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‘Splintering’ the Memory-Activism Nexus:
State and Market Forces in the Vortex

of Civic Memory

1 Introduction

In her 2018 article “Remembering Hope: Transnational Activism beyond the Trau-
matic,” Ann Rigney gave a collective name to and further conceptualized three
dominant ways in which memory and activism overlap.' Positioned within an ef-
fort to promote a future-oriented and optimistic research agenda in which the con-
cept of hope rather than trauma plays a central role, Rigney’s memory-activism
nexus has since come to support an emerging subfield of memory studies con-
cerned specifically with the intersections between cultural remembrance and polit-
ical resistance. Defining this nexus in terms of the interplay between memory
activism — the activism that seeks to shape cultural memory, memory of activism —
the cultural remembrance of earlier activism, and memory in activism — the use of
cultural memory within activism, Rigney further described it as a complex “vortex
of recycling, recollection and political action that can be summed up as ‘civic mem-
ory’” (2018a, 372; see also Merrill and Rigney 2024a, 2024b).

In this short essay, I expand on Rigney’s metaphorical use of the vortex to
further explore the role of the state and market within the memory-activism
nexus. Connecting civic memory to different understandings of civil society, but
also to the urban setting where the vortex metaphor has already been deployed
to grasp “the construction, materialization and practice of power and transgres-
sion” (Hall and Savage 2015, 82), I seek to emphasize how the state and market —
as common targets of, but also interlocutors and interpellators of activism in gen-
eral and memory-related activism specifically — are of critical significance to the
nexus’ complex dynamics and can ‘splinter’ activists’ efforts, impacting their out-
comes. Therein I briefly exemplify some of the less-addressed ways in which the
state and market influence the vortex of civic memory through repressive re-

1 My thanks to Jenny Wiistenberg for her helpful editorial comments and to Simon Lindgren
(‘an artist trapped in a sociologist’s body’) for producing Figure 1. Thanks also to Ann Rigney —
while the first draft of this chapter was written before the two of us started coediting the Remem-
bering Activism special issue, I am sure our very rewarding discussions have subtly left their
mark here also.
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sponses to both street and digital activism and the consequences that such re-
sponses may have for how this activism is remembered (or not) in the future.

2 Cultural memory, civil society, the state
and market

Reference to civic memory evokes the broader concept of civil society. But as Agnes
Heller noted, when different “scholars talk about civil society, they talk about en-
tirely different institutions or practices” (2001, 1034). Highlighting the concept’s
breadth of application, Heller listed civil society actors including trade unions, civil
associations, single-issue pressure groups, organized anti-authoritarian movements,
ethnic, diaspora and stateless populations, families, religious institutions, and mem-
ory institutions like museums. Reducing the mnemonic sum of all these actors to
only that of a few of them, Heller argued that “civil society cannot have a cultural
memory” as it amalgamates both groups with and without any cultural memory
formations (2001). While this prognosis now seems too restrictive, especially given
two-decades of more recent memory research and the emergence of a research
agenda dedicated to memory and activism, Heller’s discussion highlighted a more
fundamental debate regarding the ways in which civil society can be conceived as
relating to the state and market. Heller aligned with a notion of civil society rooted
in Hegelian thought as “a sphere of the social [. . .] distinct from the state, but not
from the economy” (Goonewardena and Rankin 2004, 119). For her civil society in-
cluded “everything the state is not, or what the state, at any given moment in time,
is no longer or not yet. The market belongs to civil society, as do all privately
owned and governed institutions” (Heller 2001, 1034).

However, another common conception of civil society, rooted instead in Toc-
quevillian thought, “sees civil society as a social space separated from both the (lib-
eral-democratic) state and the (capitalist) economy” (Goonewardena and Rankin
2004, 119, original emphasis). This conception mostly underpins the idea of civic
memory activism that supports Jenny Wiistenberg’s account of the grassroots mem-
ory protests that shaped memorialization in the public space of postwar Germany
(2017). Wiistenberg’s explications of civic memory activism, as well as mnemonic
civil society, are instructive because they resist the still stubbornly common ten-
dency to translate the conceptual separation of civil society from the state to the
two’s isolation in practice. Instead Wiistenberg attends to “how actors within the
state and civic sphere jointly construct a framework of legitimate memorialization”
by acknowledging that the state — like civil society — is also a hodgepodge of actors
that grassroots activists encounter in many forms and ways (2017, 29).
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This approach contrasts with much of the memory studies literature, including
that more recently dedicated to the overlaps between memory and activism, that has
chiefly treated the state as a monolithic actor that dominates memory politics. It also
prefigured calls to bring the state into analyses of memory and activism in more var-
iegated guises than before via, for example, an attention to state administrations, pol-
icies, bureaucracies, governments, agencies, apparatus, and laws (McQuaid and
Gensburger 2019; Merrill 2024). However, within analyses of memory and activism
the state still mostly features with respect to certain sorts of relationships. For exam-
ple, it is most often studied as the target of memory activism. So, memory activists
keep tabs on and seek to correct state-based memory politics. Additionally, in demo-
cratic states at least, memory activists may collaborate or cooperate with state actors,
risking the co-optation of their efforts (Partridge 2023; Wiistenberg 2017). Further-
more, these relationships tend to be conceived optimistically as having the potential
to effect change in line with a democratic and progressive political ideology. But
what of those interactions between memory and activism that lead to the strengthen-
ing of illiberal and reactionary politics or repressive and violent state responses (see
Rigney 2020)? While there is growing appreciation that memory activism does not
always have to support progressive or democratic causes, there are still few analyses
of failed memory activism nor those that have unfolded in authoritarian contexts
(see Mousavi 2024).

Meanwhile, cultural memory’s relationship with market forces has not escaped
more general attention but, as Matthew Allen highlighted around a decade ago,
memory studies still mostly lacks “a nuanced and variegated critique of capital”
even though “memory and economy are fundamentally interwoven” (2016, 371-372).
Exceptions to this include Alison Landsberg’s research on the commodification of
memories through mass media (2003) and Anna Reading’s work on the political
economy and political ecology of digital memory (2014). Yet within studies of mem-
ory and activism specifically, perspectives that emphasize the relationship between
civic memory and the market remain underdeveloped. Again, there are some recent
exceptions (see Erbil 2024), but still more could be done. Indicative of this, in the
relevant literature, the consideration of the relationship between civil society and
market-orientated actors like for-profit memory entrepreneurs remains predomi-
nantly empirical rather than conceptual in character. In fact, currently there is argu-
ably an impulse to conceptually siphon-off such actors from the memory-activism
nexus even when these actors’ own biographies and views of civil society complicate
this (see Wiistenberg 2017, 231-233).

Whichever conception of civil society memory scholars might prefer (if at all),
state and market forces clearly contribute to the complexity of the memory-activism
nexus. Whether the task is to unpick how civic activists mnemonically intervene in
or are shaped by the economy in ways that nuance a three-part conceptual model
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founded on the perceived isolation of civil society, state and market or whether it be
to problematize more broadly the place of the economy within mnemonic civil soci-
ety according to the two-part conceptual model, especially given the links between
state and market, scholars interested in the interfaces between memory and activ-
ism need to not only take the state but also the market seriously. In this respect, the
concept of the memory-activism nexus remains useful because of its capacity to ac-
commodate complexity, not least the ambiguity and ambivalence surrounding a
multitude of state and market actors that combine to, or in their own distinct ways,
influence not only memory activism but also memory of and in activism and activist
memory work in general (see Merrill and Rigney 2024b). The vortex metaphor pro-
vides a means to further stress but also unpack this complexity.

3 The vortex of civic memory: the state
and market as axes of political resistance
and cultural remembrance

While underutilized within the field of memory studies, the analytical potential
of the vortex metaphor is convincingly conveyed by Suzanne Hall and Mike Sav-
age’s use of it within urban studies (2015). They use the vortex metaphor in their
discussion of the urban transformations and associated forms of social change
and political resistance that have emerged against the maelstrom of disorienting
societal challenges kickstarted by the 2008 global financial crisis (Hall and Savage
2015). Their deployment of the vortex metaphor in the urban context connects to
notions of civic memory insofar as ‘civic’ relates to the city as the center of politi-
cal and economic power even as they recognize that the city as a unit of analysis
has been destabilized by the planetary spread of capitalism and urbanism (2015).
Placing the ‘city’ within the “context of complex global assemblages of economies,
politics, and cultures that reveal the immense churn of twenty-first century ur-
banization” they use the vortex metaphor to explore “what forms of social change
emerge through a volatile, intense, and centralized flux [. . .] and how this might
relate to global arrangements of interconnectivity, particularity, and variegation”
(Hall and Savage 2015, 83).

Hall and Savage summarize the utility of the vortex metaphor in capturing
the complexity of social change in our contemporary, crisis-ridden time in rela-
tion to a series of attributes. First, the metaphor captures the process by which an
intense complexity of flows, mobilities, dynamisms, and instabilities become con-
centrated and directed around a specific axis. Second, vortices metaphorically
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suck in, reassemble, and combine different elements and processes including cul-
tural, social, economic, and political forces resulting in the conjoining of these
forces and the production of “emergent forms and unpredictable outcomes” (Hall
and Savage 2015, 86). Third, vortices involve forces that often come to push pri-
marily in one of two directions: upwards or downwards.

Whereas in Hall and Savage’s use of the metaphor urban space plays the role of
axis, when it comes to the memory-activism nexus this can, in the first instance, be
replaced by civic remembrance. Paraphrasing their arguments, which overall stress
the need to acknowledge the specificities and particularities of social transformation
in an interconnected yet asymmetrical world, and repurposing them towards mem-
ory-related research endeavors, the idea of the vortex allows the exploration of the
idiosyncratic mnemonic formations and flows that emerge from moments of (some-
times violent) turmoil while also noting how the flux that characterizes such mo-
ments can generate and reflect mnemonic relationships premised on clear and
distinguishable currents and directions of energy. Hall and Savage note that any vor-
tex, in drawing different forces into its flow, “reconfigures what lies around it”
(2015, 86). At the same time, those forces drawn into a vortex also influence its inter-
nal dynamics. In terms of the vortex of civic memory that results from feedback
loops between the different dimensions of the memory-activism nexus (Rigney
2020), this can help us understand those state and market forces that are drawn into
and thus influence, sometimes splintering, the dynamic interplay of memory and
activism. The overall impact of these forces may determine whether such interplays
most resemble an updraft characterized by a bottom-up dynamic where greatest
agency lies with civil society actors or a downdraft premised on a top-down dynamic
where state and market actors are more dominant, and indeed how these dynamics
might shift with any interplay’s particular evolution.?

Consider one of the best known and most powerful sorts of natural vortices:
tornados. In their earliest stages, tornados are characterized by stagnation zones
at the surface level before a central updraft forms. Thereafter, as a tornado picks
up intensity, with its pressure conditions at the surface changing and its swirl
ratio increasing, its central updraft is dissipated by a breakdown bubble that
moves towards the surface drowning the updraft as it goes. When the breakdown
bubble reaches the surface, a central downdraft can form, splintering the tornado
into multiple vortices (see Davies-Jones 1986; Figure 1).

2 State and market forces must not always adhere to a top-down dynamic and, of course, such a
claim partly depends on whether one conceptualizes the market as part of civil society or not.
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Figure 1: The vortex evolution of a tornado. Created by Simon Lindgren based on Davies-Jones
(1986).

To further reveal the analytical potential of the vortex metaphor the tornado dy-
namics (as captured in the figure above) can themselves be metaphorically rein-
terpreted as suggesting the interplay between memory and activism - with the
surface standing in for the grassroots of civil society, the top of the tornado for
the state and, potentially also, market, and the arrows for flows of mnemonic ac-
tion and contestation. Pressure grows (or in fact drops), a central point of mne-
monic contention forms, rises from the grassroots to shape higher forces, thus
creating an axis, before potentially being pushed down again in ways that might
splinter the original contention into new contentions. Each nexus of memory and
activism, each vortex of civic memory, is like a tornado in its idiosyncratic tumult.
Vortices of civic memory are never the same twice. But still general patterns can
be discerned regarding their evolution and the different dynamics of forces they
pertain to. Furthermore, the particularities of these dynamics means that it might
not only be a case of a vortex of civic memory drawing in state and market forces
around a mnemonic axis — in some cases a mnemonic vortex may form around
state or market actors or practices with these becoming axes of both cultural re-
membrance and political resistance.

Noting the possible centrality of state and market forces within the memory-
activism nexus, as the vortex metaphor allows, is critical especially in cases where
the state and market individually or collectively repress mnemonic activist efforts —
in other words when they drown and splinter the updraft. For example, and with
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respect to street activism and counter memorialization, Rigney (2022) has noted how
the activist toppling of a statue of Edward Colston in Bristol, UK in June 2020 encour-
aged amendments to legislation in the country to emphasize criminal offenses in-
volving the damage to, not just property in general, but memorials specifically. This
has clear consequences for memory activism and memory in activism as well as ac-
tivism in general. Violent state responses to street activism can also have consequen-
ces for these strands of the memory-activism nexus as well as memory of activism
(Rigney 2020). In the case of digital activism, the government banning of activist web-
sites, especially those that serve as online archives, impacts the ability of activists
and movements, as well as the broader public, to remember past activism. In other
words, it influences the memory of activism. For example, various domains of Indy-
media.org — a non-profit, open publishing network of activist journalist collectives —
including Indymedia Linksunten in Germany, have had their computer servers
seized and destroyed by police (see Merrill and Lindgren 2020). Meanwhile, activists’
uptake of corporate social media platforms and the willingness of social media com-
Ppanies to appease governments and their state surveillance goals in pursuit of their
profit targets have had further repressive mnemonic consequences. American-, Rus-
sian- and Chinese-owned platforms like X (formerly Twitter), Instagram, Facebook,
VKontakte, and TikTok all digitally ‘moderate’ memory in various ways and when
requested or demanded by state actors often ‘shadow-ban’ or remove activist content
and accounts with further consequences for how activists and movements remem-
ber or are remembered. Exemplifying the political power of digitally moderated
memory and its resultant digital ‘memory holes,” the censorship of Tamil activists on
Instagram and Facebook including their commemorative content has been argued to
stunt “discussion around the legacy of Tamil militancy and the continued struggle
for justice and accountability” while strengthening “the Sri Lankan state’s authoritar-
ian approach to clamping down on freedom of expression” (Amarasingam and Nan-
dakumar 2021, n.p.; see also McCammon 2022).

4 Conclusion

The examples briefly outlined above point, not only, to the need to better grasp the
influence of state and market forces within the memory-activism nexus and its asso-
ciated vortices of civic memory but also to critically reflect on what these forces
might mean for future memories of activism and indeed future activism itself. If it
is important to understand how state actors in their contemporary and future itera-
tions remember past activists (see Merrill 2024), so too it is necessary to consider
how these actors may enforce the public forgetting of activists and forms of activ-
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ism. The analytical strength of the memory-activism nexus lies partly in its heuristic
simplicity. It allows us to pick apart the complicatedness of memory and activism’s
manifold interrelationships. The complement offered by the metaphor of the vortex
is that it foregrounds the actual, empirical complexity of these matters. Each time
memory and activism touch, the result is a vortex of remembrance and resistance.
Each of these vortices is unstable and volatile, drawing in multiple forces and actors
with consequences for what lies within and beyond its range. The analytical utility
of vortex metaphor lies thus in taking seriously the particularities of each instance
of memory and activism’s interplay. Still, and although no two vortices of civic
memory will be the same, expanding the study of such interplays as partly kick-
started by Rigney’s work has the potential to reveal more general patterns in the
future. In other words, further applying the metaphor of the vortex within the study
of memory and activism’s interplay promises to help reveal the circumstances
under which state and market forces are pulled into play and whether this is inevi-
table or not. Likewise, it might provide activists with insight into how to counteract
the splintering, downdraft of state and market repression. Making more room for
the state and market within this contentious, mnemonic tumult may however still
mean not only emphasizing pasts that are a reason for hope among contemporary
and future activists but also those that are a cause for alarm.



