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Overall Question & Aims

• How and in what ways does the past 

effect present and future action?

• Aims:

– To explore memory as a relational 

dynamic, as phenomenal action, and as 

process

• Not as a product of world/memory mappings

• The dynamics of remembering



Presentation Outline

• Overall question and Aims

• Rethinking memory 

• Social organisation of remembering and 
reconciliation

• A case of Iruka Boys

• Discursive reconciliation

• Conclusion & Implications



Collective Remembering & 
Memory

• Active process (Wertsch, 2001)

• Socially mediated by textual resources and 

their affiliated voices

– Dynamic relation between the subject and the 

object; interdependencies, functional dualism and 

inherent tensions

• No principal separation between 

– individual & collective, remembering & forgetting, 

intentional & unintentional, official & vernacular, 

linguistic & non-verbal (Brockmeier, 2002)



Discursively Accomplished 

Reconciliation

• Not a once-for-all settlement

• Discursively accomplished

• Unfinished process

• Accounts temporarily settle the 
argument, but they are subject for 
negotiation and reformulation

• Constituting moral accountabilities

• Mobilising situated identities



Social Organisation of
Remembering and Reconciliation

• Materials from a project exploring social 
organisation of remembering and 
reconciliation

• Lives of former British soldiers who 
were prisoners in Burma and Japan in 
WWII

• How do people accommodate the 
changing face of world events with the 
personal trauma of incarceration?





Dynamic Relation  between 
Agent and Cultural tool

• Past moblised to the present 

• Juxtaposition of the two: the veteran and 
the flag

• The photo frames and collects humans 
and material resources, framing the 
irreducible tension 

• Making it available for dispersion and 
displacement



POWs in the Second World War



A Case of Iruka Boys

• 300 British soldiers interned in Iruka, now 
Kiwa, Japan

• Worked in a copper mine

• 13 soldiers died

• A grave was built before the war ended

• After the war, Kiwa senior citizens looked 
after the grave

• The grave moved to another location

• Former student workers in the camp decided 
to have a reunion and ceremony







Grave as a Circulating Reference

• A commemorative 

site in Japan, POWs 

labour camp

• The memorial 

transformed from a 

small grave by local 

Japanese people

• Dynamic of 

collective 

remembering



Original grave site



Memorial of Iruka Boys





Memorial

• Functionally blank--a resource circulates in a chain 

of transformation

• Agency as an emergent effect of its hybrid relations 

of person and material

• Transforming and reordering relations

• Network of relations--textual community

• More than forming mediational means and actions

• Collectivity as an emergent effect is also made 

visible in the forms of reconciliation activity--in ways 

in which objects continually reconfigure agency

















Redemption Narrative: 

Claiming change 

• Data: Group interview in Greater London in 
Spring 1999 

• 2 Iruka Boys, 1 informant, and Interviewer

• Interview as part of the flow of reconciliation 
practices



Fred’s Story of photo-taking

Extract

F: I was in Battersea Park some years ago, after

the war, ten years after the war and I’m sitting 

out in the open air with a cup of tea at the table and two 
little children running around in front of me and I said to 
myself, “oh my god, is that Japanese.” Because they 
could be Chinese or Thai, 

K: hum

F: you know what I mean, but to me they were Japanese I 
thought. I didn’t have to wonder very long, because just 
behind me (there’s) somebody calling out “Oi, koi.” 
Right? "come here" or

K: hum

F: yes?, I thought I know that. That means 'come here', or 
means 'come back'. I half reluctantly turned around and 
{at} the next table behind me was a Japanese man and 
woman. They all got up and they went down, stood by 
the lake. 



And this is the story. He took a picture of his wife and two 
children. She came and took a picture of him and the two 
children. And me being, I don’t use the camera and all 
that, but what I would normally do in a case like that, and 
I have done it many times, I would go out and say and 
“Excuse me, do you mind if, would you like me to take a 
photograph of all of you?” 

K: Yes. 

F I half got up and I thought “°No why should I.°” And I 
regretted that. I regretted it. But some years later, when I 
was over at Yoko’s place in [Place Name], a Japanese 
man, lady, doctor?

M:Hiro?

F: and the two children they came and they stood on the 
stairs by Yoko’s room there and I took a photograph with 
my camera then. I thought perhaps I’ve been redeemed 
at last. (ha ha ha) You know that’s a little thing.

K: Yes. 



Collection, Dispersion & 
Re-collection in the flow of talk

• Redemption narratives as functionally blank.object

• How talk of reconciliation accomplishes settling and 

resettling

• Way of telling the narrative illustrates moments of 

settlement--discursive settlement and 3 levels

– as a form of accountability



Discourse, images and objects

1. Elements of structure and trajectory: content, plot, 

actor, scene, resolution, etc. 

2. Interactional sense-making and establishing shared 

understanding: discursive settlement 

– Displays participants' concern developed interactionally--

moment by moment settlement

3. Juxtaposition of the first story and the second story

(Sacks, 1992)

– The second story displays its relevance of the first, in the 

way second story is told

– The second story is the recollection of the first



Summary

• Rethinking memory 

• Discursive reconciliation – unfinished 

business

• Collectivity of memory 

– As an emergent effect

– Accomplished in a circulation of functionally 

blank objects in a flow of human action

– A process of continuous mediational action of 

collection and dispersion, framing and 

displacement, settling and unsettling, and 

ordering and disordering



Discursively Accomplished 

Reconciliation

• Not a once-for-all settlement

• Discursively accomplished

• Unfinished process

• Accounts temporarily settle the 
argument, but they are subject for 
negotiation and reformulation

• Constituting moral accountabilities

• Mobilising situated identities



Moving Forward…

• How do we face difficult history?

• Crossing boundaries 

• Possibility of being otherwise

• Approaches to creating dialogues

• A form of analysis for what is unsaid

• Developing material resources and conditions 

• Space and time for dialogue/engagement


