition, similar to that in 
sociology noticed by Pierre Nora and the Annales School, but in philosophy place of 
memory is constituted in thinking. Modern thought refers to Ranke and Humboldt 
and critically attempted to return to a new outlook at reality.
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